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Chapter 1 



The deep-sea submersible  Melvin  had just reached its planned exploration depth – 1,559 

metres below the surface of the Tasman Sea and 4.2 metres off the bottom of the eastern flank  of  the  Lord  Howe  Rise  –  when  the  underwater  telephone  belched  irritatingly, indicating  that  the  mother  ship  was  trying  to  contact  them.  Like  every  other  bit  of technology  around  the  world,  except  that  used  for  spying  on  people,  the  phone  was decades past its use-by date. 

Irith  Hardey  didn’t  move  from  the  viewport;  she  suffered  from  claustrophobia  and being able to look out made it bearable. She’d done her best to overcome the disability, for  Irith  was  fascinated  by  the  deep  sea  and  there  was  no  other  way  to  discover,  first-hand, what was down here. She’d been waiting two years for this dive and no intrusion from  the  dismal  world  above,  with its  perpetual crises  and  steadily  worsening  political situation, was going to distract her. Her research was her life, her friend, her lover and comforter. It couldn’t turn her mind off after she collapsed into bed, though. It couldn’t keep the recurring nightmares at bay. 

The submersible’s floodlights illuminated an expanse of grey mud between knobs of tubeworm-encrusted  basalt.  A  white  fish  swam  into  the  field  of  view.  It  was  long  and thin, like a length of squashed plastic pipe. 

‘It’s for you, Dr Hardey,’ said the pilot. 

Irith cursed under her breath. ‘What now? We only left the surface an hour ago.’  

He motioned her to the receiver. ‘It’s Jacques Cuvier.’  

The expedition leader, on the RV  Thor Heyerdahl, above. ‘It’d better be important!’ 

She took it. ‘Hello, Irith here.’  

Jacques Cuvier came on the line, his normally precise tones made adenoidal by the ancient instrument. ‘You are to come up, please.’  

‘What?’  she  cried,  though  the  instruction  had  been  perfectly  clear.  ‘Is  it  an emergency?’ Hardly likely, or the surface controller would be talking the pilot through it. 
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‘No emergency. You are to come up, without delay.’  

‘But we’ve only just got here. We’ve got six hours’ work to do.’  

Over  at  the  other  viewport  Irith’s  co-observer,  Jason  Slythe,  spun  around.  ‘What’s the matter?’ he mouthed. 

She put her hand over the mouthpiece. ‘Surely he can’t mean  now? I’ve been waiting years  for  this.’  Not  to  mention  writing  fifty-three  research  proposals,  and  begging  and scrounging every cent of the $65,000 per day it cost for the sixty-year-old submersible, all her equipment and the rusting seventy-metre research vessel required to support it. 

Jason held up his hands in a sign of helplessness. She put the phone to her ear again. 

Jacques said something she didn’t catch through a prolonged gurgling sound, like a distant toilet flushing over and again. The underwater phone was always causing trouble; there had been no money for maintenance in decades. It gave her an idea. 

‘Hello?’ she said loudly. ‘Jacques? Jacques?’  

‘Lost him,’ she said to Fred, the pilot, then put her hand over the mouthpiece again. 

‘Follow the dive plan, Fred. Go down to Station One.’  

Fred  adjusted  the  submersible’s  trim  by  pumping  mercury from  the  aft  tank  to  the forward one. ‘But …’  

‘Jacques hasn’t told  you  to come up.’  

‘No.’  

‘And it’s not an emergency.’  

He grinned. Fred was the solid, dependable type, as pilots had to be, but there was enough rebel in him to enjoy someone else breaking the rules. 

Irith put the receiver into an empty Milo tin used for storing odds and ends, and taped the lid on over the cord so no sound could escape. ‘And I couldn’t make out what he was saying, so we go on with the mission.’  

‘You’re really going to be in the  shit when we  surface,’ Jason fretted. He was the worrying type. 

‘You don’t have to worry. You’re not in charge.’  

The  Melvin  proceeded downslope to 1,642 metres, keeping just far enough above the bottom that the wash from the thrusters did not stir up the sediment and reduce visibility. 

Irith was watching the trace of the echo sounder with one eye while she used the external video and still cameras with the other. ‘We must be nearly on station, Fred.’  
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‘The  canyon  should  be  coming  into  view  any  minute.’  The  submersible  kept dropping. ‘There it is.’  

‘Just ease down into it so I can get images of the walls.’  

The   Melvin   dropped  over  the  lip  into  what  appeared  to  be  a  gully  eroded  out  of clayey sediment. The lights revealed wavy layering in the gully walls, dark and light, and occasional lenses of white. They continued down. 

‘I  knew  we’d  find  it  here,’  Irith  said.  ‘The  hydrate  signature  on  the  echo  sounder traces was as strong as I’ve ever seen.’  

Further down, the grey-brown sediment was thickly layered with glistening bands of the white material, five to ten centimetres thick. It looked exactly like ice. 

‘Follow it down as far as you can, Fred – I want to ground-truth the traces as best we can. Is everything recording?’  

‘Of course,’ he said. 

The white bands continued to the bottom of the canyon, twenty-seven metres below the sediment surface. The submersible tracked along the bottom for about two hundred metres,  then  hovered,  neutrally  buoyant,  while  Irith  made  measurements  of  water chemistry  and  physical  properties  with  her  external  instruments.  She  checked  that  the data  was  recording  and  took  water  samples  and  sediment  cores  with  the  manipulator arms. After storing the sealed containers in the science sample basket outside, she said, 

‘I’m finished here. Can we track back along the other side?’  

Fred was rocking back and forth on his seat. 

‘Something the matter?’ she said. 

‘The canyon walls don’t look one-hundred-percent stable, Irith. I don’t want to spend more time down here than I have to. The operating regs specify –’  

‘I know,’ she said. At the bottom of the sea, safety always took precedence. ‘Take her up whenever you’re ready. I’ve done everything I have to do.’  

Fred ascended the canyon, and at the place where they’d first seen the white material he  worked  the  manipulator  arms,  since  he  was  more  experienced  at  that  than  Irith,  to break off a chunk of layered sediment which he placed in the pressure chamber within the sample basket. 

‘Enough?’ said Fred. 

‘Another piece, please,’ said Irith. ‘Since we’ve come all this way.’  
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That proved more difficult than Irith had anticipated. The white material decomposed in  a  little  explosion  of  bubbles  as  soon  as  Fred  closed  the  grips  of  the  starboard manipulator arm. 

‘I’ve read about that happening,’ said Irith. ‘What about just there?’ She pointed over Fred’s shoulder through his viewport at another lens of the icy material, ten centimetres across and just as thick. 

He eased it into the pressure chamber and worked the remotes to close the lid and seal it. It would keep the samples at the same pressure and temperature until they reached the surface. 

‘Excellent,’ Irith said. ‘Now, if we can just get a core or two.’  

Fred used the sediment corer to extract a two-metre-long horizontal core through the white material, then a vertical core from the top, sealed them remotely in their core tubes and stowed them in the basket. 

‘Where to now, Irith?’ said Fred, staring at her in a way that suggested it was time to obey orders and go up. 

Irith heaved a heavy  sigh. ‘I just love it down here. No one has  ever dived on the Lord Howe Rise before – it could be a new planet for all we know about it.’  

‘It’ll change,’ said Fred. ‘If they find a use for that stuff.’  

‘Methane hydrate,’ she said absently. ‘Methane gas generated in the sediments over millions of years and frozen into ice crystals. There’s enough buried on the slopes of the Lord Howe Rise to supply the world’s energy needs for the next forty years.’  

‘Assuming we could find a safe way to extract it,’ said Jason. 

‘That’s the problem,’ Irith agreed. ‘There are gas hydrates everywhere in the deep ocean, but getting the methane out safely is another matter.’  

‘See  that?’  said  Fred.  Trails  of  tiny  bubbles  were  streaming  up  from  the  exposed hydrate surfaces. ‘It’s two degrees outside, yet our lights are causing it to break down. 

Let’s go, Irith.’  

‘All right,’ she said, and with another heavy sigh began removing the tape from the Milo lid. ‘Hello, Jacques,’ she said wearily, as though she’d been repeating it for hours. 

‘ Melvin  here, come in please.’  

‘Dr Hardey!’ Jacques Cuvier snapped. He wasn’t a fool. ‘Come up immediately.’  
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‘We’re on our way. But why, Jacques?’ The weather had been good when they’d left the surface, a clear winter’s day with only a gentle breeze, and the cyclone season didn’t start for months yet. 

‘Someone wants to see you.’  

‘Me? Why?’  

‘The Department hasn’t bothered to inform me.’  

‘Is  someone  flying  out?’  Irith  could  not  imagine  why,  for  she  was  just  a  marine scientist specialising in climate change. It was a big issue in a world beset by rising seas and violent weather-pattern changes from one year to the next. Not to mention perpetual resettlement  conflicts  between  the  billion  refugees  who’d  been  flooded  out  and  those fortunate enough to live higher up. But even so, plenty of scientists were doing similar research and most had more experience than she did. Why her? 

‘No, they’re sending a helicopter to take you back to Sydney, and it’ll be here in half an hour. You’d better not keep them waiting.’  

‘Pick me up?’ Irith felt like a fool, repeating everything he said, but it made no sense at all. ‘Where am I going?’  

‘I have no idea, Dr Hardey, but whatever you’ve done, I’m not happy about it. This mission has been years in the planning and it’s most inconvenient.’  

‘It’s a damn sight more inconvenient for me!’ retorted Irith. ‘It’s my research time that’s being lost.’ With the greatest reluctance, she told Fred to ascend to the mother ship. 

‘What  the  fuck’s  going  on?’  said  Jason,  as  if  it  were  her  fault.  His  precious underwater time was also being wasted. ‘This is a real pain, Irith.’  

‘It certainly wasn’t my idea,’ she snapped. 

 

At 11 am, she wriggled out of the hatch of the  Melvin  and climbed down onto the deck of the   Thor  Heyerdahl.  A  huge  helicopter  sat  on  the  pad  on  the  forward  deck,  its  blades spinning. Like every other piece of equipment she came across, it was ancient – a two-bladed Sikorsky kept running long past its designed life. There were oil stains down the metal skin, which had been repaired using parts from a machine with a different paint job. 

It wasn’t a comforting sign. 

Jacques  Cuvier  marched  across,  natty  as  ever  in  suit  and  bow  tie  that  looked completely out of place among the overalls of the scientists and technicians. 
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‘Come on, Irith, come on,’ he fussed. ‘The Department’s been on the line three times in the last half hour, wanting to know why it’s taking so long. They have power over our funding, you know.’  

Irith had asked Fred to come up as slowly as possible. It could be another three years before she got the chance to be in a submersible again, so  she’d made the most of the time  she  had  left.  She thought  about  making  an excuse,  but  Jacques  must  have  known what she was up to – all he had to do was check the mother ship’s sonar logs. It could locate the  Melvin  to within a few metres in any depth of water. Besides, he’d been good to her in the past and he’d look after her as best he could. 

Taking her elbow, he ushered her towards the helicopter. 

‘How long will I be away?’  

‘I don’t know, Irith. Days, certainly …’  

‘What is it, Jacques?’  

‘The helicopter costs $8,000 an hour and it’s well overdue for an overhaul. They may not bring you back at all.’  

‘But my research …’  

‘We’ve got the plan. It’ll get done.’  

‘It’s not the same, Jacques!’ she said furiously. 

He  took  two  steps  backwards.  ‘I  do  understand,  Irith.  I’ve  done  my  best  but  the Department wouldn’t budge. The order comes from higher up, I understand.’  

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’  

‘I don’t know. The Department wouldn’t say.’  

‘Well,  fuck  the  Department,’  Irith  said,  just  on  the  edge  of  audibility.  She  rarely swore but the situation seemed to require it. 

‘Pardon?’  

‘Nothing. I’ll have to change and pack some clothes …’  

‘There’s no time. You’ll have to go as you are.’  

‘But –’ She looked up at him. Jacques wasn’t a tall man but he was a lot taller than her. ‘What’s the hurry?’  

‘Just come on.’  

He  was  uncharacteristically  anxious.  The  Departmental  Secretary  must  have  really given him a roasting. Serves him right, Irith thought, but that was unjust. Jacques wasn’t 12 
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much of a scientist, and the fussiness made him an absurd figure, but he knew talent when he saw it. He’d been most supportive of her over the past three years. 

‘I’m absolutely bursting for a pee,’ Irith said. ‘And I’ve got to change my tampon before it leaks all down –’ That was a fib, but he wasn’t to know it. In these prudish times no one talked about such things, least of all Jacques Cuvier. 

‘Five minutes!’ he interrupted hastily, avoiding her eye. ‘Not a second more.’  

‘Thank you, Jacques.’ Irith sprinted off. She had only work clothes aboard, but even work clothes were better than her baggy old overalls and scuffed workman’s boots. 

In her cabin she threw off the overalls and put on the best pants she had, a pair of blue  jeans  that  were  uncomfortably  tight  across  the  backside.  Must  get  back  into exercising, she thought, not for the first time. Brown boots, a soft grey blouse, a cotton jacket that was a darker grey. She looked like a bushwalker. Irith gave her short brown hair a quick brush, which failed to tame it, and her teeth an even quicker going-over, by which time Jacques was rapping on the door. 

‘Coming!’  She  threw  a  spare  blouse  into  her  backpack,  a  couple  of  changes  of underwear, passport and ID cards and, lastly, her battered PocketBook computer. If she wasn’t coming back, at least she could get some work done. 

In another five minutes Jacques was handing her into the chopper which, she noted, had  been  fitted  with  long-range  tanks.  The   Thor  Heyerdahl   was  over  a  thousand kilometres out from Sydney. 

‘Good  luck!’  he  said  as  the  co-pilot  pointed  to  the  rear  left  seat  and  slid  the  door closed. 

‘Thanks,’ she muttered inaudibly. But for what? 

Three  hours  later  she  was  in  Sydney  but  had  learned  nothing.  The  pilots  were  the most taciturn types she had  ever encountered,  saying not a word to her the whole trip. 

They set down at the airport heliport where a car was waiting. A uniformed woman got out  and  checked  Irith’s  ID  with  a  portable  terminal  that  she  took  directly  from  the manufacturer’s  packaging.  In  a  world  dominated  by  refugee-sponsored  terrorism,  the security  services  had  the  best  of  everything.  ‘Would  you  come  this  way,  please,  Dr Hardey?’  

‘I’d really like to know what’s going on,’ said Irith. 

‘I’m just an escort. You’ll be briefed on arrival in London.’  
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‘ London!’  

‘That’s right. Let me take your bag.’  

Irith held onto it – the only stable thing in her shifting world. ‘It’s not heavy. What’s happening in London?’  

‘I’m just an escort,’ the woman repeated. 

It reminded her all too uncomfortably of her first trip to London, eight or nine years ago, and all the horrors that had come out of it. A desperate chase through flooded tunnels under the London Docklands, an insurgency school in mosquito-ridden Minnesota, and then … Irith felt panic rising along with the faces of all her dead friends and foes. She took deep breaths and bit down on the memories. 
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Chapter 2 



The  car  drove  around  the  airport  perimeter  to  the  international  terminal  where,  to  her surprise, Irith was taken through Customs and Immigration and led into the business class section  of  a  Qantas  flight.  The  hatch  was  closed immediately,  as  if  the  flight  had  been held up for her. 

Irith had trouble sleeping on planes so she worked for the first half of the trip and watched a series of indifferent movies for the rest, mainly as a distraction from NetNews. 

Where possible, she avoided watching the news, which was no more than a catalogue of human misery, and repetitive misery at that – the same crises in the same countries that she’d  been  seeing  all  her  life.  Humanity  seemed  incapable  of  resolving  any  of  its conflicts. 

A few hours out of London she made the mistake of flicking to NetNews and was drawn in by a documentary on the Bangladeshi refugee camps, which now stretched for sixty-five kilometres along that unfortunate country’s border with India. Bangladesh had been virtually wiped out by the six-metre sea-level rise when the West Antarctic ice sheet collapsed.  Three-quarters  of  the  country  had  been  flooded  and  the  majority  of  its  most fertile agricultural land had gone under the sea. 

One hundred and ninety-five million Bangladeshis were rendered homeless and the rump  of  high  land  in  their  country  could  not  accommodate  them.  The  border  refugee camps  had  grown  into  cities  and  these  had  amalgamated  to  form  a  mega-city  housing upwards of seventy-five million people, the most overcrowded, polluted and dismal slum in the world. The refugees could not go home – there was no homeland to go to – and no country would take them in. Twenty years after the ice sheet melted, the camps were an incubator of hate, misery and the worst excesses of terrorism that the twenty-first-century mind could come up with. 

It  hadn’t  just  been  Bangladesh,  of  course.  The  rising  seas  had  displaced  another hundred  million  in  India  and  Pakistan,  two  hundred  and  twenty-five  million  in  China, 15 
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fifty  million  in  Egypt  when  the  lower  Nile  valley  became  an  estuary  two  hundred kilometres long, and many more elsewhere in the world. No country with a coastline had been unaffected: thousands of homes had been flooded on Sydney Harbour, the sea was only  kept  out  of  London  by  the  immense  Thames  Dike,  and  Venice  was  just  a  watery memory. 

Refugees  had  been  streaming  into  Europe,  the  Americas  and  Australia  for  two decades,  but  in  the  past  three  years  the  flood  had  become  an  unstoppable  deluge.  The developed  countries  were  bursting  at  the  seams  and,  with  unemployment  approaching levels that hadn’t been  seen  since the Great Depression, even the most tolerant nations had had enough. 

Irith  hastily  flicked  away  from  the  images  of  thin  brown  faces  and  pot-bellied children with staring eyes. The problem was insoluble; there was nowhere else for them to go. 

The next channel was the BBC World Service. Not having seen any news during her two weeks on board ship, Irith thought she might as well catch up. 

 

 The refugee crisis grows ever worse, and ever louder the clamour of those who want to send them back where they came from. In Berlin yesterday, an anti-refugee rally drew three-quarters of a million Yellow Armbands. 

 

In  the  background,  footage  of the  rally  was  replaced  by  enhanced  black-and-white film of the Nuremberg rallies. The parallel didn’t need to be drawn. The bloody work of the Yellow Armbands was all too prominent. 

 

 In other news, the Minister for Rationing announced that food rationing will have to be  tightened  in  Britain  before  the  end  of  the  month,  due  to  the  continuing  bad weather which has led to the worst harvest in eighty-eight years.  

 In the United States, the Department of Agriculture has downgraded its forecast grain tonnages for the fourth time in a month. The US may have to import grain for the first time in more than three centuries. Wheat, corn, barley and oat futures are at the highest levels ever recorded. 
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Irith flicked to the next channel, hoping it would be better. 

 

 On  the  subcontinent,  there  is  continued  unrest  in  the  refugee  ghettoes  along  the border between India and Pakistan. Riot police had to be called in to supervise the distribution  of  rations  after  the  rice  ration  was  cut  yet  again.  The  Government  of Pakistan has accused India of deliberate provocation after …  

 

On  the  channel  after  that,  the  announcer  was  talking  about  the  fall  of  the  Italian Government last week. Irith wasn’t interested in European politics. She turned the screen off and managed to doze for the rest of the trip. 

In London, she was escorted through Customs and Immigration before being taken to the  VIP  Rationing  Centre.  She  presented  her  passport  and  was  issued  with  a  ration smartcard. 

‘You’ll need to present this with every purchase,’ said the bored woman behind the counter. ‘If you need to check your points status, or the price of common items, put the card into your communicator and it will tell you.’  

‘What if I run out of points?’ said Irith. 

‘You won’t be able to make any purchases until the fifteenth of the month, when the next month’s food and energy points are awarded.’  

‘Energy points?’  

‘For  anything  that  needs  energy!  Lifts,  taxis,  buses,  trains,  heaters,  household appliances –’  

‘I get the picture,’ said Irith. ‘So if I have no energy points left, I have to walk.’  

‘You learn fast. You get 2,200 energy points per month. The card also contains your water ration points.’  

‘What about air?’ Irith said sarcastically. ‘Are there ration points for breathing too?’  

‘Air is free,’ the woman said. She looked over her shoulder and added, with a faint smile, ‘the air quality we have in London, it’d want to be.’  

Irith was ushered to a limousine. She presented her ration card to the driver but he waved it away. 

‘This one is taken care of.’  
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The  limousine  turned  out  of  Heathrow  Airport  towards  the  city.  As  they  passed through the airport gates and stopped in a snarl of traffic, Irith noticed a line of ragged people standing just off the road. Shabbily dressed and gaunt, they carried hand-printed signs: WILL WORK FOR FOOD. They didn’t all look like refugees. 

It had to be some kind of protest or demonstration, surely? Perhaps they were making a movie, though Irith couldn’t see any cameras. No one took any notice of their pleas –the people in the cars were all looking straight ahead. 

A woman carrying a tiny, thin baby approached the car, holding out her hands. Irith, moved, pressed the down button on her window before realising that she had no English money. The driver wound her window up again. The woman began beating on the glass. 

She couldn’t have been more than twenty but was emaciated and had lost five or six teeth. 

Irith was profoundly shocked. 

‘Open the window, please,’ she said to the driver, taking off her watch. It was the only thing she had to offer. 

‘Please don’t encourage them, lady. It doesn’t do anyone any good.’  

The car went forward and the woman fell to her knees beside the road. Irith watched her out the rear window until the limousine turned the corner. ‘Why did you do that?’  

‘You don’t know what you’re doing, marm,’ he said politely, though his jaw muscles were clenching and unclenching. ‘Open the window and twenty of them would tear you out of the car and strip you of everything you own. They’re not human.’  

‘They looked desperate. Who were they?’  

‘Refugees!’  he  said  dismissively.  ‘Someone  should  do  something  about  them. 

They’ve got no right to come here, eating our food and taking our jobs.’  

Irith was too tired to respond. Closing her eyes she endured the seemingly endless journey, wanting nothing but twelve hours’ sleep in her comfortable bed in her little flat in Sydney. 

She was dozing when the car screeched to a halt, cracking the side of her head on the window. She looked up, dazed. The limousine was stopped in a line of traffic, though, not knowing London well, Irith had no idea where she was. The street was narrow, several shopfront windows had been smashed and the pavement was littered with timber, glass and rubble. 
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The driver was cursing softly under his breath. Some distance ahead a small group of people was running down the street towards the limousine – running as if for their very lives.  Irith  rubbed  her  eyes  and  peered  through  the  windscreen.  They  were  perhaps  a hundred metres ahead of a mob belching out of a park or square. She couldn’t tell which, for it was dark now and half the streetlights were out. A shiver passed up her spine. 

‘What is it, driver?’  

He looked over his shoulder, gauging the space behind the limousine. A thin-faced black  man  with  a  close-cropped  steel-grey  beard  and  a  shaven  head,  his  forehead  was coated with perspiration. ‘It’s a BFB rally. Don’t know what’s happened. This way was supposed to be safe.’  

‘BFB?’ 

‘Britain for the British. They want to get rid of the refugees, and all foreigners.’ 

Irith tried to digest that. ‘What’s your name?’ she said after a while. 

‘Nigel, marm,’ he said after a long pause. 

The  name  seemed  incongruous.  ‘Could  you  open  the  window,  please?  I  can’t breathe.’  

He  unlocked  it  and  she  wound  it  down.  The  traffic  behind  the  limousine  hemmed them in. The car ahead had stalled and its driver was trying to start it without success. 

Nigel put the vehicle into reverse and went backwards until the bumper touched the car behind.  He  revved  the  engine,  pushing  the  other  vehicle  backwards  until  it  came  up against the car behind it. The driver, an elderly woman, screamed at him, though it was barely audible above the roar of the approaching mob. 

‘What are you doing, Nigel?’ Irith said. 

‘You know what they’re like, marm.’ He eased forward, then back again, but didn’t have enough clearance to swing the big vehicle out of the line of traffic. 

‘I’ve only been in the country a couple of hours.’  

‘It’s a rally against refugees. If they catch me, I’m done for.’  

‘You don’t talk like a refugee.’  

‘I’m fourth-generation British, but if your skin’s the wrong colour, or you don’t talk right, they go for you. You’re not safe either, with that accent. Australian?’  

‘Yes,’  she  said  faintly.  Britain  hadn’t  been  like  this  the  last  time  she’d  been  here, three years ago. Back then, the country had still prided itself on its tolerance. How had 19 
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everything got out of control so quickly? It reminded her of the bad old days before the Global Congress had been toppled, eight years ago. Irith had played a part in that bloody time; it was the source of her nightmares. She’d been idealistic then, but now she just felt world-weary and helpless. It was easier to block the evils out. 

The driver went backwards and forwards again but still could not clear the car ahead. 

On the other side of the two-lane road, a line of stalled traffic prevented him from making a u-turn, though there was a small gap a car length behind them, if he could ease the big car into it. 

Nigel  stamped  on  the  accelerator,  spun  the  wheel  onto  full  lock  and  slammed  the vehicle into reverse. The tyres smoked and the long vehicle shot round in a tight curve, just clearing the car behind. The rear wheels mounted the kerb, bouncing over an obstacle and coming down with a metallic crash. He swore, slammed on the brakes and stopped with the bumper just touching a shop window. 

Banging  the  gear  selector  into  first,  he  went  the  other  way.  The  wheels  hit  the obstacle and stopped, the tyres screaming as they burned rubber. Whatever they’d hit, it was preventing them from going forward. 

Irith couldn’t bear the silence. ‘I’m Irith. What are you going to do, Nigel?’  

‘Sit  tight,  please,  marm.  We’re  not  done  yet.’  He  kept  going  forward  and  back, forward and back. Irith could smell burning rubber, and a more acrid stench coming from something overheated. 

The mob continued to pour out of the park until it seemed there were thousands of people running down the street. They pulled down one of the fleeing stragglers, a short, tubby man. Clubs rose and fell, and only then did Irith understand what was going on. 

‘They’re  killing  him!’  she  gasped.  Her  throat  felt  as  if  it  had  closed  over.  This couldn’t be happening. ‘Can’t you do something …?’ Stupid, stupid. ‘Call the police.’  

‘They won’t come. They keep well clear of BFB rallies.’  

‘But …’  

‘It’s happening all over the country, marm.’  

Two more people were attacked and knocked down, before disappearing beneath the violence. Irith put her fist in her mouth to prevent herself from screaming. 

The  mob  engulfed  the  fleeing  group,  one  by  one,  and  began  smashing  shopfront windows. A few people climbed inside and passed goods out, but the rest kept coming. 
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They weren’t running now – just advancing in a deadly, inexorable surge. The motorists ahead of the limousine were abandoning their cars and running for their lives. 

Nigel spun the wheel, jerking back, then forward. Metal screeched under the car but the wheels did not clear the obstacle. 

The  streetlights  close  to  the  vehicle  were  working,  and  the  mob  was  now  near enough for Irith to make out individuals, brandishing fists, cricket bats and pieces of pipe. 

All were dressed alike in shiny black boots, brown workmen’s pants and shirts, and all had stubbled heads. Each wore a broad yellow armband, half the length of a sleeve, with a device in red on it. They weren’t yet close enough for Irith to tell what it was. 

Flames, belching out of a smashed window at the other end of the block, diverted her attention for a moment. When she looked back, only three of the fleeing group remained, a middle-aged man and woman and a girl in her late teens, all of Indian appearance. 

The leaders of the mob were closing on them rapidly. Irith couldn’t bear to watch. 

None  of  those  pulled  down  had  appeared  again,  and  the  upraised  clubs  bore  bloody stains. She was so shocked that only now did she realise her own danger. 

‘Should I run, Nigel?’  

‘Stay put!’ he snapped. ‘Please, marm.’  

He was still jerking the car forward and back. Irith put her head out the window. The obstacle was a long concrete beam, like a railway sleeper but higher, broken on one end to expose the steel reinforcing. It looked as though it had fallen from a height. 

The  running  man  stopped  suddenly.  He  was  stout  and  bald,  an  unlikely  hero.  The older woman extended her arms toward him, begging him to keep going. He thrust her and the girl behind him, urging them away, then picked up a length of timber and turned and walked towards the mob. 

The older woman dropped her arms and turned back to the man. She took his free hand and they stood together, calmly facing the rabble. 

The  girl  let  out  a  wail  of  grief,  turned  and  bolted  down  the  middle  of  the  street, between the lines of stationary cars. The mob hesitated for a moment, and came on. The bald man awkwardly swung his length of four-by-two, then let it fall and just stood there with his hands outstretched. The leaders of the mob raised their clubs and lengths of pipe. 

The man and woman were struck down. 
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Nigel dropped the clutch and, with a rending of metal, as if the muffler had torn off, followed  by  a  throaty  roar,  the  rear  wheels  hopped  over  the  obstacle.  The  limousine skidded round in a semi-circle, through the gap in the stalled traffic and bounced up onto the pavement on the other side of the narrow street. It was littered with broken concrete, so he had to reverse again. 

Irith had her window down and her head out. The girl was running for her life but the mob would have her before she got another fifty metres. Without thinking, Irith threw the door open and screamed, ‘This way!’  

‘What  are  you  doing?’  roared  the  driver,  rocketing  backwards.  ‘Shut  the  fucking door or we’re both dead.’  

The girl altered course towards them. There were tears streaming down her face; her mouth was a gaping gash. She wasn’t going to make it. One of the leaders, a black-booted skinhead, was swinging a length of metal railing above his head, preparing to bring her down. The large device on his arm was like a triplet of whirling red sickles. 

Irith  knew  that  she  had  to  act  instantly.  As  the  limousine  stopped  she  leapt  out, snatched up a piece of pipe lying on the pavement and sent it spinning straight towards the leading man. 

It caught him in the face, knocking him off his feet. The thugs behind him landed in a heap on top of him. The crowd hesitated for a second. Irith heaved the girl into the car and leapt in after her as Nigel accelerated. 

The  mob  let  out  a roar.  Nigel  took  off,  the  left wheel,  on  the  pavement,  bouncing over an upturned office chair and scattering pieces of metal and foam right and left. Irith reached for the open door but it smashed into a pole and tore away. 

The limousine rounded the corner, still riding along the pavement, then turned into a wider road with less traffic and began to weave its way between the cars. 

Irith  let  go  of  the  girl,  who  might  have  been  as  old  as  eighteen.  She  had  a  small, heart-shaped  face,  great  moist  eyes  as  dark  as  chocolate,  all  swollen  and  staring,  and short, windblown black hair. She had been crying but hid her emotions as Irith inspected her. 

‘I’m  sorry,’  Irith  said,  knowing  that  the  words  were  hopelessly  inadequate.  ‘Were they your parents …?’  
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‘My uncle and aunt,’ the girl said in a dead voice. ‘I thank you for your courage and your kindness. And they would thank you too, wherever they are now.’  

The car stopped at a set of traffic lights and, before Irith knew it, the girl had pressed something into her hand and slipped out the gaping doorway. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s all I have.’ Within seconds she had vanished into the crowd. 
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Chapter 3 



Irith slid across the seat to the other side of the limousine, as far as possible from the icy wind  whirling  in  through  the  opening,  and  absently  clipped  on  the  seat  belt.  She  was shaking. She couldn’t take it in. 

She looked up at the driver, who was staring straight ahead, gripping the wheel so hard that his knuckles stood out. 

‘Aren’t you going to the police, Nigel?’ Her voice sounded unreal. So controlled, so untouched, while she was dissolving inside. 

The lights changed and the limousine moved off. Nigel turned to her and his  eyes were as tragic as the girl’s had been. ‘They’re the first group the BFB infiltrated.’  

‘But surely …?’  

‘You  don’t  understand,  marm.  The  officers  would  write  everything  down.  They’d look shocked: “What is Britain coming to, sir?” And in the middle of the night my flat would  be  firebombed,  or  my  wife  be  beaten  to  pulp  while  they  held  me  back.  It’s happened all too often in my neighbourhood.’  

‘But people were murdered right before our eyes.’  

‘Not good British people. Just refugees who had no right to come here, stealing our food and taking our jobs.’  

His voice was so flat, she couldn’t tell if he believed that or was being sarcastic. 

‘The girl had an English accent,’ she said. 

‘She didn’t look British, so it doesn’t matter how she speaks. Why couldn’t you have stayed in the car?’  

‘I couldn’t stand by,’ she said. 

‘I suppose you don’t know any better, being a foreigner yourself. You’ll never get the chance, now.’  

‘What are you talking about?’  
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‘You  got  involved.  You  helped  an  alien.  As  soon  as  the  Yellow  Armbands  have disposed of me, they’ll come for you.’  

Irith stared at him. ‘ Disposed  of you?’  

‘You’ve doomed me, marm. I can’t go home or else they’ll destroy my family. I’ll have  to  find  another  place  to  live,  another  job,  though  they’ll  catch  me  soon  enough. 

They’ve spies everywhere. They’ll turn on you, too.’  

‘I don’t believe this,’ said Irith. ‘But I’m …’  

‘White?’ he said, shaking his head sadly. ‘Your skin won’t save you, marm.’  

Nigel turned into the driveway of a hotel. ‘Here you are. Just go to the front desk and they’ll check you in. Someone will call for you in the morning.’  

‘Not you, Nigel?’ she said, unable to take in what he’d said. 

He glanced ruefully at the battered limousine, the missing door. ‘Not me.’  

 

It was after midnight by the time Irith had checked in. She withdrew a wad of cash from her account, just in case, and went to her room. After several abortive attempts to use the lift,  she’d  recalled  that  she  had  to  insert  the  energy  ration  card  first.  The  lift  cost  ten points but she was too tired to care. She kept seeing faces – the look of resignation that had come over the Indian man and woman as they’d turned to confront their pursuers; the hate on the faces in the mob, who in other respects had looked just like her, as they’d beaten  them  to  death.  And  the  blank  look  in  the  dark  eyes  of  the  girl. There  had  been neither horror or helpless rage, just a kind of tragic fatalism. 

That reminded her of the girl’s gift, which Irith had slipped into her pocket without looking at it. She got it out – a fine gold chain, not expensive, with a little peace charm hanging from it. She went to drop it into her bag, but that would have been to devalue the gift. She fastened it around her neck instead – a reminder. 

Irith  showered  and  washed  her  hair,  which  cost  fifty  energy  points  and  a  hundred water points, put on a dressing gown she found in the hanging space, made herself a cup of tea – three energy points, one water point – and got into bed. The room was cold and the tea wasn’t enough to make a difference. Irith felt frozen to the core. She made another cup of tea, and another after that and, when it sent her for a pee, just flushing the toilet cost ten water points. 
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The faces cycled through her mind for hours until she slipped into a restless doze, not quite asleep but not awake either. It became a dream where the traumas of today blurred into those of long  ago. She was running through a dark room full of obstacles and the wind was  screaming outside, though not loudly enough to cover the  sounds of gunfire. 

Someone  was  shooting  at  her.  The  windows  burst  under  the  pressure  of  the  wind, spraying glass everywhere. The crash woke her. 

The  empty  cup  had  slipped  from  her  hand  and  broken  on  the  floor.  Irith  sat  up, willing the nightmare away, for it was still running in the back of her mind – the past knocking on the door of the present. 

Someone  rapped  on  the  door.  She  caught  her  breath,  remembering  Nigel’s  dismal warning. There was no other way out, short of smashing the window and leaping about ten floors; she’d already checked that. 

Another  knock;  careful,  polite.  It  didn’t  sound  like  a  mob.  She  went  to  the  door, made sure the chain was attached, and opened it a fraction. 

A  young  woman  stood  there,  wearing  a  chauffeur’s  uniform.  She  was  thin  and freckled, with sandy hair and a big nose. ‘Dr Hardey?’  

‘Yes?’ said Irith. 

The woman held out an ID card. ‘I’ve come to take you to your meeting. I’ll be down in the lobby when you’re ready.’  

Irith  examined  the  card,  though  she  couldn’t  tell  if  it  was  genuine  or  a  fake.  The chauffeur did not look suspicious. 

With a mental shrug, Irith put the paranoia firmly away and handed back the card. 

‘I’ll be ten minutes.’  

Irith washed her face, dressed and pulled on her jeans, cursing herself for not having brought another pair of pants, but how was she to know she would end up on the other side of the world? 

The  car  proceeded  east  along  Marylebone  Road, then  turned  right  before  a  rusting metal wall, a good six metres high with coils of razor wire along the top, that ran along the far side of Baker Street and to the left, up past Regent’s Park. 

VX EXCLUSION ZONE. CHEMICAL HAZARD. KEEP OUT. 

The signs were stencilled in huge letters every fifty metres along the wall. 
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‘Must be good for tourism,’ Irith said ironically, vaguely remembering the horrific attack last year. ‘How far does it go?’  

‘It  encloses  most  of  St  John’s  Wood,  South  Hampstead,  Hampstead,  Tufnell  Park, Camden Town and part of King’s Cross,’ said the chauffeur, reciting the names with a zest that, in the circumstances, Irith found unnerving. 

‘I thought it would have been cleaned up by now.’  

‘The terrorists used an adhesive form of liquid VX that’s just about impossible to get off.  VX  is  a  nerve  agent  –  the  most  deadly  chemical  in  the  world,  you  know.’  She sounded like a tour guide extolling its virtues. 

Irith  did  know  but  she  was  happy  for  the  chauffeur  to  go  on.  Even  that  kind  of  a distraction was welcome at the moment. 

‘So how are they getting the VX off the buildings and the roads?’  

‘Some kind of chemical process,’ the young woman said vaguely. ‘Though a lot of the  buildings  have  had  to  be  demolished  and  the  rubble  put  through  a  special decontamination plant. You can’t bury the stuff. VX lasts forever.’  

‘Sounds expensive,’ said Irith. 

‘They were aiming for the Palace, you know.’  

‘Oh?’ said Irith. She’d forgotten that. 

‘The missile fell short.’  

They turned into Wigmore Street, still paralleling the exclusion zone, then zigzagged through Soho before pulling up at a new and anonymous concrete building of five or six floors. The guards in the foyer checked Irith’s ID scrupulously and a uniformed attendant ushered her upstairs into a small office. 

‘Wait here, please,’ said the attendant, an elderly woman so tiny that Irith felt like a giant. ‘It won’t be long now.’  

‘Could I have some tea, please?’ Irith handed her the ration card. 

‘Certainly.’ The attendant went out, closing the door firmly behind her. 

Irith leaned back and closed her eyes. 

The door clicked. Irith, half asleep, didn’t stir. 

‘Oh Irith, I’ve missed you.’  

It  took  a  long  time  for  the  soft  voice  to  penetrate,  then  Irith  shot  up  in  the  chair. 

‘Jemma?’  She  rubbed  her  eyes,  then  sprang  up,  stumbling  in  her  eagerness.  ‘ Mum!  I 27 
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didn’t  expect  to  see   you   here.’  With  Jemma  working  in  the  Administration  in Washington, and Irith in Sydney, they hadn’t seen each other for a year. 

Jemma put down the tea tray she was carrying and threw her arms around her only child.  ‘It’s  been  far  too  long.  I  kept  thinking  I  was  going  to  get  home,  but  something would always come up.’  

‘We’ve both been busy,’ said Irith, stepping back. Her mother was sixty-two now, though she’d aged well. Her thick hair, once so dark, had turned completely silver. Her skin was as smooth as ever, though not as firm, but the lines around her mouth and eyes gave her a look of wise good humour. Jemma looked thinner than before and Irith wasn’t sure it suited her, though perhaps that thought was tinged by envy. ‘You look as though you’ve been working too hard.’  

‘Coming from you,’ said Jemma, smiling, ‘that’s just a tad hypocritical.’ She poured two cups of tea, handing one to Irith, along with her ration card. ‘I have been busy but I feel as though I’m doing something worthwhile. And that’s why I brought you here.’  

‘ You  brought me here!’ Irith cried, her mood changing in an instant. Tea slopped into the saucer and she banged it down. ‘Why, Mum?’  

‘I need you.’ 

‘What for?’ 

‘I’ll tell you if you’ll just give me a chance.’ 

‘Why didn’t you call me? Why did I have to be snatched off the bottom of the sea?’  

‘It came up in rather a hurry,’ said Jemma, tapping a finger on the side of her cup to settle the leaves. She wore the slightly evasive look that Irith knew well. 

‘I spent years planning that expedition, and cadging the money for it, and it’s all been wasted.’  

‘You’ll still get the data. The work will still get done.’  

‘But it won’t be  my  work or  my  data, will it? That’s the reward of doing research, Mum. Doing it myself!’ Irith knew she sounded petulant. 

‘I’m sorry,’ said Jemma. ‘There was no other way.’  

‘Couldn’t you have waited a bit? In two weeks I would have been back in my lab.’  

‘Unfortunately not. Even this delay was too long for –’  
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Someone  rapped  at  the  door.  ‘Come  in,’  said  Jemma.  The  rapping  came  again. 

Jemma  went  to  the  door.  A  man’s  voice,  low  and  urgent,  said  something  Irith  didn’t catch. Jemma went out into the corridor and closed the door. She was gone for some time. 

Irith  sipped  her  tea,  ate  a  biscuit  then  sat  down  and  closed  her  eyes.  The  door slammed. Jemma was standing above her, gnawing on her lower lip. 

‘Is something the matter?’ said Irith. 

‘I’ve just been told that you encountered a riot last night.’ 

‘I wouldn’t call it a riot. It was a murderous mob. They killed people right in front of us – just beat them to death, Mum. How long has this been going on?’  

‘A year or two. But surely you know about the refugee crisis?’  

‘Well, of course, but I hadn’t realised things were  this  bad.’  

‘They weren’t until last year, when the floodgates opened and nothing could hold the refugees out, short of a wall around the whole of Europe. As more and more people lost their jobs to refugees, the violence grew. Then, last December, the refugees struck back in the Massacre of Fabriziano. That’s in Italy.’  

‘I probably could have worked that out,’ Irith murmured. 

‘The  refugees  slaughtered  hundreds  of  villagers  and  it  set  off  a  wave  of  violence across  the  country,  just  what  the  Italian  ultra-nationalists  had  been  waiting  for.  Within days  they  went  from  a  collection  of  lunatic  far-right  groups  to  credible  political organisations. Suddenly the whole country – and half of Europe – supported them. “No more refugees!” 

‘But the refugees keep coming,’ Jemma continued. ‘The continent is tearing itself to pieces, Irith. It’s like the 1930s all over again. And in the past few months Britain has gone the same way.’  

‘The driver wouldn’t go to the police,’ Irith said, still unable to believe it. ‘He said if he did, the thugs would throw a firebomb through his window in the middle of the night. 

What’s the matter with this country?’  

‘Asian, was he?’  

‘Black, though …’  

‘It makes no difference how long you’ve been here, or how well you speak. If you don’t look British, you’re a target.’  
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‘Even  you,  Mum?’  Jemma  was  eighth-generation  Australian,  but  she  had  Chinese ancestry. Irith did too, of course, though it did not show on her face. 

‘I  work  for  the  State  Department.  I’m  an  official  representative  of  the  US 

Government, and well looked after,’ said Jemma. ‘You don’t have to worry about me, but 

…’  

Again that look of unease. ‘What is it?’  

‘You rescued a girl last night, and the street security cameras caught it. The driver would have been identified in seconds and it won’t take long to discover the name of his passenger. The Yellow Armbands could have your name already.’  

‘The driver told me that,’ said Irith. Her mouth was dry. ‘I don’t suppose I could get something to eat? I’m famished.’  

Jemma put her head out the door and spoke to someone in the hall. Footsteps tracked away. 

‘Do you need my ration card?’ said Irith. 

Jemma waved it away. ‘Don’t be silly. The State Department takes care of all this.’  

Shortly the attendant appeared, wheeling a tray with coffee and sandwiches. Irith fell on it. 

After the door had closed again, Jemma said quietly, ‘I shouldn’t have brought you here.’  

‘Why did you?’  

‘I desperately needed someone I could trust, but … I’m beginning to think it’s too late.’  

Irith waited for Jemma to go on but she did not. ‘Too late for what?’  

‘For  what  I  was  trying  to  do.  Italy’s  gone  to  the  Yellows  and  the  German Government  is  set  to  fall.  France  will  soon  follow,  and  that’s  going  to  set  off  a  chain reaction  across  Europe.  Moderate  governments  are  being  replaced  wholesale  by xenophobic ultra-nationalists – neo-fascists, if you like – all rattling swords at each other and all blaming their neighbours for the refugee disaster. And once that happens, war in Europe will no longer be unthinkable.’  

‘War?’ Irith whispered. There hadn’t been war in the West in her lifetime. 

‘A new generation has grown up in the Asian refugee ghettoes and they want out at any price. The flood of refugees has become an unstoppable torrent – twenty-five million 30 
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into Europe last year, and this year it’s already thirty million. Unemployment in Britain is twenty-three percent and rising. The refugees will work for food rations. And now that they’re coming down from the north as well –’  

‘What are you talking about?’  

‘Where have you been the last couple of months?’  

‘Avoiding the news,’ Irith muttered. 

‘Obviously! Europe has had the coldest, wettest summer, and the worst harvest, in a couple  of  hundred  years.  For  the  first  time  since  the  Second  World  War,  people  are starving. In Scandinavia there was no harvest, and early autumn snowfalls have been so heavy that whole communities have been cut off. Boat people are coming in every day, from  Sweden,  Finland  and  Russia.  In  Britain,  food  rationing  is  going  to  be  tightened again, and that’ll deliver more votes to the BFB Party. More MPs are going over to their side every day. If it continues, the Government can’t last a month. The PM will have to call an election and the BFB Party will win it. And then, God help Britain!’  

Irith finished the sandwiches, broke a biscuit in half and put one piece in her mouth, thinking about rationing and savouring every crumb. ‘What about America?’  

‘It’s  not  quite  as  bad  there.  America  has  always  been  more  open  to  migrants  and refugees,  but  even  the  US  is  feeling  the  strain.  Unemployment  is  heading  up  towards fifteen  percent  and,  if  the  weather  has  been  bad  here,  it’s  been  worse  in  Canada. 

Canadians  are  coming  over  the  border  in  their  hundreds  of  thousands,  and  it’s  causing havoc. Not to mention the militia problem.’  

‘What militia problem?’ said Irith. 

Jemma  shook  her  head  in  disbelief,  before  saying,  ‘Private  armies  that  are  anti-government, anti-regulation, anti-foreigners and against any authority but their own. The militias have been gathering strength in the US for fifty years, and now there are parts of the Midwest – such as the backwoods of Montana, Wyoming, New Mexico – where the Feds simply don’t dare go any more. They’re like mini-states; separate countries within America,  and  no  one  knows  what  to  do  about  them.  President  Woolley  was  trying  to bring  them  to  heel  –  he’s  a  moderate  –  but  he’s  besieged  by  a  feral  Congress,  and members of his party are also defecting. If his opponents can cobble together a two-thirds majority, they’ll be able to override the Presidential veto and pass  whatever legislation they want.’  
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‘What do they want?’  

‘To use armed force against all illegal immigrants – even Canadians.’  

The second half of the biscuit stuck in Irith’s throat. She washed it down with half a cup of cold tea. ‘What are you doing here, anyway?’  

‘I’ve had a … promotion,’ said Jemma. 

‘Another one?’  

‘Yes. I’m keeping an eye out for certain US interests here.’  

‘Even coming from you, Mum, that’s an uninformative statement.’  

‘If I could talk about it, I would.’  

‘Are you going to tell me what you want  me  for?’  

‘I   had   wanted  you  on  a  scientific  panel  that’s  trying  to  make  some  sense  out  of conflicting  climate  change  research.  The  US  State  Department  is  sponsoring  a  lot  of international work on that. It’s the world’s biggest problem but the scientists can’t agree. 

I think some of them have been got at …’  

‘But?’  

‘You saved that girl’s life, and it makes you an enemy of the people trying to grab power here. They’re ruthless, Irith. If you’re with them, you’re safe, but if you oppose them in any way, their weapon is terror and they’re very, very good at it.’  

‘I couldn’t have done anything else. The mob was going to kill her.’  

‘I’m not blaming you – I would have done the same, in your place. But now you’re a target and it means a nasty beating if the Yellow Armbands catch you.  Or worse. ’  

‘Then send me home. I might be able to get some of my work done.’  

‘I don’t see how I can. An airliner was shot down off the coast of Naples last night, in international airspace. No one knows who did it. Terrorists are being blamed, but I’ve heard it was a deliberate provocation. Most of the European airlines are grounded for the foreseeable future.’  

‘Then what am I supposed to do?’ said Irith. 

‘You’ll stay with me, of course. My flat’s not far from here.’  

‘Last I heard, you were living in Washington,’ said Irith, implying that her mother never told her anything. 

‘I  do,  but  I’m  working  in London  at  the  moment  so  the  State  Department  made  a place available for me.’  
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‘It’ll be nice to spend some time together,’ said Irith. 

‘It will,’ said Jemma, ‘though …’ She paused, looking slightly embarrassed. 

‘What’s the matter? Will I be coming between you and a lover I don’t know about?’  

‘Of course not,’ said Jemma hastily. ‘It’s just that … it may cause me some problems at work.’  

‘Why?’  

‘If they discover I’m your mother.’  

‘Surely that’s obvious. We have the same name.’  

‘Er, before I took the job in Washington I went back to my maiden name. They know me as Jemma Wong. After all we did in bringing the old Global Congress down, Jemma Hardey was just too well known. My bosses know, of course, but no one else does. If anyone looks hard they can discover who I am, but I wanted to hide the old me as much as possible. And especially here, obviously.’  

‘So I’ll be putting that at risk?’  

‘I’m afraid so.’  
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Chapter 4 



Levi Seth was relaxing by the gas fire in his Fulham flat, enjoying a well-aged vintage port before bed, when his attention was caught by an item on the late news. The footage had,  evidently,  been  shot  via  autotracking  from  a  vehicle’s  security  cameras,  for  the initial view was framed by the sides of the windscreen. It showed a mob pursuing three fleeing people down a London street. They looked Indian and, as the camera zoomed in on them, Levi was sure he recognised the man, who was stout, balding and in his middle fifties. 

He shot up in his seat, sending the port flying. As he clicked  record  and turned the sound up he didn’t notice it trickling off the coffee table onto the white carpet. 

 

 … were brutally murdered this evening, beaten to death in a public street in front of hundreds of horrified onlookers.  

 This  film,  taken  by  the  chauffeur  of  a  limousine on  his  way  into  the  City  from Heathrow, captures the scene in graphic and horrifying detail. 

 

The older woman had short grey hair and was about the same age as the man. The third person, a slim, dark, black-haired girl, was unfamiliar. 

Levi held his breath as the running man stopped and, with dignified resolve, turned back towards the mob, with the older woman weeping and begging him to keep going. He said something to her then she took hold of his  hand, they faced the mob together and were beaten down. 

The girl turned and fled down the middle of the street. The sound came up and Levi heard  the  roar  of  the  mob,  who  all  wore  yellow  armbands.  Abruptly  the  viewpoint bounced and jolted around, going in and out of focus as the vehicle went back and forth. 

The car spun through 120 degrees and shot through a gap in the traffic on the other side 34 
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of  the  narrow  street,  before  bouncing  over  the  kerb  onto  the  rubble-littered  pavement, then furiously reversing again. 

The camera swung to track the running woman through the side window. A female voice, vaguely familiar despite the crackly sound, screamed, ‘This way!’  

A male voice, clearly terrified, roared, ‘What are you doing? Shut the [beep] door or we’re both dead.’  

The running girl was heading directly towards the vehicle, but Levi could see that she  wasn’t  going  to  make  it.  The  leading  thug,  only  twenty  metres  behind,  was brandishing a length of metal, preparing to hurl it at her. 

Levi was on his feet, his heart pounding so hard that he began to feel that familiar squeezing pain across his chest. Fumbling a tablet out of its packet, he washed it down with a swig direct from the port bottle. 

The  viewpoint  stabilised  as  the  vehicle  crashed  backwards  over  the  kerb,  then abruptly  flicked  from  the  running  girl  to  the  inside  of  the  limousine.  A  small  figure blurred across the screen, a woman seen from behind. She sprang out the door, picked up a length of pipe and sent it whirling over the head of the girl. It struck the thug in the face, driving him backwards into the mob. He went down, bleeding from the mouth and nose, and did not get up again. 

The mob hesitated. The woman caught hold of the girl by the arm and dragged her into  the  limousine,  which  rocketed  away,  one  wheel  in  the  gutter  and  the  other  on  the pavement,  bouncing  and  crashing  over  rubble  and  debris.  The  camera  showed  one  last glimpse, through the rear window, of the mob hurling bricks and lengths of timber, then the vehicle turned the corner and the film ended. 

 

 … the identity of the woman involved in the rescue has not been revealed. 

 

There  had  been  no  frontal footage  of  the  mystery  woman  in  the  car.  Levi  puzzled about the voice for a moment: it had definitely reminded him of someone. Still, anyone rich enough to travel by limousine in these troubled times could look after themselves. He dismissed her from his mind. 

Levi wiped cold sweat off his brow. He picked up the fallen glass and poured a small measure of port as he ran the recorded film back to the beginning. 
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He didn’t recognise the girl, though the older woman was vaguely familiar, and he was sure he knew the man. Levi blew up the grainy footage, running it back and forth. 

Yes, he did recognise them, in fact he’d met them both years ago. The man was Haresh Chandra,  a  refugee  leader  and  advocate for  non-violent  solutions  to  the  ongoing  crisis. 

The  woman  was  his  wife,  Mirian,  also  known  for  speaking  out  on  the  refugee  issue. 

Haresh had done Levi a favour at the time and he was conscious of the obligation. 

Now they were dead and he recalled Mirian saying, once, that they had no relatives in  Britain,  apart  from  their  niece.  From  the  depths  of  his  photographic  memory  Levi could even recall her name, Malati. 

What  would  happen  to  the  girl  now  that  her  image  had  been  broadcast  across  the nation? Within an hour she’d be on the front page of every online newspaper in the land, and the reptiles of the press would have matched her face with the ID databanks before morning. 

The Yellow Armbands wouldn’t allow this humiliation to pass unrevenged. They’d find the girl and make a public example of her in the most brutal way possible. 

The chauffeur was also in danger though, presumably, he’d sold the video to finance his escape. At least he’d had the decency to maintain the confidentiality of his passenger. 

Levi  had  to  repay  his  obligation  to  Haresh.  And,  after  all,  the  girl  was  a countrywoman of his, in a way. Though Levi had been born in Australia and lived half his  life  there,  his  Indian  heritage  was  vital  to  him.  If  anyone  had  the  intelligence-gathering capability to find her before the Yellow Armbands did, it was him. 

Levi sat down at his computer and hacked into the ID database. He figured he had about four hours to locate Malati and get her to safety. Even for him, that was going to be a challenge. 
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Chapter 5 



‘Better put your coat on. It’s cold outside.’  

Irith rummaged inside her pack. ‘I don’t have a coat. It’s summer here, isn’t it?’  

‘The coldest one since the fifteen hundreds.’  

‘I’ll have to cope,’ Irith muttered. ‘Your goons didn’t allow me time to pack.’  

Jemma  let  that  go  through  to  the  keeper.  They  went  down  in  the  lift  and  into  the lobby,  where  they  were  met  by  an  armed  escort  who  accompanied  them  to  a  waiting Rover with tinted windows. He got in the front seat, next to the driver. 

After walking the forty steps to the car, Irith was freezing. The sun was shining but there  was  grey  ice  in  the  gutters  and  ice  blackly  crusted  on  the  lower  walls  of  the buildings.  The  car  took  them  on  a  short  journey  to  an  anonymous  white  tower  among many, all recently built. 

‘Where are we?’ said Irith. 

‘Kensington.’  

‘It didn’t look like this last time I was here.’  

‘It only took five truck bombs to level the place. That was back in ’39.’  

Jemma showed a holographic ID to the building’s security officer and signed Irith in. 

‘This is Irith Hardey. She’ll be staying with me for some time.’  

Irith presented her passport. 

‘If I could see your ID as well, Ms Hardey,’ said the security officer, ‘I’ll have a card made up for you.’  

Irith gave it to him. He passed it through the scanner. She pressed her thumbs to the reader  and  a  machine  photographed  her  and  ejected  her  own  card.  Irith  followed  her mother up ten flights of stairs, noting morosely that Jemma’s backside was slimmer and firmer than her own. Irith was panting by the time she reached the top, but still cold. 
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The  apartment  was  large  and  expensively  furnished,  but  not  much  warmer  than outside, for Jemma had only flown in from Washington a few hours ago. It was safe for her  to fly, apparently. 

Irith sat in a chair by the window, looking down on the street and shivering, while her  mother  turned  the  heat  on  and  bustled  around  in  the  kitchen.  Shortly  she  appeared bearing a tray, teapot and cups. She poured the tea. 

Irith  took  a  cup  and  warmed  her  fingers  around  it.  ‘If  I’ve  been  brought  here  for nothing, I’d really like to go home again. I’ve a ton of work to do and it’s piling up every minute. My research –’  

‘It  will  have  to  wait.  The  security  situation  is  deteriorating  by  the  minute  and  all flights  across  Europe,  except  those  with  fighter  and  anti-missile  escorts,  have  been cancelled.’  

‘So I’ll just have to sit on my backside till things improve.’  

It  proved  an  unfortunate  choice  of  words.  Jemma  was  looking  at  her  thoughtfully. 

‘You’ve put on weight. It doesn’t suit you, you know.’  

Irith felt a moment’s irritation. She loved her mother dearly but, despite all Irith had done with her life, Jemma had the knack of making her feel like a child again. ‘I haven’t had time for exercise.’  

‘You work too hard. You won’t be young forever, Irith.’  

‘Thanks!’ Irith said. 

‘You’ve got to think about the future. Is there a man in your life?’ Irith squirmed. 

‘There hasn’t been for a while. It didn’t work out.’  

‘Not again!’  

‘No,  not  not again, Mum. It’s been years …’  

‘If you’re talking about Bragg, you broke up with him the best part of a decade ago.’  

‘It’ll be seven years next Thursday …’ Now why had she remembered  that  date? 

Jemma’s voice rose in astonishment. ‘Surely you’re not telling me you haven’t had a relationship since?’  

‘I don’t want to talk about it, Mum.’  

‘What absolute rubbish! Look, I used to be that way, and I retreated right into myself because it was easier than exposing my soul to someone else. But you can’t live like that, 38 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

Irith. You’ll spend the rest of your life being miserable and, when it’s too late, regretting you didn’t do anything about it.’  

‘I don’t need a man to make me happy –’  

‘I didn’t say that. But are you happy now?’  

‘I  love  my  work.  If it  wasn’t  for  you,  I’d  be  doing  it  now  –  on  the  bottom  of  the Tasman Sea!’  

‘You’ll  get  back  there  when  all  this  is  over.  What  do  you  do  when  you’re  not working?’  

Irith  was  so  tired  that  she  fell  into  the  trap.  ‘I’m  always  working,  Mum.  There’s never time enough to get everything done …’  

‘That’s  crap!’  Jemma  said,  uncharacteristically.  She  rarely  used  uncouth  language. 

‘You’re using work to hide from life.’  

‘It’s my life and I don’t need you to tell me how to live it. I’m going to bed.’  

Jemma showed Irith to her room, lips pursed. Irith began unpacking. 

Her mother went out, but came back straightaway. ‘There’s something I need to tell you, Irith.’  

‘What’s that?’  

‘My work is  highly  confidential. If my communicator rings, I’ll take it in my office with the door closed. If, and this is unlikely, I have a meeting here, I’d like you to keep out of the way. Stay in your room until they’re gone.’  

So she was to be a second-class citizen in her mother’s home. ‘What about the house phone?’  

‘I’d prefer you didn’t answer it either. Don’t give the number to anyone and there won’t be a problem. Oh, and you’d better not go out.’  

‘What, not at all?’ Irith had been thinking that she’d at least be able to see a bit of London. 

‘I don’t think it would be a good idea.’  

‘I’ll have to buy clothes and underwear, at least.’  

‘Take what you want from my wardrobe for the time being. It’s lucky we’re the same size.’ Jemma frowned at Irith. ‘At least, we  used  to be.’  

‘Terrific!’  said  Irith.  ‘I’m  a  prisoner  and  I’ve  got  to  squeeze  into  my  mother’s clothes. I can’t wait to see what the world has in store for me next.’  
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‘I’ll take you shopping as soon as I get a free moment,’ Jemma said, ‘though I don’t see what’s the matter with my clothes.’  

‘No woman wants to look like her mother.’  

 

Trapped in the flat and burning with resentment, Irith found it impossible to concentrate on the work she’d brought with her. 

She often heard an irritating buzzing coming from her mother’s office, as encrypted messages were received by Jemma’s personal code box. One was coming through now. 

What was  she really doing here? Jemma certainly wasn’t going to say. Irith closed her battered old PocketBook and turned on the screen in the living room. She immediately wished she hadn’t. 

 

 … rescue workers have been prevented from searching for survivors due to the threat of further explosions. 

 

The screen showed a pile of rubble the size of a cathedral, surrounded by uniformed security officers in body armour, bristling with electronics and carrying futuristic assault rifles. 

 

 Just  repeating  that  headline,  a  truck  bomb  containing  at  least  twenty  tons  of  high explosive has brought down  six office towers in the centre of Turin, Italy. Another four towers are so badly damaged that they will have to be demolished. The death toll presently stands at 461 but is expected to rise into the thousands. The Refugee Action Alliance has claimed responsibility. In retaliation –  

 

It was the same story all across Europe – coordinated terrorist bombings had taken place  in  Tortosa  and  Granada,  Lisbon,  Nantes  and  Marseilles,  Cologne,  Dresden  and Munich,  Gdansk,  Brno  and  Thessalonica.  And,  in  every  case,  retaliatory  strikes  had already taken place, or were being planned, against nearby refugee camps. 

 

 In  other  news,  the  army  has  been  called  in  to  evacuate  outlying  settlements  in  the Finnmark region of northern Norway, where unprecedented summer blizzards have 40 
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 now been raging for a fortnight. More than ten metres of snow has fallen across the area, completely burying many villages and isolated homes. The city of Tromso has been  evacuated  but  many  smaller  towns  and  villages  have  disappeared  and  it  is feared  thousands  of  people  have  been  buried  alive.  The  rescue  effort  is  being coordinated from Narvik but if the blizzard continues it may have to be abandoned. 

 Record snowfalls are also occurring across Lapland. 

 

Over  the  next  few  days  Irith  barely  saw  her  mother,  for  Jemma  was  always  in meetings.  When  she  got  home,  invariably  after  10  pm,  she  was  too  tired  to  talk.  Most nights her communicator would ring and she would go into her office and lock the door before  answering  it.  Irith  was  bored  out  of  her  wits.  Jemma  had  a  nerve  lecturing  her about working too hard. 

One night, after Jemma had come home early and gone out again, the communicator on the kitchen bench rang. Irith picked it up without looking, mistaking it for her own, for it had the same ring tone. 

‘Hello?’  she  said,  only  then  realising  that  the  communicator  was  her  mother’s. 

Jemma had been in such a flap earlier that she’d gone without it. 

‘Jemma!’ snapped a man with an American accent. ‘We’ve got one almighty fuck-up on the Lifeline project and Jack’s really pissed off. I’ve fired Landy and you’re going to have  to  take  over right  away.  Get  the  overnight shuttle  to  Washington  and  call  me  the second you get in.’  

He  disconnected  before  Irith  could  say  a  word.  She  set  the  phone  down,  wrote  a message for Jemma and went to bed. 

 

‘Irith?  Irith! Wake up.’  

Jemma  was  shaking  her,  really  hard.  It  was  an  unpleasant  way  to  be  woken.  Irith opened her eyes then closed them again, dazzled by the bed light. 

‘What’s the matter, Mum?’  

‘You  shouldn’t  have  answered  my  phone!’  Jemma  sounded  distressed  rather  than angry. 

Shielding her eyes from the light, Irith looked at the clock: 12.45 am. Where had Jemma been? ‘I’m sorry – I picked it up 41 
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without realising it was yours.’  

Jemma had the note in her hand. ‘What else did he say?’  

‘Nothing. I wrote it down word for word.’  

‘And you didn’t talk to him?’  

‘I said “Hello?” and he assumed it was you. And at the end he just hung up.’  

‘What did he sound like?’  

‘An American accent. East Coast. Educated, polished, and very much in control.’  

‘Dan Summerfeld – I’d better go.’ Jemma trudged to the door. 

‘Is everything all right, Mum?’  

‘Of course,’ Jemma said with false lightness. ‘It happens all the time in my job. I’ll see you in a few days.’  

‘Surely it can wait till the morning?’  

‘Afraid not.’  

She was packed and gone within minutes. Irith went back to bed. 

 

Each day there were new terrorist bombings and other attacks – VX nerve gas released in the Paris Metro, anthrax in Barcelona, arsenic-laced sausage in the Czech Republic – and equally violent strikes against refugee camps. The whole of Europe was in uproar and the news  footage  of  dead  refugee  women,  children  and  men  portrayed  them  as  enemy soldiers rather than innocent victims. 

Britain, however, was eerily silent. There was little crime on the streets, no bombings or beatings, and even the Yellow Armbands seemed to have retreated to their hidey-holes. 

Irith  did  not  find  that  comforting.  It  was  as  if  they  were  waiting  for  something  to happen. Or someone to give the word. 

 

Jemma  bustled  in  at  8  pm  two  days  later,  carrying  two  suitcases.  She  dropped  one  at Irith’s feet, the other at her own bedroom door, and went straight into her office. 

Irith opened the suitcase, which was packed with new winter clothes and underwear in her size, and even, miracle of miracles, to her taste. She was still trying them on when Jemma came running out of her office. ‘Irith? Irith, where are you?’  

Irith turned away from the mirror. ‘I’m right here, Mum. What’s wrong?’  

‘Have there been any messages while I was out?’  
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‘Phone messages?’  

‘No, encoded ones.’  

‘None that I heard.’  

Her voice rose. ‘And you’ve been here all day?’  

‘Every second.’  

‘Buggeration!’ Jemma ran back into her office. 

Irith followed her to the door. Jemma was standing behind a big wooden desk, empty apart from a communicator, a keyboard, a screen and a small white cube with a stubby aerial and a readout on top – the code box. She used her keyboard, scanning the screen as she did. 

‘Shit!’ she said loudly. Irith was amazed as Jemma rarely swore. 

She pressed numbers into the communicator on the desk. ‘Dan? It isn’t here and I’ve checked the logs – there hasn’t been a message since 9.02 this morning.’  

The American voice Irith had heard previously came from the speaker. ‘It’s got to be there,  Jemma.  I  sent  it  myself,  at  …  11.27  am,  your  time,  as  a  secure  transmission.  It would have come though as an 0.05 second microwave burst.’ He sounded alarmed. 

‘Nothing has come in, Dan. Log in and see for yourself.’  

Silence,  then,  ‘Oh  Jesus!  I’ll  send  a  test  message,  then  call  you  back.  Don’t  go anywhere.’ The line disconnected. 

A few seconds later the code box buzzed. Jemma tapped in a code and read the brief message. She sank into the chair behind her desk, staring at her screen. 

Jemma looked as though she was about to collapse. ‘Mum?’ Irith said softly. ‘What is it?’  

‘Could you get me a cup of tea, please? A strong one.’  

Irith made green tea and brought it in. Jemma motioned her to the visitor’s chair. 

‘I was sent a highly confidential options paper this morning. Not national security or anything like that, if you’re wondering. That’s not my line of work.’  

‘Options for what?’ Irith said curiously. 

‘I can’t tell you that.’  

‘And it’s got lost?’  

‘It  was  sent  by  secure  satellite  link  to  the  US  Embassy  in  Grosvenor  Square,  then beamed  direct  to  here  in  a  line-of-sight,  encrypted  microburst  maser  pulse  –  like  a 43 
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microwave  laser,  a  tight  beam  less  than  a  metre across  when  it  gets  here. It’s  a  highly secure  transmission  –  undetectable,  even  with  the  best  gear  there  is,  from  anywhere except  within  the  narrow  path  of  the  beam.  And  unreadable  even  then.  The  encrypted message is picked up by my code box, but can’t be decoded until I input today’s key. Dan sent the message but it hasn’t been received. How can that be?’  

An icicle slid down Irith’s spine. ‘Someone must have put up a microwave antenna directly in the path of the beam and intercepted the message.’  

‘But Dan’s test message has just come through … Which implies that whoever did it knew exactly what message to intercept, how to do it, and  when. I’m being watched by someone  with  an  intimate  knowledge  of  procedure,  and  the  resources  of  a  government agency.’  

The phone trilled. Jemma waved Irith to the door before picking it up. As she closed the door, Jemma cried out, ‘Of course she’s not. Don’t be absurd!’  

Irith  crossed  the  room  and  sat  by  the  window,  looking  down  onto  the  dimly  lit streets. Her mother was in over her head. 

 

Jemma cancelled her appointments for the next week and spent the rest of the day in her office,  coming  out  only  to  make  endless  cups  of  green  tea.  The  communicators  rang constantly. She seemed to regret revealing as much as she had, though Irith gathered that the disappearance of the options paper had caused pandemonium in Washington. A pair of bristle-headed technicians went over the entire apartment with scanners, climbed onto the roof and made high-resolution video of all 360 degrees of the skyline, then took the code box away and replaced it with another. 

That night Jemma flew to the States with other VIPs on an airliner escorted by long-range fighters and  an airborne warning craft. She returned the following night, looking ten  years  older.  Irith  felt  for  her.  Could  this  have  anything  to  do  with  the  political situation in Britain? There had been food riots in Birmingham and Manchester, and anti-refugee  demonstrations  all  across  the  country,  larger  and  more  violent  than  ever.  The Yellow  Armbands  had  resumed  their  work,  more  openly  than  before,  and  the Government seemed unable to stop them. 

In the morning, Jemma came into Irith’s room while it was still dark outside. ‘Irith, are you awake?’ she whispered, turning on the bedside light. 
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‘I am now,’ Irith grumbled. ‘Is something the matter?’  

‘The  German  Government  has  fallen.  It’s  been  replaced  by  the  Fatherland  First Party, a Yellow Armband affiliate. As of now, Germany is effectively a dictatorship, like Italy and half a dozen other nations.’  

‘What’s the Fatherland First Party?’  

‘A  disciplined  coalition  of  ultra-far-right  groups,  not  dissimilar  to  the  BFB  Party, though  even  more  xenophobic.  Its  credo  is  “Democracy  is  paralysis.  Democracy  is stagnation.  Democracy  is  dead.”  And  they’re  not  the  only  ones  saying  it.  Even  here, people on the street are beginning to say that democracy has failed them.’  

‘Is the FFP a disguised Nazi party?’  

‘Not  really,  though  their  methods  are  just  as  brutal.  They  want  to  tear  down  the European Community and recreate the glorious days of the Holy Roman Empire.’  

Irith frowned. ‘I don’t know much about European history.’  

‘The Holy Roman Empire was centred on modern Germany and lasted for a thousand years. The FFP want to restore it to its medieval boundaries, which would take in half of central  and  western  Europe.  They  have  a  pathological  hatred  of  the  Empire’s  ancient enemies, especially Italy and France. 

‘The  new  German  Government  has  declared  martial  law,  closed  the  borders  and given orders to round up all foreigners. Those legally in the country are to be deported to their homelands; illegals will be shipped to camps pending “export”. That’s sent a shiver through  the  whole  of  Europe.  The  governments  of  Poland,  Slovakia,  Hungary  and  the Czech Republic look set to be replaced within weeks, and even France is looking shaky.’  

How could democracy have proved so fragile, Irith thought. How, after lasting for so long, could it have collapsed even more quickly than communism had, back in the 1980s? 

 Democracy is dead.  

And would Britain be next? 
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Chapter 6 



Two days later, as Irith was getting breakfast, she happened to glance at Jemma’s notes for the day on the FridgePad. At the bottom of the list she’d written, ‘Call Levi.’ Who could it be but Jemma’s old friend, and Irith’s, Levi Seth? 

Irith hadn’t seen him in five years. He’d been working in Europe and America and she’d lost touch. Idly, she looked up Levi’s name in Jemma’s directory. No address was listed, but his Universal Access Code had a London prefix. Her heart leapt at the thought of seeing him again. She pressed in the UAC. It rang. 

‘Hello,’ he said in that familiar, gentle voice. 

‘Levi?’ she said tentatively to the blank screen. 

He chuckled and it put her at ease at once. She’d always felt comfortable with Levi, for  he  was  generous,  kind  and  steadfast.  Yet  he  was  an  enigma  too  –  he  was  always fighting for one underdog or another, though no one had ever discovered who was behind him. 

‘Irith,’ he said. ‘I’ve often wondered how you were getting on.’  

The screen image appeared and she pressed her own button so he could see her. Levi looked older and even balder, if that was possible; even his ears were droopy. His face was weathered like an old man’s, and deep lines were etched across his brow. But, for all that, he was the Levi she knew. Her eyes misted over at the memories – good and bad. 

He’d saved her life in London nine years ago, then led her into even greater danger in New Orleans the following summer, breaking into the Global Congress’ viral laboratory under cover of the greatest hurricane of the century. 

‘You haven’t changed much in five years,’ he said fondly. ‘You’re still as lovely as ever.’  

‘You wouldn’t say that if you  could see my backside,’ she said. ‘It’s as wide  as  a stove door.’  

‘Oh, I think I would. What are you up to?’  
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‘I’m in London, actually.’  

‘You are?’ he cried. ‘Staying with Jemma?’  

‘Yes. I’ve been here for nearly two weeks.’  

‘That’s  wonderful.  I  know  she’s  been  missing  you.  Are  you  doing  anything tomorrow?’  

‘No,’ she said. ‘Nothing at all.’  

‘Let’s meet. We can go for a walk, have a good chat, and lunch afterwards.’  

‘I’d love to. Where would you like to meet?’  

‘There’s  a  nice  little  café  in  the  Chelsea  Physic  Garden,  which  isn’t  that  far  from Kensington. It’s on the river; not hard to find. Say 11 o’clock, at the gates?’  

‘I’ll be there.’  

In  the  background,  a  communicator  chimed.  ‘I’d  better  go,  Irith.  Oh,  I’ve  an  old friend with me at the moment. He’s just dropped in on his way back from Calcutta to the States. I’ll bring him along too, if that’s all right?’  

‘Of course,’ she said, though a third party was bound to take the edge off the reunion. 

‘Anyone I know?’ She hadn’t met any of Levi’s Indian friends, as she assumed it to be. 

Again that little chuckle. ‘One E. Power Bragg, no less.’  

‘Bragg!’ she exclaimed. ‘What’s he been doing in India?’  

‘Engineers go where the work is.’ There was a long hesitation, and then he said, ‘But if you’d rather not –’  

‘I’d be glad to see Bragg,’ she lied. ‘I’d better let you go. See you tomorrow. Bye.’ 

Irith set down her communicator and paced over to the window. 

She and Bragg went back  a long way. He’d  saved her life too, and  she his, in the events leading up to the collapse of the Global Congress. It had been a violent, desperate time. 

They’d  both  lost  friends  and,  even  now,  Irith  still  relived  those  traumas  in  her nightmares. 

Afterwards,  their  friendship  had  developed  into  a  relationship,  though  that  had  not worked  out.  The  recurring  memories  had  taken  over  her  life,  until  Irith  discovered  the only way to block them out: by working to the point of collapse. Bragg had done his best to help her but, increasingly, he’d been a reminder of all Irith was trying to escape from. 

They had broken up seven years ago and she’d not spoken to him since. 
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Irith paced the room, breathing fast, trying to calm herself. In seven years she’d come a long way. She still worked hard but was no longer obsessed by it – at least, that was what she told herself. She could deal with Bragg. Of course she could. He was a good man and had been a good friend. She’d missed him. 

 

Jemma came in late again, after Irith had gone to bed, and was gone before she rose, so Irith had no chance to tell her about the appointment with Levi. 

In the morning she set out early, having noted down the numbers of the buses  she needed  to  catch.  The  underground  would  have  been  easier  and  quicker,  but  she  had  a horror of such enclosed spaces, so attractive to terrorist firebombers. Irith alighted from her  second  bus  in  Chelsea  Bridge  Road,  intending  to  walk  through  Raneleigh  Gardens and along the Embankment. The walk would give her time to prepare herself. 

Immersed in her thoughts, she didn’t see the two men in suits talking on the steps of the  building  to  her  left.  As  she  went  by  they  calmly  took  her  from  behind,  a  car  door swung open and she was bundled inside. The vehicle accelerated away. 

Irith was in the car before she realised what had happened. The abduction had been so  professional  that  the  few  passers-by,  heads  bent  against  the  drizzle,  would  not  have noticed. 

She  lunged  for  the  door.  The  man  on  her  left  hooked  his  arm  around  her  throat, squeezing so hard that she couldn’t draw breath. Irith tried to head-butt him but the other man thumped her in the jaw. She tasted blood from a bitten tongue. 

Irith frantically tried to think of a way to escape. If she hit one of them in the balls, the  other  in  the  throat,  she  might  just  break  free.  But  the  car  was  moving  smoothly through the traffic now, and if she threw herself out she’d be badly hurt and probably run over. On the other hand, her abductors might be planning to rape and torture her before 

…  before they killed her. 

‘Don’t move,’ said the man on her right, pulling her away from the door. 

She threw her head back as hard as she could, slamming it into his mouth and nose. 

His grip eased for a second. Irith went for the second man’s groin but he had something in his hand and cracked her over the head with it. She didn’t feel anything else. 
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Chapter 7 



Levi  looked  out  the  window,  which  had  a  view  over  Bishops  Park,  then  put  down  his communicator  and  wandered  into  the  living  room,  where  a  man  sat  hunched  over  a laptop,  tapping  with  three  or  four  fingers.  He  was  in  his  mid  to  late  thirties,  a  little weathered  but  lean  and  lithe.  His  wavy  brown  hair  was  cut  short.  The  grey  eyes  saw everything but gave little away. 

‘Can I get you a Java, Bragg?’  

Bragg looked up and smiled, displaying perfect American teeth. ‘No thanks. I’ve got coffee coming out my ears. What’s made you so happy?’  

‘Irith Hardey just called. I haven’t heard from her in years.’  

The  twinkle  in  Bragg’s  eyes  went  out.  ‘Oh.  And  how  is  she?’  he  said,  rather formally. 

‘Somewhat better than she used to be, by the sound of it. She’s in London and we’re going to meet for lunch tomorrow. Care to come along?’  

‘I’m a little pressed for time,’ Bragg said hastily. ‘My plane goes at five and it’ll take two or three hours to get through security. You know what it’s like.’  

‘I’m surprised it’s flying at all,’ said Levi. 

‘So am I, but it’s escorted so it should be OK.’ 

‘We’re meeting at eleven, not far from here. If you’re in a cab by one you’ll have oodles of time.’  

‘Do I have any choice?’  

‘I’ve already said I’d bring you, but you don’t  have  to come.’  

‘How did Irith react?’  

‘She wasn’t thrilled.’  

‘Are you taking Malati?’ Bragg had met the quiet Indian girl when he’d arrived two days ago, though he’d hardly spoken to her since. She kept to her room, which wasn’t surprising. 
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‘It’s best if she keeps out of sight until things die down. Come on, Bragg. You’ll be back  in  the  States  the  day  after  tomorrow,  for  good,  and  I  imagine  Irith  will  be  going home  as  soon  as  things  settle  down.  The  way  the  world’s  headed,  there  might  not  be another chance. It won’t kill you.’  

‘All right – I’m well over Irith. It’ll be nice to see her again …’  

 

The following morning they’d been waiting in the cold for an hour, outside the gardens, but Irith hadn’t shown up. Levi had a large communicator on his lap and was pecking at the tiny keys with his fingertips. Bragg stamped his feet and blew on his hands. 

‘She’s not coming, Levi. I didn’t think she would.’  

‘Let’s give her a bit longer – you know what public transport is like. What happened between you and her anyway? I always thought you were made for each other.’  

‘I’d rather not talk about it, if you don’t mind.’  

‘You’re a secretive man, Bragg. Perhaps that was part of the problem – you just kept too much of yourself to yourself.’ Bragg grunted. He wasn’t going to get involved in a discussion  of  his  personal  affairs,  even  with  Levi.  ‘I  suppose  she  was  suffering  post-traumatic stress disorder,’ Levi added. ‘She’d been through too much.’  

‘We  all  had,’  said  Bragg,  ‘but  we  didn’t  all  become  compulsive  workaholics.  She used to work eighteen hours a day, 365 days a year. Irith  became  her work – there was nothing else.’ He said it with an edge of bitterness, as though it still hurt. 

‘People cope in different ways,’ said Levi. ‘Perhaps for Irith the only way to cope was to block it all out.’  

‘I was trying to help her,’ Bragg said reluctantly. 

‘I dare say everything you did reminded her of the past, until it all became too much. 

She had to push you away, Bragg. You weren’t the problem, but getting you out of her life became the solution.’  

‘Whatever!’  Bragg  snapped,  then  added,  with  studied  calm,  ‘it  ended  seven  years ago. I can hardly remember what she looks like.’  

Levi gave him a disbelieving glance, but said no more. 

They waited another half hour but Irith didn’t appear. 

‘It’s twelve-thirty, Levi,’ said Bragg. ‘I’d better go.’  

‘Check the departure time first. Nothing runs to schedule these days.’  
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Bragg did so. ‘Shit!’  

‘What’s the matter?’  

‘My flight has been delayed until eight in the morning.’  

‘What did I tell you?’  

‘Let’s go,’ said Bragg. ‘If Irith was going to be this late she would have called. She just doesn’t want to see me.’  

Levi ran a fingertip around the screen of his communicator. ‘I suppose you’re right.’ 

He  flipped  it  closed  and  began  to  walk  off,  but  had  only  gone  a  few  steps  before  he stopped. ‘Irith’s a very honest person, wouldn’t you say? And reliable?’  

‘Very.’  

‘And,  like  her  mother,  she  hates  inconveniencing  anyone.  If  she’d  decided  not  to come, she would have called. I hope she’s all right.’  

‘Of course she is. There aren’t any dangerous areas between here and Jemma’s flat, even if Irith walked.’  

Levi  opened  his  communicator  and  tapped  in  a  code.  ‘Hi,  Jemma,  it’s  Levi. I  was looking  for Irith.  She  was  going  to  meet  me  for lunch  today  but  she  hasn’t  shown  up. 

Could you ask her to call me when you get a chance? Cheers.’ He put the communicator away. ‘Let’s go.’  

All the way home, Bragg couldn’t help feeling disappointed. 

 

The phone rang after they’d gone to bed. Bragg, in the next room, heard Levi pick it up. 

‘Hi, Jemma. Hang on. I’ll just turn on the light.’ Levi paused while Jemma replied, then continued. ‘Working late?’  

Bragg rolled over, listening to the one-sided conversation. 

‘Aren’t  we  all?’  said  Levi.  ‘What  happened  to  Irith  today?’  After  a  long  pause: 

‘What incident?’ he said sharply. ‘It might be better if we come to your place.’  

‘We’ll  be  quicker  than  that.  Why  don’t  you  put  the  kettle  on?’  Levi  hung  up  and came into Bragg’s room. Bragg sat up. 

‘Something’s the matter, isn’t it?’  

‘Jemma doesn’t know where Irith is,’ said Levi. ‘Irith left a note on the FridgePad this morning, saying she was going to see us for lunch. It was time-stamped 9.48 am. She didn’t come back.’  
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‘Perhaps she met a friend,’ said Bragg uneasily. 

‘There’s  more,’  said  Levi.  ‘Irith  was  involved  in  an  incident  with  the  Yellow Armbands just after she got here. Jemma didn’t want to talk about it over the phone, but she’d warned Irith against going out by herself.’  

‘What’s Irith doing in London anyway?’  

‘Jemma didn’t say. Coming?’ 

‘I’ve got to be at the airport in five hours.’ 

‘It’s not far from Fulham to Kensington. At this time of night we’ll be there in fifteen minutes, and you can sleep on the plane.’  

‘I’ve made myself a new life, Levi. I’m a respectable, middle-aged engineer now. I live a dull, ordinary life and enjoy every minute of it.’  

‘We’ll be back by 1 am, I promise.’  

‘Haven’t I heard that somewhere before?’ Bragg pulled on his shirt. ‘All right.’  

‘I’ll  just  tell  Malati  where  we’re  going.’  Levi  knocked  on  the  door  of  the  third bedroom. After a long interval a girl’s voice said, ‘Come in.’  

Levi  opened  the  door.  The  light  was  on  and  Malati  was  sitting  in  a  chair  in  the corner, a blanket around her, staring at the wall. She was a quiet, dark-eyed creature, as slender as a reed. 

‘Malati,’ he said, ‘Bragg and I are just ducking out for an hour or two, to see an old friend. Will you be all right by yourself?’  

‘Yes,’ she said in a tiny voice. ‘Thank you.’ There was not a trace of expression on her pretty face, and it bothered him. 

‘We won’t be long. You’ll be quite safe here.’  

‘Thank you,’ she repeated, and began to rock back and forth. 

Levi closed the door silently as he went out. ‘Poor kid,’ he said to Bragg. ‘The rest of her family died of cholera in a refugee boat when she was a baby. Now that her aunt and uncle  have  been  killed,  she’s  got  no  one.  To  make  matters  worse,  she’s  a  stateless person.’  

‘Hasn’t she got any relatives back in India?’  

‘Not as far as she knows. Besides, she’s lived here since she was two.’  

‘What are you going to do with her?’  

‘Offer her a home, for as long as she needs one.’  
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‘That might turn out to be a long time.’  

Levi shrugged. ‘That’s the way it is.’ He picked up a  shoulder bag in one hand, a briefcase in the other. 

It  was  bitterly  cold  outside  and  tiny  flakes  of  snow  were  falling.  They  reached Jemma’s apartment in twelve minutes. She came down and authorised the ever-vigilant security  guard  to  let  them  in,  saying  nothing  until  they  were  inside  and  the  door  was locked. Ushering them into the living room, she drew metallic blinds across, the kind that were used to prevent electronic snooping. 

‘It’s  nice  to  see  you  again,  Bragg,’  said  Jemma.  ‘I  was  sorry  when  you  and  Irith broke up. You seemed –’  

‘That was seven years ago,’ Bragg said expressionlessly. ‘I’ve made a new life and I’m sure Irith has long forgotten me.’  

‘Quite,’ she said, echoing his coolness. ‘Tea or coffee?’ She flicked on the induction kettle, which boiled within seconds. 

‘Coffee, if you don’t mind. I’ve a feeling it’s going to be a long night.’ Bragg gave Levi a reproachful glare, which Levi blithely ignored. 

‘It’s safe to speak here, isn’t it, Jemma?’ said Levi. 

‘The  apartment  is  swept  regularly,  by  the  best  people  around.’  Jemma  scooped ground coffee into a plunger, filled it with hot water and poured the coffee at once. 

‘Has Irith called?’ said Bragg. 

‘No,’ said Jemma, ‘and after what happened on her way here, I –’  

‘You’d better start at the beginning,’ said Levi. 

Jemma began to relate Irith’s story about the incident in the limousine, but hadn’t got far before Levi said, ‘I knew there was something about that voice on the news. It was Irith!’  

‘You recognised her from that lousy car video?’ said Jemma. ‘Then why didn’t you –

?’  

‘The voice has been nagging at me though I couldn’t put a name to it. I’ve got the girl  she  rescued;  she’s  in  my  apartment.’  Levi  told  his  side  of  the  story.  ‘This  is  bad, Jemma. Irith will be on the Yellow Armbands’ list. You should have put her on a plane back to Sydney the same night.’  

‘I would have, but all flights were grounded.’  
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‘I’m getting an escorted plane home at eight,’ said Bragg, ‘and I’ve got to be on it no matter what.’  

Jemma  shot  Bragg  a  steely  glance,  as  if  she’d  expected  more  of  him,  then  looked away. ‘What are we going to do, Levi?’  

Bragg looked down at his cup, wondering why she was making such a fuss. Irith had obviously met a friend, or a lover, and had stayed the night. Did Jemma really expect him to drop everything and go running after Irith? She was thirty, for God’s sake. Or was it thirty-one? He couldn’t recall. 

‘We’re not going to panic,’ Levi replied. ‘You’re a senior State Department official. 

Your people will find her.’  

‘I don’t know about that. It’s a pity you’ve retired from the business. Your contacts –

’  

‘Er,’ said Levi, with a bit of a lopsided grin. ‘I haven’t actually. I just told my clients and friends I had. I planned to, but the situation has deteriorated so quickly over the past year that I thought better of it. Right. Let’s find out where Irith has got to. Show me to a secure line, Jemma.’  

He took a laptop from his shoulder bag, hooked it up to the screen on the wall and set to  work.  The  big  screen  divided  into  a  dozen  panes  and,  shortly,  grainy  video  footage started to run in each. 

‘I’ve  hacked  into  the  street  security  cameras  surrounding  this  flat,’  said  Levi,  ‘and I’m running the footage from 9.50 am. Sing out when you see her.’  

Irith  appeared  on  the  first  camera,  top  left,  in  a couple  of  minutes.  She  was  just  a small figure in a long, bleak streetscape, the collar of her brown coat pulled up around her ears, but Bragg knew it was her. There was something about the way she moved that was achingly familiar. Irith walked quickly down the street, away from the flat, and turned the corner. 

She  doesn’t  look  anxious,  Bragg  thought.  That means  she’s  got  over  me.  Well,  of course – it’s been seven years. She could have had a dozen lovers since then, all better and  more  memorable  than  me.  She’s  probably  in  a  relationship  now.  The  thought  was unappealing yet, if she was, it would make it easier. He’d been married some years back, but it hadn’t lasted. 
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Levi  flagged  Irith  in  front,  rear  and  side  views  and  set  his  program  to  scan  the neighbouring  streetcam  footage  for  her.  On  his  laptop’s  screen  a  street  map  of  central London scrolled, a red blinking dot showing her location. 

‘Marvellous technology,’ said Bragg, glancing at his watch. 

‘Isn’t it,’ said Levi. ‘I used to use it for twenty-four-hour surveillance – just making a living – though I’ve tweaked the program since then to give it a predictive capability. We shouldn’t need that here, since we know where she’s heading.’  

‘But not how she planned to get there,’ said Jemma. The camera angles showed Irith getting on a bus. ‘Why didn’t she take a cab? I warned her to be careful. Why did she go out at all?’  

‘She  couldn’t  stay  cooped  up  forever,  Jemma,  and  Irith  knows  how  to  look  after herself. And I dare say you brought her up to be thrifty,’ said Levi with a chuckle. Brown fingers danced as he flagged the bus, then typed its number plate and route number into his searcher, to be sure. 

The  video  views  changed  quickly  now  as  the  program  scanned  ahead.  It  could  do that, since the bus route was known. Levi slowed the video at every stop but Irith did not get off. 

‘There!’ said Jemma, pointing to a screen window, after some forty minutes of travel time had been compressed into fifteen. Levi zoomed and froze the image. Irith had been caught perfectly as she turned in the direction of the camera, the wind ruffling her short hair. 

Bragg  swallowed.  She  seemed  to  be  looking  directly  into  his  eyes,  and  she  was smiling. He’d forgotten how lovely she was, and how much he’d cared for her. It hurt, as if their break-up had been yesterday. 

‘Doesn’t look as though she was that upset about meeting you,’ said Levi, letting the video run. ‘She would have been there in a few minutes.’  

‘She must have had second thoughts.’ Bragg checked his watch again. ‘I’ve got to go, Levi. I really do need a few hours’ sleep before I catch my plane.’  

‘Going home?’ said Jemma. 

‘Yes. I’ve been working in India for three years but the contract’s finished and I’ve been offered a senior engineer’s position in Norfolk, Virginia. It’s not my favourite city but –’  
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‘At a time like this, any job is a great job,’ grunted Levi, intent on his work. 

‘With unemployment in the States heading over fifteen percent, flipping burgers is a great job. I start Monday. Wasn’t planning to – I was going to have a month off and get myself sorted out …’  

‘Why didn’t you?’ said Levi. ‘You can afford it.’  

‘Eight  hundred  engineers  applied  for  this  job  and  it  starts  straightaway.  If  I  don’t show  up  on  time,  they’ll  give  it  to  the  next  guy  on  the  list,  and  I’m  not  gambling  on getting another offer in a hurry. I don’t have a lot of money.’ He stood up. 

‘Just let me go through the next couple of minutes, Bragg,’ said Levi, ‘and then I’ll run you home. No doubt there’s a simple explanation. Irith got cold feet, jumped in a cab and decided to see something of the sights of London instead.’  

‘Then why didn’t she call?’ cried Jemma. 

‘Maybe she’s pissed off with you for bringing her here, then keeping her cooped up all this time,’ said Bragg, over-bluntly. 

Levi was following the walking figure. Irith looked up and down the street, gained her bearings and turned away. She hadn’t gone fifty metres when a big black saloon, like a large version of a London taxi, pulled smoothly up to the kerb ahead of her. Two men moved away from the adjacent building as she passed them, closing in behind Irith. The car door swung open, the men picked her up bodily and bundled her inside. The camera caught her sudden terror – the open mouth, wide eyes, splayed fingers. The door closed and the saloon motored off without any of the passers-by reacting. 

Bragg  cried  out.  He  couldn’t  help  himself.  Jemma  clutched  his  arm  and  they  both stared at the car window, which Levi had blown up to full screen. 

He froze the film, flagged the car and zoomed in on the number plate. It was blank. 

‘That was a professional job,’ said Levi. ‘Smart move, using a car that looks like a cab. My software will lose it in the traffic. Even smarter having retractable number plate covers, or rotating plates that change every few blocks. It won’t be easy to follow them.’  

He wound back to the point where Irith got off the bus, saved the film to disc and began tapping furiously. Insets showed the two men waiting by the wall, and the rear of the car. As Irith approached they sauntered across. Their movements looked casual but had been timed so they were opposite the rear door of the saloon at the same time as it went past Irith. 
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‘She didn’t suspect a thing,’ said Bragg. He felt as though he’d been punched in the midriff.  Suddenly  he  was  closer  to  Irith  than  he  ever  had  been  during  their  troubled relationship. 

‘They’d  done  their  homework.’  Levi  blew  up  the  men’s  faces,  imaged  them  from various  streetcam  angles,  and  saved  the  footage  for  later  analysis.  ‘Pretty  nondescript fellows.’  

‘Probably wearing makeup and prosthetics,’ said Bragg gloomily. 

‘I imagine so,’ said Levi. ‘I don’t like it, Jemma.’  

‘Find  out  where  they’ve  taken  her,’  said  Jemma.  She  picked  up  her  coffee  but  it slopped everywhere and she crashed the cup back on the saucer. ‘Hurry, Levi.’  

‘They’ve  had  fifteen  hours,  so  a  few  more  minutes  won’t  make  much  difference. 

We’ve got to do this properly and that’s going to take time.’  

‘I wouldn’t bet this streetcam video will still be around tomorrow,’ said Jemma. 

‘I’m a little surprised it’s here now,’ said Levi. ‘It wouldn’t be if they knew  I  was on the job.’  

‘And maybe  you  wouldn’t be around either,’ she replied. 

Levi  blinked  at  that.  ‘We’d  better  get  out  of  here.  I  don’t  want  to  put  you  at  risk, Jemma.’  

‘I’m untouchable,’ said Jemma. 

Levi sat up smartly. ‘You mean …?’  

‘I’m  very  high up in the US Administration, though I don’t have any public profile. 

I’m a kind of roving troubleshooter, and well protected.’  

Levi seemed to be looking at her in a new light. ‘How long has this been going on?’  

‘A couple of years.’  

‘Are we likely to cause you any embarrassment, working here?’  

‘Not if you’re quick.’  

‘I’m  backing  the  video  up  on  a  couple  of  50-terabyte  Holodiscs,  in  case  it disappears.’ The streetcam began to run, following the black saloon down the street. He slid  small  discs  into  the  side  slot  of  the  laptop,  copied  the  files  and  ejected  the  discs, which he pocketed. 

‘I don’t know what to think, Jemma,’ Levi went on. ‘If it had just been revenge by the Yellow Armbands, they’d have beaten her up. Or killed her, right there in the street, 57 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

so as many people as possible would see it. This operation was too sophisticated. They want her for something. What haven’t you told us?’  

‘Irith  doesn’t  know  anything  about  my  work,’  Jemma  said  guardedly.  ‘I’ve  been most careful about that.’  

‘But the people who’ve taken her might believe otherwise. What did your boss think of her being in your apartment?’ said Levi casually. 

Jemma started, but looked away quickly. ‘It’s not a problem,’ she said, deliberately offhand. 

Levi  allowed  the  video  to  roll  in  slow  motion,  zooming  to  keep  the  saloon  in  full frame as it accelerated away. Through the rear window, they could see Irith struggling. 

One of the men brought something down hard on her head and she disappeared below the seat back. 

Bragg cried, ‘Oh, Jesus!’ He groped blindly for Levi’s arm. ‘Blow that up, quick!’  

Levi was already doing so. The bludgeon had been an automatic pistol, though the footage through the tinted window was too grainy to identify the model. 

‘Just  one  blow,’  said  Levi,  ‘and  only  middling  hard.  They  wanted  to  subdue  her quickly without doing too much damage. That’s positive.’  

‘They want something from her,’ said Bragg. ‘And they’ll do whatever it takes to get it.’  

The vehicle disappeared around the corner. Levi flagged it in four camera angles and set the tracking software to keep it in view. It followed the car for about ten blocks before losing it in a crowded thoroughfare where several of the cameras were out. 

‘Fuck and damnation!’ said Bragg as the tracking software skipped from one black car to another without finding it. ‘What do we do now?’  

Levi turned his far-seeing brown eyes to Bragg. ‘You’ve got a plane to catch.’  

Bragg became aware of the hour. It was 3 am. He stood up, then abruptly sat again. 

‘Take  my  car,’  said  Levi,  passing  him  the  keycards  for  the  car  and  the  apartment. 

‘You can find your way back to Fulham, can’t you?’  

‘Of course,’ Bragg said distractedly. He rose again, gnawing at his lower lip. 

‘Go  on.  They’re  not  going  to  hurt  her,  and  we’ll  find  her  soon  enough.  You  don’t have a lot of time.’  

‘No. All right. Thanks. Bye, Jemma. I hope – I really hope …’ His eyes sought hers. 
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‘So do I, Bragg!’ She turned back to the screen. 

Bragg walked, leaden-footed, to the door, where he stood with his hand on the latch for an age. He really did have to take this job, and he had to be there in the morning. The divorce had cost him most of his assets and the stock market crash last year had wiped out his savings. All he had left was a few thousand dollars and he’d need every cent to set up in Norfolk and get by until his first pay cheque. 

But  it  was   Irith.  They’d  been  the  best  of  friends;  they’d  been  through  bloody  hell together. They’d lived together, and loved for a while, and he couldn’t turn his back on any of that, any more than she would have if he had been in danger. 

He went back to the living room. ‘I’ll go tonight. The job can wait one day.’  

‘Thank you, Bragg,’ said Jemma. 

Levi shook his hand. ‘No need to panic. I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve yet.’ He rewound  to  the  point  where  they  could  still  see  the  saloon,  and  zoomed  in  on  it  from several  angles.  ‘It’s  not  a  new  car,  and  if  you  look  closely  you  can  see  a  number  of identifying features. See the little dent, left rear? And the windscreen wiper has a kink in the rubber, there.’ He flagged several other details and set the tracker to scan for them on black, taxi-like vehicles in the vicinity. ‘I won’t say we’ll definitely find it, but there’s a good chance.’  

‘What else have you got up your sleeve?’ said Bragg. ‘Just in case?’  

‘Well,  every  vehicle  on  the  road  has  a  unique  identifying  transponder.  They  can usually be tracked that way …’  

‘But?’ said Jemma. 

‘Even  I  have difficulty getting access to that kind of system, and if I can get in, it won’t be easy to do so without being noticed.’  

‘What if they’ve deactivated the transponder?’ said Bragg. 

‘You simply scan the streetcam system for vehicles that aren’t relaying their position. 

There’ll  be  quite  a  few  of  them,  for  various  reasons  legal  and  illegal,  but  it’ll  narrow down the search considerably.’  

‘But if they change cars a few times –’  

‘Sure,’ said Levi. ‘If they really want to make sure that nothing can track them, they can do so. But I’m betting they haven’t gone to that trouble. Why would they? It’s just another snatch as far as they’re concerned.’  
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The phone rang. Jemma went into her office and locked the door to answer it. She was in there for some time. 

Levi  backed  everything  up,  set  his  portable  to  process  the  data  and  said,  ‘I  think we’ve done about as much as we can do here, don’t you?’  

‘I guess so. What now?’  

‘We go back to my apartment, collect everything we need and clear out. They can’t know that I’m looking for Irith, but over the next few hours the security programs will notice that someone has hacked into the streetcam tapes, and it won’t take them long to identify which cameras. Eventually they’ll backtrack them to here, no matter how good Jemma’s security is, and identify us. We’ve got just hours to disappear.’  

‘And we’re no closer to finding Irith,’ said Bragg. ‘Every passing hour makes it less likely that we will. Once they get what they want, they’ll dispose of her.’  

‘They might,’ said Levi. ‘Come on.’  

He knocked on Jemma’s door. 

The  lock  snicked  and  she  came  out,  putting  down  her  communicator.  She  looked drawn. ‘Anything?’  

‘Sorry, Jemma,’ said Levi. ‘We’ll do everything we can. I’ll be in touch.’  

‘And I’ll be doing everything  I  can,’ she said. She held out her hand. 

‘What did she mean by that?’ said Bragg when they were in the car on the way back to Levi’s apartment. 

‘I imagine she’s getting her security people onto it.’  

‘I hope they’re good.’  

‘So do I, Bragg,’ Levi said heavily. ‘Hadn’t you better change your flight?’  
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Chapter 8 



Malati was asleep in her chair when they got back. Levi turned the light out and quietly closed the door. 

‘What are you going to do with her?’ said Bragg. 

‘She’ll have to come with us, unfortunately. This place is no longer safe – it’s in my name. A pity. I’ve always liked it here in Fulham.’  

Bragg called the airline and re-booked on a Washington flight that left at midnight. If the plane went on time he might just make it to Washington, get through security, hire a car and drive to Norfolk in time to start work. But he doubted it. More likely he wouldn’t get there till lunchtime, even accounting for the time difference. 

‘That gives me fifteen hours to help,’ said Bragg. It was 5 am. 

‘I hope it’s enough. Let’s get ready.’  

They were packed and ready to go within hours, Levi’s van stuffed to the gills with boxes  of  equipment.  Before  loading  it  in  the  underground  car  park  he’d  disabled  the security  cameras,  changed  the  vehicle’s  plates  and  done  something  under  the  bonnet. 

Changing the transponder, Bragg assumed. On the job, Levi left nothing to chance. 

‘I’ll go and get Malati,’ said Levi. 

He was gone a long time. Bragg paced back and forth, blowing into his hands in a futile attempt to warm them. He could feel Irith’s life ticking away. 

Levi came down the fire stairs, the girl walking behind him cradling a small pack in her arms. She looked very young and Bragg’s heart went out to her. 

‘Are you all right?’ he said awkwardly. 

‘Yes, thank you.’  

Malati said ‘thank you’ for every single thing, but in the three days since he’d first met her she’d revealed nothing of herself. She had not once met his eyes. Malati spoke well,  though  rather  formally,  she  was  studying  for  her  A-Levels,  and  her  clothes  were inexpensive but well cared for. He knew no more about her. 
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Levi opened the sliding side door. Malati climbed into the back seat and fastened her seat belt. She didn’t even seem curious about where they were going. 

The van took a long time to start. ‘I’ve never known it to be so cold in London at this time  of  year,’  said  Levi.  ‘It’s  the  beginning  of  September,  for  God’s  sake.  Have  you heard the weather report, Bragg?’  

‘Not since last night, and that wasn’t promising. A storm blasting in from the north Atlantic, with snow and gale-force winds, and getting worse tomorrow. A lot of refugees are going to freeze to death tonight.’  

Behind him, Malati made a muffled sound in her throat and Bragg wished he hadn’t been so tactless. 

Levi turned onto the street. It was just growing light. The snow was falling thickly now, whirled about by the wind, and the road was icy. He picked his way through light traffic. Fuel shortages kept the traffic down, even in the peak hours. 

‘Do you think Jemma was telling the truth?’ said Bragg. 

‘As little as she could get away with. If she’s admitting to having a high position in the US Administration, you can bet she has a higher one. Roving troubleshooter – what’s that supposed to mean? No, she’s here for a good reason and something has gone badly wrong. I’ve known Jemma for thirty years and I’ve never seen her so rattled.’  

‘Of course she’s rattled. Her only child has been kidnapped.’  

‘But what’s behind it is worrying her almost as much,’ said Levi. 

‘Has it got something to do with Jemma’s work? Could they be trying to get at her?’  

‘Who knows?’  

‘Or could it be a revenge attack by the Yellow Armbands, for … what Irith did on the way in from the airport?’  

‘I don’t know what to think.’  

‘Excuse me,’ came a soft voice from behind them. 

‘Yes, Malati?’ said Levi. 

‘This person who has been kidnapped …’  

‘Irith Hardey,’ said Bragg. 

‘Oh!’ She seemed to be thinking hard. ‘But you are looking for her?’  

‘Yes, she’s an old friend of ours.’  

‘And … Irith is the woman who saved my life?’  
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‘That’s right,’ said Levi. 

Malati lifted her chin. ‘Then I must help you find her.’  

‘I don’t think –’ Bragg began. 

Levi  elbowed  him  in  the  ribs.  Pulling  over  to  the  kerb  in  a  no-standing  zone,  he turned around. ‘It will be dangerous, Malati.’  

The  blank,  glassy  look  had  been  replaced  with  a  steely  resolve.  ‘I  have  lived  with danger all my life. My aunt and uncle were constantly threatened. Irith risked her life to save me and, now she is in trouble, I can do no less for her.’  

‘Thank you, Malati,’ Levi said simply, and pulled onto the street again. 

Bragg turned on some music and said, out of the corner of his mouth, ‘She’s just a kid, Levi.’  

‘She’s  seventeen,’  Levi  replied,  just  as  quietly,  ‘and  if  you  knew  all  she’s  been through you’d think differently. Don’t be deceived by appearances – there’s steel in her soul, Bragg. Besides, how could I refuse an offer made with such desperate dignity? And it’ll  help  her  to  get  over  her  trauma;  she’ll  feel  as  though  she’s  doing  something worthwhile, rather than feeling a powerless burden.’  

‘I suppose so,’ Bragg said absently. ‘What will they do to Irith?’  

‘Depends,’ said Levi. ‘If her abduction has to do with American politics, as I rather suspect, they probably want to get something on Jemma, or the people she works for. As long  as  Irith  doesn’t  learn  anything  about  them,  they  probably  won’t  harm  her.  If  it’s some home-grown group of thugs, it’s a different matter.’  

‘And if it  is  the Yellow Armbands?’  

‘God help her, Bragg, because I don’t see how we can. They’re out of our league.’  

‘Why would they want Irith?’  

‘Governments are falling all across Europe and you have to ask that?’  

‘I’m asking.’  

‘To make an example of her – to show that no one, no matter how well connected, is safe  if  they’re  not  of  good  British  stock.  That’s  the  key  to  the  power  they  crave  –universal terror. Around 780,000 illegal immigrants entered the country last year, and it’s a  tidal  wave  that’s  swamping  Britain.  They’re  even  paddling  across  the  Channel  on surfboards  because,  miserable  though  their  reception  is  here,  it’s  better  than  the  way they’re  treated  on  the  other  side.  And  in  the  past  five  years,  none  of  the  established 63 
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political parties have come up with a workable solution. People are desperate, Bragg. Is it any wonder that they flock to a group that does seem to have the answers – the Britain for the British Party?’  

‘They’re  just  a  mob  of  thugs  who  want  to  shoot  refugees  as  they  come  up  the beaches.’  

‘When your kids are starving, when they’re growing up in a world that’s a lot worse than yours was, human rights for the illegal immigrants causing the problem are the last thing on your mind.’  

‘They aren’t causing the problem,’ said Bragg. ‘Well, not all of it.’  

‘Of course not. It’s climate change, and that’s down to all of us, and our parents and grandparents. But no politician ever got elected telling it like it is.’  

Two hours later they had set up in a small and rather dingy flat in Catford owned by a  friend  of  Levi’s.  Levi  got  to  work,  using  four  computers  to  search  the  video  he’d recorded for the black car’s diagnostic features, and then hacking back into the streetcam network to try and track it. Malati sat beside him, hour after hour, her keen eyes scanning the screens for details the program might have missed. 

There was nothing Bragg could do to help. He went back and forth from the kitchen, making  coffee  and  bringing  food  as  required,  and  trying  not  to  interrupt  Levi’s concentration. Try as he might, however, he could not help thinking about his job and the plane he simply must catch. 

Senior engineer was a staff-level appointment, not management. If he wasn’t there in the morning, his new boss would be mightily unimpressed, but would probably accept an excuse about plane delays. Missing two days could push tolerance beyond the limit. He’d be seen as unreliable, and no one wanted an unreliable engineer on their team. 

What a shit I am, Bragg thought. Irith has been abducted, God knows what they’ve done to her by now, and all I can think about is my stupid job. 

But  the  worry  would  not  go  away.  Without  a  job  he’d  be  one  of  forty  million unemployed in an America where welfare had been abolished long ago. He’d be forced to live  on  the  street  once  his  money  ran  out,  and  nobody  hired  a  homeless  engineer.  He couldn’t help wondering how all his great promise had come to this. 
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Levi  was  slumped  over  his  terminal,  fingers  barely  moving,  shoulders  hunched.  Malati was sagging in the chair but her bloodshot eyes kept scanning the frames. 

‘I’ve lost the saloon,’ Levi said that afternoon. ‘I can’t think what to do next. They could be anywhere in a city of sixteen million people. Or outside it, for that matter.’  

‘They  might  be  torturing  her.’  Bragg  was  pacing  again,  across  the  little  room  and back, across and back. 

‘Could you stop doing that?’ snapped Levi. ‘I can’t think.’  

‘Sorry,’ said Bragg, going to the window. Outside, the snow was falling so heavily that  he  could  barely  see  the  dark  and  dismal  street  three  floors  below.  Could  those shadows be kids going through the piled bin bags on the pavement? No, they seemed to be  bedding  down  among  them.  He  felt  even  more  depressed.  ‘I  just  wish  there  was something I could do.’  

‘I think I’m missing something,’ said Levi. ‘It’s got beyond me. I’ll have to call in help.’  

‘Is that wise?’ Bragg said sharply. ‘The more people we involve –’  

‘If we don’t find her in the next twenty-four hours, we probably won’t find her at all. 

She’ll  be  dead  and  her  body  dumped.  Is  that  what  you  want?’  Levi  reached  for  his communicator. 

Malati let out a stifled gasp, looked around wildly then turned back to the screens. 

Bragg tuned to the weather channel. Wild wind, heavy snowfalls and a temperature range from minus seventeen to minus eleven. London hadn’t had such a September day since weather records began. 

‘Aislyn?’ said Levi. ‘I’ve a bit of a problem and I need your help for a few hours, if you  can  spare  it.  It’s  rather  a  tricky  issue,  if  you  take  my  meaning.  You  can?  That’s wonderful.’ He gave the address and rang off. 

Bragg raised an eyebrow. 

‘A colleague,’ said Levi. ‘We’ve worked together a few times in the last few years. 

She really knows her stuff.’  

Coming from Levi, that was high praise. ‘And reliable?’ said Bragg. 

‘You can put your life on it.’  
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Aislyn turned up just on dark, a little, skinny woman about Bragg’s age, with spiky dark hair, a sallow complexion and a wary look in her grey eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said as Bragg opened the door. ‘I was looking for –’  

‘Levi’s inside. You must be Aislyn. I’m Bragg. Come in.’  

‘Just a moment.’ She limped down to the end of the hall and put her head around the corner. ‘Kirrily?’  

A tall girl appeared, as slender as a model. Her shoulder-length wavy hair was a most unusual silver-blonde colour. She was carrying a heavy case in either hand. She looked nothing like her mother. 

Bragg closed the door and locked it. Levi looked disconcerted at the appearance of the girl, but rose and shook Aislyn’s hand, and then Kirrily’s. She was taller than him; not pretty, for her face was too long and strong-featured, but striking. 

‘Hello, Kirrily. You’ve grown up since we last met.’  

She smiled. ‘Well, I am sixteen.’  

‘This  is  Bragg.  Yes,  just  Bragg.  His  other  names  are  too  embarrassing  to  speak aloud.’ Levi chuckled. ‘Bragg, I’d like you to meet Aislyn Athanor and Kirrily Athanor. 

Aislyn, Kirrily, this is Malati Mehra.’  

Aislyn’s eyes showed that she knew who Malati was. ‘Well done, Levi.’  

Kirrily smiled at Bragg, whereupon her mother scowled. 

Levi drew Aislyn away to the other side of the room. ‘I’m not sure that involving Kirrily is wise, Aislyn …’  

‘I know damn well it’s not, but I didn’t care to leave her alone at a time like this.’  

‘Understandable. Is she …?’  

‘She’s discreet, if that’s what you mean. And may well prove useful, too. I’ve taught her a thing or two.’  

‘I  imagine  you  have,’  Levi  said  with  feeling.  ‘All  right,  this  is  the  situation.’  He explained it as briefly as possible. ‘I can’t find Irith and I don’t know what to do. And we don’t  have  much  time  left.  I’ve  tried  to  get  into  the  Department  of  Transport  vehicle transponder database, but its security has been heavily upgraded since I last broke in. I’m afraid to try again, in case they trace me.’  
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‘I  wouldn’t  risk  it  unless  you  know  what  you’re  doing,’  said  Aislyn.  ‘I’ve  some inside knowledge of that system. I’ll give you a disc that’ll help. Let’s sit down and go through a few ideas. Given the political situation, security is only going to get tighter.’  

‘I haven’t seen the news today.’  

‘There  was  another  raft  of  defections  to  the  Opposition  benches  overnight.  The Government’s majority is down to three and the Opposition Leader is calling a motion of no confidence tonight. The word is, that’s likely to result in at least two more defections.’  

‘And if it does, the Prime Minister will have to call a General Election.’  

‘Which he’s bound to lose,’ said Aislyn. ‘The BFB Party will win in a landslide. And then God help the refugees.’  

‘And us,’ said Levi. ‘We’re all foreigners.’  

‘God  help  the  world,’  said  Bragg,  joining  them.  ‘Germany  has  just  expelled  all French  and  Italian  nationals  with  only  the  clothes  they  were  wearing.  France  and  Italy have sworn to retaliate in kind. The nations of Europe could be at each other’s throats within days.’  

‘Well,  we  can’t  do  anything  about  that,’  said  Levi.  ‘Let’s  get  back  to  your  ideas, Aislyn. Weren’t you going to catch a plane, Bragg?’  

‘I guess I’m not going tonight after all.’  

 

‘I’m beginning to think I was wrong,’ Levi said at 8 pm. ‘I think the Yellow Armbands have  taken her.’  

‘How can you tell?’ said Bragg. 

‘I’ve  found  where  the  saloon  came  from  –  a  garage  run  by  a  well-known  Yellow Armband sympathiser. Unfortunately they’re obsessional about security, and every track I go down is a dead end. It appears as if their systems are kept offline most of the time, so there may be no way in, during our time frame.’  

‘I think I might be able to get into the BFB Party’s system,’ said Aislyn suddenly. 

‘Surely they wouldn’t have anything directly linking them to the Yellow Armbands?’ 

said Bragg. 

‘They’ve  vehemently  denied  that  there’s  any  link  at  all,  but  I  know  there  is.  And these far-right groups are into control; they keep records of everything, so we may find a link to Irith.’  
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‘What about  their  network security?’ said Levi. 

Aislyn  didn’t  look  up.  ‘The  BFB  have  grown  so  rapidly  –  they  were  just  another fringe party six months ago, remember? – that their system may not have kept pace. It can’t  have  been  designed  for  such  a  big  organisation.  It’ll  be  a  mess  of  compromises. 

There must be ways into it.’  

Levi and Aislyn went into a huddle, exchanging technical jargon that Bragg couldn’t follow, then agreed on their approaches and sat down at their terminals. Bragg checked the window again. The wind had come up and snowflakes formed a dense whirling cloud that blocked all view of the outside. Even if we do find her, he thought gloomily, there’ll be nothing we can do about it. He turned the heater up as far as it would go and sat down on the lounge across from Kirrily, who was reading a novel on a PortaBook. 

‘How’s the no-confidence motion going?’ said Levi. 

Bragg turned on the netscreen, put a pair of wireless headphones on, and flicked to a news channel. 

A reporter was outlining the history and minutiae of the vote of no confidence. If the motion  was  passed,  it  was  up  to  Prime  Minister  Philip  Madderer  whether  to  allow  the Opposition to test its support on the floor of the House, or to call a General Election. In this case, the former alternative was unlikely, since the Opposition appeared to have the numbers. 

Bragg sat there for some time, immersed in the coverage. At 9.40 he said, ‘They’re putting the no-confidence motion now.’  

Levi and Aislyn came over to watch. ‘Kirrily?’ Aislyn called. ‘Could you come here for a moment? This is history in the making.’  

Kirrily didn’t seem impressed but she came anyway. Malati was asleep in her chair so they didn’t wake her. They crowded around the small screen. 

The motion of no confidence was put to the House, and duly passed. ‘A majority of thirty-seven,’ said Bragg. ‘There were a lot more defections than they expected.’  

‘Maybe they were just bowing to the inevitable,’ said Levi. 

‘Or  opportunists  seeking  to  maximise  their  chances  after  the  election,’  Aislyn remarked. ‘Or those who, seeing that the cause was lost, were afraid to do otherwise.’  
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The  Prime  Minister  announced  that  he  intended  to  call  a  General  Election  on  the earliest possible date, and left the House, back bent and brow lined. He looked as though he was expecting the end of the world. Bragg knew just how he was feeling. 
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Chapter 9 



‘I suppose it was inevitable,’ said Levi, ‘but it’s a sad day for Britain. I don’t suppose you could turn the heater up, Bragg?’  

‘It’s up all the way.’  

‘I was afraid you’d say that. What’s the weather doing?’  

Bragg  changed  to  the  weather  channel.  ‘Deteriorating  by  the  hour.  The  Transport London people are already closing roads because the snow can’t be cleared.’ He began pacing more rapidly than before. He couldn’t bear to think what Irith was going through. 

‘Could you stop that, please?’ said Aislyn politely. ‘It’s very distracting.’  

‘Sorry.’ Bragg sat down and drummed his fingers on the table but, realising what he was doing, thrust them into his pockets. He got up and sat down on the lounge next to Kirrily, whereupon Aislyn’s head shot around on her thin neck. She stared at him as if he was trying it on with her daughter. Kirrily, head deep in her PortaBook, didn’t appear to notice but Bragg felt so uncomfortable that he moved back to the table. 

‘It’s useless,’ said Levi. ‘The black saloon could have gone anywhere.’  

‘I’ve been studying the Yellow Armbands for years,’ said Aislyn, relaxed now that Bragg had moved away from Kirrily. ‘If it  is  them, I know where their haunts are. Why don’t we check them?’  

‘Really?’ said Bragg. 

‘There’s  no  secret  about  where  they  operate  from.  They  like  everyone  to  know.  It gives the people  something to be afraid of, and that’s where the Yellow Armbands get their power.’  

‘All right,’ said Levi. ‘It’s worth a try. Give me their London addresses, Aislyn, and I’ll  run  a  search  of  the  streetcams  near  each  place,  for  yesterday  morning  and  early afternoon.’  

‘Anyone want a cup of tea or something?’ Bragg felt singularly useless. 
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Levi shook his head. Aislyn didn’t answer. Kirrily looked up from her book, gave him a cheery smile and said, ‘I’d love some hot chocolate if you’ve got any.’  

‘I’ll have a look.’ Bragg went through the cupboards, found drinking chocolate and powdered milk, and made two mugs. He took them in, handing one to Kirrily, who gave him another dazzling smile. 

He smiled back, then turned to see Aislyn glowering at him. He gave her an equally chilly  stare  and  sat  on  the  lounge,  leaving  a  good  body  width  between  himself  and Kirrily. By the way her mother kept turning to check on him, it wasn’t far enough. 

‘Don’t take any notice of her,’ said an amused Kirrily,  sotto voce. ‘She’s always like that. She’s not getting any.’ She chuckled knowingly. 

Bragg choked into his chocolate. 

Aislyn pinpointed each of the Yellow Armbands’ facilities in metropolitan London while  Levi  hacked  into  the  streetcam  registers  surrounding  each  complex  and  ran  his tracker program. Another frustrating hour went by. 

‘I’ve got it!’ he cried. 

Bragg sprang halfway across the room to see. 

‘There,’ said Levi, zooming onto a black saloon weaving through thick traffic. ‘The software gives a ninety-eight-point match – it’s the car, all right.’  

He tracked it along half a dozen streets until it turned in through the gates of a large institution  that  looked  like  a  school  or  small  college,  with  buildings  large  and  small scattered across perhaps a hectare of grounds. 

‘12.40 pm yesterday,’ said Levi, reading the time stamp. 

The gates closed and the black car vanished inside, off camera. He couldn’t find it on any other streetcams, for none covered more than a few metres of lawn inside the fences. 

‘Your turn, Aislyn,’ said Levi. ‘See if you can discover which building they’ve taken her to.’  

‘It’s called the Sam Bennett Retraining Centre,’ said Aislyn shortly, ‘after one of the founders  of  the  Yellow  Armbands.  Ostensibly  it’s  a  minor  facility,  mainly  used  as  a meeting centre, though I believe it has other, more important roles. It’s used for internal meetings,  as  well  as  meetings  with  other  right-wing  groups  and,  I  know  for  a  fact, occasionally with the BFB Party.’  

‘That’s interesting,’ said Levi. 
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‘It is, because, officially, the BFB deny that they have any connection to the Yellow Armbands.  The  centre  is  also  used  for  “retraining”,  whatever  that  means.  Not  physical training,  at  any  rate  –  I’d  say  it’s  got  to  do  with  indoctrination  and  brainwashing,  and possibly  interrogation.  I’ve  been  watching  the  place  on  and  off  for  years,  though  I’ve seldom  seen  people  outside,  except  the  guards  on  the  gate  and  those  that  patrol  the grounds. It’s well guarded, though a lot of the time there aren’t that many other people there.’  

‘They  don’t  want  the  unwashed  recruits  to  know  what  they’re  getting  up  to,’  said Bragg. 

‘Perhaps,’ said Aislyn dismissively. 

Had  she  taken  an  instant  dislike  to  him,  or  did  she  simply  dislike  any  man  in  the vicinity of her daughter? Bragg returned to the table. It wasn’t worth distracting Aislyn at such a critical time. 

‘I’ll try to hack in via the BFB’s network,’ she went on. ‘I’ve never found a direct way  into  the  Yellow  Armbands’  systems.’  She  worked  for  a  while  without  speaking. 

‘Hold on. I’m in!’ Aislyn exclaimed. 

They  crowded  around  her  terminal,  which  showed  only  running  rows  of  code. 

‘Where are you, exactly?’ said Levi. 

‘I found a cleverly disguised link from the BFB site. It was really well protected. I had no end of trouble breaking the security.’  

‘Can the Yellows tell you’re there?’ said Levi. 

‘Not yet, but we don’t have long. We’ll have to find her and get out again, quick.’  

Another hour went by. Aislyn had been forced to withdraw three times because of security scares, though each proved to be a false alarm. 

‘We’re running out of time,’ said Levi. ‘They’ve had her for a day and a half …’  

Bragg wished he hadn’t spoken. He was exhausted and demoralised. Levi, who’d not slept the previous night either, could be no better. 

‘It’s a weird set-up,’ said Aislyn. ‘Quite illogical, though I’ve got through most of the possibilities … Got it!’  

A directory dropped down the screen. Bragg scanned it over her shoulder. ‘Are you sure?’  

‘It’s the retraining centre all right,’ said Levi. ‘How many securicams do they have?’  
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‘Dozens,’  said  Aislyn,  opening  the  subdirectory  and  reading  from  the  list.  ‘Street, north, south, east and west. Grounds –’  

‘Later!’  snapped  Levi.  ‘Let’s  find  out  if  she’s  there,  first.  Forget  the  corridors, likewise the kitchen and the other facilities. Tile the other first-floor camera views across the screen and run the lot of them at once. If we don’t find her there, go up to the second floor, then the third, and finally the basement.’  

She did so. Bragg’s head was whirling as he tried to take in a dozen videos at once, all running in fast forward. They found nothing on the first floor or the second. 

‘There!’ he said, pointing to a window in the middle of the screen. ‘Blow that up.’  

The small room was dimly lit, but in the enlargement he could clearly see a woman shackled to a bed. It could have been Irith. ‘I can’t tell if it’s her or not,’ said Bragg, his voice cracking. 

‘Can you enhance that, Aislyn?’ Levi said calmly. 

The image brightened fractionally, though it was still fuzzy. 

‘I’m sure it’s her,’ said Bragg. ‘She’s alive!’  

‘It  looks  like her,’ said Levi. ‘What’s the date and time stamp, Aislyn?’  

‘Last night, 7.50 pm.’  

Levi checked the clock on his screen. ‘It’s 11 pm now. Can you find anything more recent? Even if it is her, she may not be there any longer.’  

Or she might be dead. Bragg’s euphoria faded. 

‘I can’t see anything from today,’ said Aislyn. 

‘The current video must be kept in a different place,’ said Levi. ‘Go up the hierarchy and see –’  

 Ping, ping, ping!  

‘– they’ve detected an intrusion. Get out, fast.’  

‘I was expecting that,’ said Aislyn, calmly. ‘I used an avatar – a  synthetic identity they can’t backtrack.’  

‘Don’t bet on it,’ growled Bragg. 

Aislyn gave him a look over her shoulder, as if to say, ‘you don’t know what you’re talking  about’,  but  withdrew  from  the  system.  ‘I’ve  saved  some  of  the  footage  to Holodisc – we can work on that.’  

‘Which building was she in?’ said Levi. 
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She flicked to the external views, one of which showed three small buildings, close together  in  a  line,  with  larger  structures  beyond  that.  ‘It’s  one  of  the  larger  buildings, though I can’t tell which.’  

On his own computer, Levi brought up a cadastral map showing property boundaries and the layout of buildings in the retraining centre. ‘It’s got to be this one, in the middle of  the  block,’  he  said,  indicating  a  long  building  of  several  storeys.  From  the  internal video Aislyn had already recorded, he began to construct a virtual building in a separate window. 

‘It’s pretty rough,’ he said an hour later, ‘and I may have missed some rooms, but it’s good enough for us to do a virtual walk-through. That’s the minimum we’ll need to know what we’re getting into.’  

‘There  seems  to  be  an  assumption  that  we’re  going  to  break  into  an  establishment that’s guarded by the most vicious thugs in Britain,’ said Bragg. 

‘They’ve got Irith,’ said Levi simply. 

‘Sorry. Silly of me,’ Bragg said, venting his feelings in sarcasm. ‘Then let’s plan our attack.’  

‘Why don’t I plot a route there,’ said Aislyn, ‘since I won’t be going with you.’  

She  set  to  work  while  Levi  and  Bragg  sat  in  front  of  the  screen,  studying  saved footage of the target. It was an old, Italianate Victorian building, originally a school or institution.  It  had  been  renovated  at  some  point  but  did  not  appear  to  have  had  any maintenance for a very long time. The paint was peeling on the façade and the guttering had holes in it. The grounds, bare lawn separated by scattered rows of unclipped bushes, were  surrounded  by  a  high  wrought-iron  fence  set  in  stone.  Its  solid  iron  gates  were closed and a tiny guard box was occupied. 

‘We  can  get  over  the  fence  easily  enough,’  said  Bragg,  ‘though  not  without  being picked up by the cameras.’  

‘And there’ll be motion sensors for sure,’ said Levi. ‘Let’s take a look inside.’  

The main entrance was in the middle of the long side of the main building. A short entrance hall ran into a central hall, off which were a myriad of small rooms or offices, as well as a number of larger ones – meeting or lecture rooms. The floor plans of the second and third storeys were essentially the same. 

‘I think I know where to access today’s securicam tapes,’ said Aislyn. 
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Levi looked troubled. ‘They’ve already detected one intrusion.’  

‘Please yourself,’ said Aislyn. ‘Though I was going to use a new avatar …’  

Levi glanced at Bragg as if for guidance and drummed his fingers on the keyboard. ‘I don’t  know  …  It’s  risky.  All  right,  but  just  a  quick  in  and  out.  How  are  you  doing, Bragg?’  

‘There are guards down the end of the first and second floors.’  

‘They may not be there all night,’ said Levi. 

None of the securicams Aislyn had been able to access covered the entrance hall, so they  could  not  see  what  security  features  it  contained,  apart  from  a  pacing  guard  who appeared and disappeared from view. 

‘You  can  bet  the  prisoners  are  well  watched,’  said  Bragg.  He  checked  another  of yesterday’s tapes. 

At  one  end  of  the  ground  floor  the  camera,  through  the  fanlight  of  a  closed  door, showed activity in a large meeting room. A dozen people sat around a conference table. 

A  guard,  armed  with  a  stubby  automatic  rifle,  paced  back  and  forth  down  the corridor, keeping well away from the conference room. 

A  scream  rang  out from  the  speakers  on  Aislyn’s  monitor.  Kirrily’s  head  whipped around,  her  eyes  staring.  Malati  woke  abruptly,  sliding  off  her  chair  and  taking  shelter behind it, her brown eyes peeping over the top, before reality set in. 

‘Irith!’ cried Bragg. 

Aislyn full-screened the securicam, which showed a small woman arching up from the bed as if she’d been given an electric shock. Her mouth was a gaping hole, her fingers hooked, toes curled. The bonds at wrist and ankle held her and she crashed back onto the bare mattress, only to arch up again. 

The screams made Bragg feel physically ill. ‘What are they doing to her?’  

‘I don’t know,’ said Levi. ‘What time was this video recorded, Aislyn?’  

‘9.11 pm. Three hours ago.’ She turned the sound down. 

‘They’re a rough looking lot,’ said Levi. 

‘It’s part of the uniform,’ Aislyn replied. 

‘So we’ve got at least four guards,’ said Bragg, ‘plus maybe a dozen other people, possibly armed as well. How the hell are we going to get her out?’  
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‘I haven’t worked that out yet,’ said Levi. ‘But most of them will be gone by the time we can get there in the early hours. There may only be a couple of guards plus the ones on the gate.’  

Bragg watched the figure on the bed thrash for another few seconds, which was more than he could take. He went into the bathroom and sat on the frigid toilet seat, staring at the floor. 

 Ping, ping, ping!  

Aislyn withdrew hastily. ‘That’s as much as I can do for you. Wait a minute. What if I were to drop an infinitely self-replicating worm into the BFB’s system, Levi? It might buy you time, or even bring the whole network down.’  

‘Can you do that?’  

‘Just watch me.’  

‘All right, but don’t draw attention to the retraining centre.’  

‘I  won’t.  I’ll  set  it  to  do  the  job  in  a  couple  of hours.  If it  went  off  now  it  would arouse  suspicion.  And  I’ve  plotted  the  best  route  there,  plus  several  alternatives.  It’s going to take you a while in this weather.’  

‘Then we’d better get going. Come on, Bragg.’  

Malati stood up. 

‘I think you should stay here,’ said Bragg, emerging from the bathroom. 

‘I’m coming,’ she said with the resolve he’d seen previously. 

Bragg glanced at Levi, who looked troubled. ‘I don’t think –’ Levi began. ‘Oh hell –yes, Malati, come. You might make all the difference.’  

Aislyn  looked  staggered,  though  she  said  nothing.  Malati  disappeared  into  the kitchen. 

‘Thank you, Aislyn,’ said Levi. ‘I appreciate this more than I can tell you. You’ve a long drive back to Watford. Stay here, if you like.’  

She bit her scanty lip. ‘I’d feel safer in my own bed, but I am very tired …’  

‘You’ll be lucky to get home by 4 am. Stay over – the beds haven’t been slept in.’  

‘Thanks, Levi. I think we will.’  

‘Right, Bragg, could you bring that bag?’ said Levi, indicating a large canvas holdall. 

‘It’s got everything we’ll need.’ He began to pack up his laptop 76 
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 ‘But  we  haven’t  worked  out  a  plan.’  Bragg  felt  panicky.  Levi  was  famously methodical. 

Shortly Malati appeared from the kitchen with a large packet of sandwiches. 

‘If  we’re  not  there  soon,’  said  Levi,  ‘the  best  plan  in  the  world  won’t  make  any difference.  We’ve  got  to  get  over  there  and  see  what’s  going  on.  And  then  work something out.’  

‘That’s not comforting.’  

‘It wasn’t meant to be. Just realistic.’  

 

‘Can’t  you  go  any  faster?’  said  Bragg  irritably.  The  plan  was  absurdly  simplistic  –  to knock down the guards at the gate with a gas grenade, and sneak in under cover of snow and darkness – and he didn’t see how it could work, even in a blizzard as bad as this. And every  grinding  moment  of  that  interminable  trip  through  the  snow-  and  ice-choked streets, he saw Irith chained to that bed while the Yellow Armbands tormented her for the fun of it. 

The  snow  was  falling  more  thickly  than  ever  and  they’d  been  driving  for  hours without seeming to get very far. The big van’s heating was going full bore but it wasn’t warm inside. 

‘I haven’t been this cold in Minnesota in the depths of winter,’ Bragg grumbled. 

‘Pipe down,’ Levi said calmly. The more Bragg agonised, the calmer Levi became. 

He checked the satnav. ‘We’ll be there in a couple of minutes.’  

Bragg checked his gas grenades yet again. ‘If I cock up with this and the guard gets an alert off, it’ll all be for nothing.’  

‘Here’s  the  substation.  Once  the  power  goes  off  it’ll  be  fifteen  below  zero  in  that guard box and not even the Yellow Armbands  can endure that in the  crappy gear they wear. The guards won’t be out looking for us. They’ll be pleading to go inside.’  

‘I still think a blackout will seem a bit suspicious.’  

‘I’m  taking  out  power  to  the  whole  suburb.  Nothing  suspicious  about  that.  There have been blackouts all over London today.’  

‘What about the streetcams?’  

‘Aislyn’s already taken them offline.’  

‘And the guards patrolling the grounds?’  
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‘They won’t be out in this weather. They’ll be snug in their barracks, which is the easternmost of the three small buildings.’  

Levi pulled his fur-lined hood down over his ears, drew on goggles and mittens and slipped out the door, leaving it ajar. Bragg wrenched it shut, though not in time to keep the  cold  air  out.  Pulling  his  own  coat  tighter  he  took  up  the  night  glasses  and  tried  to follow Levi through the snow. He lost him within ten metres. 

‘Can I have a look, please?’ said Malati. 

‘Sure. Come over here.’  

She  climbed  over  the  seats  and  scanned  back  and  forth  with  the  glasses.  She  was shivering but made no complaint. Malati was the most stoic seventeen-year-old he’d ever met. 

Bragg  slid  behind  the  wheel  and  replayed  the  video  on  Levi’s  portable, though  he stopped it before the torture scene. He couldn’t bear to see that again. It was almost 5 am now. They could have done anything to her since she last appeared on a tape. 

Levi burst in through the passenger door, slammed it and rubbed icicles off his nose. 

‘It’ll go off in one minute. Get moving.’  

‘Don’t  you  want  to  wait  and  see  if  it’s  worked?’  said  Bragg,  passing  the  portable across. 

Levi took off the mittens and began to rub his gloved hands together. ‘If it works, all the  lights  will  go  off.  And  if  it  doesn’t,  I’ll  have  to  try  something  else.  Take  the  next right, then turn left and head straight on for three blocks, and you should be opposite the retraining centre.’  

Bragg did so, driving slowly in the relentless snow, which formed icy clots on the windscreen. The wipers squealed across them. Half the time he couldn’t see the road and had to drive blind, following the satnav, acutely aware that its locational precision was plus or minus two metres, if everything was working perfectly. He directed hot air onto the windscreen but it made no difference. At least the studded tyres gave a firm grip. In an ordinary vehicle he would have skidded off the road on the first bend. 

The street lights went out when they were still two blocks from the retraining centre. 

Bragg swerved to avoid a great hump in the middle of the road that appeared to be an abandoned,  snow-covered  car,  and  continued.  He  idly  wondered  if  there  was  anyone inside. If there was, they’d probably be frozen to death by now. 
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‘This  should  be it,’  said  Levi. ‘Pull  over  to  the  left, right  against  the  kerb,  in  case some yobbo runs up our arse. Gas grenades in working order?’  

‘Bloody hope so,’ said Bragg, tearing chunks out of one of Malati’s sandwiches. The food lay in his stomach like concrete. He offered her the packet but she said, ‘No, thank you.’  

Levi took one. ‘Malati, can you drive?’  

‘Yes, I got my licence just before … Three weeks ago.’  

‘Excellent.  Hop  in  the  driver’s  seat,  keep  the  doors  locked,  and  if  I  call  on  the communicator, drive through the gates, just down there to the right, and pick us up.’ He handed  her  the  keycard,  communicator  and  a  Mickey  Mouse  plastic  mask.  ‘And  wear this, just in case.’  

‘What if someone comes?’ she said. 

‘Drive around the block.’  

‘All  right.’  Malati  suppressed  a  tremble,  determined  to  be  as  brave  as  she  thought they were. 

‘We’ll cross here and head down along the fence,’ said Levi, ‘approaching the guard box from the blind side. As soon as we get there, Bragg, put a gas grenade through the door. I’ll make sure the guards are out of business, then we’ll go in. We’ll do the same in the foyer, if we have to, though I’d be surprised if even the Yellow Armbands  are too vigilant on a night like this. OK?’  

‘OK,’  Bragg  said  dubiously.  It  was  the  most  hare-brained  scheme  he’d  ever  been involved in, though he conceded that it could work if there were only a few guards on duty. 

‘Here’s  a  mask.  Wear  it.  We  don’t  want  to  be  recognised.’  Bragg  took  a  Donald Duck mask, Levi an Uncle Scrooge. 

Levi  turned  off  the  door-operated  light  and  slipped  out  the  passenger  door.  Bragg went out at the same time, then reached back and pulled out his bag, which he slipped over one shoulder. 

Levi was already out of sight. He’d disappeared within a few steps. Bragg hesitated, ducking his head against the wind. The blizzard was disorienting, even though he knew where he was. If he went a few steps the wrong way, he’d lose Levi and his bearings. 
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He  stepped  back  to  touch  the  solidity  of  the  van  for  a  moment,  then  turned perpendicular to it and headed across the road. The snow was a foot deep at the kerb, with ice underneath that. In the middle of the road it formed an alternating series of crunchy and  hard  ruts,  dangerous  to  walk  across  in  the  dark.  Bragg  counted  his  steps  until  he reached  the  pavement  on  the  other  side.  It  should  be  about  another  four  metres  to  the wrought-iron fence. It turned out to be eight halting steps, the wind turning him around with every movement and the wet snow clotting on his boots. He walked into the fence with his forehead. 

Left, he thought sluggishly. The guard box is left, about fifty or sixty metres along. 

Where the hell’s Levi? 

Levi was waiting for him a few metres on. ‘Go ahead,’ he roared in Bragg’s ear. ‘I’ll be right behind you.’ He had to yell, the wind was wailing so shrilly. 

Bragg  inched  along  the  fence.  It  felt  as  though  he  had  a  great  clot  of  snow  in  the centre  of  his  belly.  He  wanted  to  vomit.  A  thousand  ‘but  what  ifs  …?’  kept  running through his mind. Nothing about the attack had been properly planned – there hadn’t been time. It would only take one trigger-happy guard to finish them off. Much as he cared for Irith, being shot or kicked to death by the Yellow Armbands wasn’t going to help her. 

Thus  preoccupied,  he  bumped  into  the  side  of  the  guard  box  before  realising  he’d reached it. The impact made an audible thud. 

‘Fuck!’  he  said  aloud.  He  raised  his  grenade  gun,  expecting  the  guard  to  come running out. But of course, he’d press the alarm button first. 

Nothing  happened,  and  in  the  pitch  dark  Bragg  couldn’t  see  the  wall  of  the  guard box, even when his mask was touching it. He felt his way along the side, moving with exquisite care. He felt the front but saw not a glimmer of light, which was odd. The guard box would have emergency lights and portable lanterns. 

He  probed  for  the  door,  which  was  wide  open  and  gave  off  no  warmth.  Bragg stepped back, caught Levi’s arm and pulled him close. 

‘The door’s open,’ he hissed in Levi’s ear. ‘They must have gone over to the main building when the power went out. Or they’re out on patrol.’ He scanned the featureless darkness. 

‘They wouldn’t leave the door open,’ said Levi. ‘Let’s take a look inside.’  
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Bragg pushed forward, feeling for the pencil torch in the deep side pocket of his coat. 

He fumbled with the switch. Even inside two pairs of gloves, his fingers were numb. 

Levi’s beam came on first. The guard lay against the back wall, spread legs stretched out, head fallen forward. Levi put a hand under the man’s chin and tilted his head back. 

There was a perfectly round bullet hole in the centre of his forehead. 

‘Christ!’ said Bragg. ‘What’s going on, Levi?’  

‘I have no idea,’ Levi said heavily, and let the guard’s head fall again. 

‘What about the other guard?’ Bragg turned to face the dark. 

‘I imagine we’ll find his body outside.’  

Levi shone the beam around the little room. A series of monitors were mounted on the  wall  beside  the  door  but  all  were  dead.  The  guard’s  automatic  rifle  lay  under  the bench. 

Bragg picked it up and sniffed the barrel. 

‘Hasn’t been fired.’ He slung the gun over his shoulder. 

‘And  yet  whoever  attacked  him  got  close  enough  to  shoot  him  dead  centre.  I’m getting a very bad feeling, Bragg. This is a professional operation. How long has he been dead?’  

Bragg felt the guard’s throat. ‘It’s cold.’  

‘It would be. It’s half exposed.’ Levi bent, pulled up the man’s upper garments and felt his armpit. ‘Cool but not cold. I’d guess no more than an hour, in this weather. We’ll go in.’  

‘Through the front door?’  

‘Yes. Approach it at an angle, just in case whoever did this is still inside, though I imagine they’re gone by now.’  

‘Who could it be?’ said Bragg. 

‘Any number of people have reason to hate the Yellow Armbands. To say nothing of all those dying to get some dirt on their political masters, the BFB Party. But they’ve left it too late. The tide is flowing so strongly their way that no one can stand against it.’  

The  gates  were  open,  the  drive  knee-deep  in  snow.  They  almost  walked  over  the body of the second guard without seeing him. Levi crouched down. 

‘Shot in the back. He was running up the drive, by the look of it. We’d better check the barracks in case they’ve been alerted.’  
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They  tramped  down  to  the  barracks.  The  door  was  closed.  Levi  eased  it  open  and closed it again, though not before Bragg smelled the blood. 

‘Gassed, then shot,’ said Levi. 

‘I know what we’re going to find inside,’ said Bragg bleakly, as they continued to the long Victorian building, feeling their way. 

‘This way,’ said Levi, who seemed to be able to navigate in pitch darkness. 

Bragg kept close on his heels. For all he knew, he could have been heading out the gate again. They waded through drifts between two buildings and into a clear area where the wind blasted, stripping the snow away. 

‘The main building should be just ahead,’ said Levi. 

The entrance was up a short flight of steps and across a tiled veranda. Levi stopped, gripping Bragg’s arm hard. Bragg could hear nothing but the wind, which was positively howling through the wrought iron and around the steep roof. 

‘I’ll risk a brief flash of the torch,’ Levi said. 

He pointed the beam towards the front door. Bragg raised the grenade gun. The front doors were wide open. There was glass on the floor inside and a drift of snow. 

‘Let’s go in, very slowly,’ said Levi. ‘Though I suspect they’ve been and gone.’  

The  concrete  in  Bragg’s  stomach  set  hard.  The  attackers  had  left  no  witnesses,  so how could Irith have survived? 

Another guard lay dead in the entrance hall, shot as neatly as the first, this time in the heart. A small puddle of blood ran along the line of the hall tiles to the left. He still had his  automatic  rifle  in  his  hands,  though  the  magazine  was  empty.  A  line  of  bullet indentations curved along the plastered wall, ending in a dusty crater the width of a frying pan, just above the skirting board. His finger must have locked on the trigger in his dying moments, sending the last ten or fifteen rounds into the same spot. The bricks under the plaster had been chewed to gravel. 

Down the far end of the hall Bragg spied a ragged pile, not identifiable in this light. 

‘What’s that?’ he whispered. 

Levi directed his torch that way. ‘More bodies. Better make sure they’re dead.’  

Four corpses, three men and a woman, lay in a bullet-riddled heap. Another man, a few steps further on, was sprawled on his back. He was dead too. 

 

82 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

‘It must have been like World War Three in here,’ said Bragg. ‘How come nobody heard?’  

‘In this gale?’ said Levi. ‘Besides, everyone knows the  Yellow Armbands run this place. If I were one of their neighbours, I’d turn my back and pretend I hadn’t heard, and just be glad it wasn’t me.’  

‘But they’ve been dead an hour or more …’  

‘Whoever  attacked  them  is  a  professional  outfit,  ex-commandos  by  the  look  of  it. 

They would have jammed their communications to make sure they couldn’t call for help. 

Let’s get going – if someone calls this place and doesn’t get an answer, they’ll be over like a shot.’  

‘Poor turn of phrase, Levi,’ said Bragg, feeling cruelly exposed. 

The  meeting  room  at  the  end,  that  had  been  occupied  in  the  video,  was  dark.  The door was ajar. Bragg shone his torch inside. The room was empty. 

Levi  pulled  at  Bragg’s  arm,  urging  him  to  hurry.  ‘The  Yellow  Armbands  will  be turning up for work in an hour and a half, and relieving the guards. Irith was upstairs.’  

A flight of stairs ran up to the right. Levi motioned up them. ‘I’ll go first. You keep half a flight behind, just in case.’  

They  went  up,  carefully  avoiding  the  blood  running  down  the  centre  of  the  stairs. 

Two more bodies lay on the steps halfway up; a third hung head and shoulders over the top step. The hall was empty. At the far end of the second-floor hall, four corpses lay in separate pools of blood. 

‘You were wrong about there just being a few guards,’ said Bragg. 

Levi didn’t reply. ‘I think it’s down this way,’ he said at the third floor, turning to the left. 

They  went  down  cautiously,  Levi  counting  the  doors.  Halfway  along  the  hall  they encountered a dead man manacled to an overturned bed that he’d dragged some distance before he died. A trail of blood ran along the hall. Bragg looked at Levi, who shrugged. 

Further on they came to an open door. 

‘It could have been this one.’ Levi pushed the door back with the barrel of his rifle and  put  his  head  in.  Bragg  followed,  walking  backwards,  keeping  watch.  He  couldn’t bear to look inside. 
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Levi shone his torch around the room. It contained a desk against the right-hand wall, with a computer and monitor on it. The removable Holodisc drive was empty. The desk drawers had been pulled out but contained nothing of interest. An open door led into an adjacent room that reeked of vomit. An electric shock machine lay on its side. 

‘She’s not here,’ said Levi. ‘If it was her.’  

Bragg  let  out  his  breath  and  went  in.  There  was  brown  blood  on  the  walls,  as  if people  had  been  beaten  or  tortured  there.  Levi’s  foot  slipped  and  he  fell  to  one  knee, cursing in his soft voice. He stayed down, the little oval of light from his torch shining on a small congealed red puddle. 

He touched it with his fingertip and the skinned blood wrinkled. ‘It’s not been there long – a few hours only.’  

‘Is it hers?’  

‘No way of telling.’  

Bragg gauged the puddle. It would have been a cupful, maybe two, when freshly let. 

Some fatal wounds didn’t bleed much, while other minor ones shed lots. It told him only that someone had suffered here. 

Levi was sweeping the beam of his torch back and forth. The puddle was smudged in places,  and  there  were  several  other  bloody  smears  nearby  that  might  have  indicated some kind of struggle. 

Something glinted in the beam of the torch, against the wall. Bragg bent and picked it up. It was a fine gold chain with a small peace charm, engraved on the back, M.M. ‘Is this Irith’s?’  

‘I don’t know,’ said Levi. 

‘They must have taken her away.’ Bragg didn’t know what to think about that. How could she be any better off in the hands of the bloodthirsty thugs who had attacked this place? 

They found no sign of Irith anywhere. Another body lay just inside the entrance to the room at the end of the hall, which was some sort of surveillance centre. Racks had once held tapes, but they were gone. 

‘I’d say it was a rival political group, trying to shake up the Yellow Armbands before the election,’ said Levi. ‘They’ve done a thoroughly professional job, and left no trace that might identify them. Our only hope is the  streetcams, though Aislyn probably had 84 
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them offline by the time the attack occurred. Let’s get going before  someone turns up. 

Pull  your  hood  over  your  mask  as  we  go  out,  in  case  there’s  an  emergency  camera working. I’d better call Jemma and give her the bad news.’  

 

85 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

 

 


Chapter 10 



Irith came round in darkness to a loud, irritating buzzing, like radio static. There was a piercing,  gouging  pain  above  her  right  ear,  as  if  someone  was  drilling  a  hole  into  her skull. She tried to touch it but her hands wouldn’t move. They were held together at the wrist  with  plasticuffs  and  pulled  back  over  her  head.  She  jerked  at  them  but  the movement sent pain radiating through her skull. Only then did Irith realise that it was not another of her nightmares. This was real; she’d been abducted. 

There was something over her head; a cloth bag, she thought. It was loose and didn’t restrict her breathing, though it was confining enough to wake her claustrophobia. Irith felt a sudden urge to scream. She bit down on the panic before it became irresistible –only  cold  logic  could  help  her  now.  And  an  unexpected  and  violent  onslaught  on  her abductors, if she ever got the chance. 

Irith shivered in a sudden cold draught. She was freezing and her clothes were damp. 

How had that come about? It hadn’t been raining when they’d abducted her. 

The static rose and fell but didn’t let up for a moment, and it was as irritating as a metal file being scraped over the edge of a glass. It seemed to be coming from speakers high in the corners of the room. She supposed it was designed to disorient her and put her on edge. To hinder her reasoning ability, softening her up for the interrogation to follow. 

She was lying on a hard, cold surface. A wooden floor, or vinyl. Wood – she could feel  the  cracks  between  the  boards  with  her  bare  toes.  An  old  building,  then.  Timber floors hadn’t been laid in decades, for wood was too expensive. Irith tried to get up but her ankles were also plasticuffed. Something hard, looped around her right big toe, dug into the flesh with the slightest movement. 

They were determined to inflict as much misery as possible, before they tormented and murdered her. She jerked at her bound wrists, but the pain in her head made her cry out, and it was followed by a rolling sea of nausea. She closed her eyes. 

 

 

86 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

‘What’s your mother up to, Irith?’  

A shock zapped her under the toenail. Irith’s body reared up, arching away from the electrode.  As  she  fell  back,  her  muscles  began  to  spasm  and  she  felt  another  head-spinning burst of nausea that took minutes to pass. 

It was still as black as a tomb; the bag remained over her head. She had no idea what time it was, or what day, or where they had taken her. It could have been anywhere in the world. ‘Unh?’ she said as soon as she could get the word out. 

The question was repeated but this time the shock was far stronger, the pain under her toenail excruciating. She screamed. Irith could not help herself. 

‘What’s your mother doing in Britain, Irith?’ The voice was soft, calm, measured. 

‘I don’t know,’ she choked. ‘She doesn’t talk about her work.’  

This  time  it  felt  as  if  her  toe  had  exploded  and driven  shards  of  bone  through  her foot. 

‘Tell us about the message she received yesterday, Irith.’  

‘What message?’  

The shock threw her into the air, back arched, teeth bared, fingers locked into claws. 

Irith screamed until her throat was raw. 

‘I’ll ask that question again,’ said the soft voice. 

Irith tensed in anticipation of the shock, though resisting would make it worse. Her body throbbed as if she’d been beaten all over, and perhaps she had. Her memories were like pages torn to fragments and thrown in the air. 

It  had  been  going  on  for  hours,  or  days.  Irith  couldn’t  tell.  She’d  been  woken  so many  times,  often  the  moment  she’d  gotten  to  sleep,  that  time  no  longer  had  any meaning. They fed her on sour, stinking gruel at irregular intervals. Sometimes it seemed she’d only just eaten when they came back with another bowl of slops. Irith had tried to keep track of time by counting seconds and minutes, but the buzzing made it impossible to concentrate. She still hadn’t got used to the confinement of the bag. Every so often the claustrophobia swelled to a blind panic that had her banging her head against the floor or the bed, whatever she was lying on at the time. 

‘Why is your mother really here, Irith? She’s a spy for the Americans, isn’t she?’  

She  couldn’t  tell  where  the  voice  was  coming  from.  Another  of  their  disorienting tactics. 
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They’d beaten her about the arms, legs and body, many times, until she was a mass of  overlapping  bruises.  Being  beaten  while  the  bag  was  over  her  head  was,  somehow, worst of all. She never knew where the next blow was going to fall, or when. Sometimes they’d stop for several minutes, making no  sound, until hope told her they’d gone out. 

The instant she relaxed, they hit her again. Sometimes it felt as though they were kicking her. 

She  feigned  a  groan,  to  buy  time.  What  on  earth   was   Jemma  up  to?  ‘She’s  just  a paper shuffler. A public servant.’  

This time the shock zipped through her right nipple. It wasn’t enough to hurt, but she wasn’t fooled. It would next time. 

They’d taped on another electrode while she’d slept. They did that every so often, for variety,  or  to  indulge  their  sado-sexual  impulses.  What  else  had  they  done?  Had  they sniggered  and  drooled  over  her,  even  assaulted  her  while  she  was  unconscious?  Irith squirmed with revulsion. 

‘Wrong answer. Jemma Wong is high up in the US Administration, yet for the past six  months  she’s  spent  half  her  time  in  London.  She’s  accompanied  by  discreet bodyguards wherever she goes, and her comms have the kind of security you’d find in a US Embassy. Just tell me what you know about her business and all this can stop.’  

Irith didn’t allow herself to hope. They wouldn’t set her free once they were done –they’d kill her and she had to save herself. 

‘Mum’s always been the secretive type. She never tells me anything.’  

‘You’re  an  intelligent  woman,  Irith,  and  you’ve  got  a  history.  We  know  all  about you. You’ve wondered what your mother was up to, haven’t you?’  

It  couldn’t  hurt  to  admit  that,  Irith  thought  dazedly.  It  was  obvious.  ‘Yes,  I’ve wondered.’  

‘Who does she talk to?’  

She hesitated before answering. The first rule of interrogation was to get the prisoner talking, about anything. 

Her  nipple  received  a  little,  tingling  shock,  just  a  reminder.  ‘I  don’t  know,’  she rushed  out  before  they  upped  the  power.  ‘She  goes  out  to  meetings.  You’d  know  that better  than  I  do,  since  you’re  obviously  watching  her.  And  intercepting  her  encoded 88 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

messages.’ Clearly, that’s what had happened to the missing message, though presumably they hadn’t been able to decipher it. 

‘What are you talking about?’ said the interrogator smoothly. 

She  spoke  without  thinking.  ‘The  maser  microburst  message  that  went  missing between the US Embassy and Mum’s apartment. Her boss seems to think  I  had something to do with it. But you took it, didn’t you?’  

‘It had nothing to do with us. The State Department has set you up, Irith.’  

‘Don’t be ridiculous! Why would they care about me?’  

‘They  don’t  give  a  damn  about  you,  but  your  mother  is  close  to  the  American President.  If  they  can  discredit  her  it’ll  damage  President  Woolley.  You  know  what they’re like.’  

He was lying. The man was a brilliant interrogator and would say anything to keep her talking, and to make her doubt Jemma and her political masters. It was absurd but, suddenly,  the  idea  that  someone  in  American  politics  should  be  trying  to  discredit  her mother did make sense. 

‘Anyway, Mum never says anything about where she’s been.’  

‘But she talks on the phone.’ The voice was soft, persuasive. 

‘Not  in  my  hearing.  She  always  goes  into  her  soundproofed  office  and  locks  the door.’  

Irith wondered where this was heading, and whether even this level of cooperation was  too  much.  Interrogation  was  a  science  that  could  break  just  about  anyone,  given enough time. A cunning interrogator might extract vital fragments without her realising she’d given anything away. 

The interrogator was silent for a few minutes – another of their unsettling techniques. 

She never knew if they were watching or not, or when one stage of an interrogation had finished. 

A second voice whispered, ‘This is taking too fucking long. I’ve got to report in an hour and Lowther will be pissed off if we don’t have anything. There’s no time, Merv. 

They need this  now. Let’s just torture it out of her.’  

After  a  considered  pause,  the  first  interrogator  said  in  a  low  voice, ‘She’s  a  pretty woman. Why not smash up her face a bit? That works even with the tough bitches who can take any amount of pain.’  
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Irith fought the impulse to scream. They were deliberately letting her overhear. She wasn’t vain, but she wasn’t indifferent to the way she looked either. 

‘Let’s get the information first,’ said the other man. ‘It’d take all the fun out of it, looking at mincemeat when I’m giving her one.’  

‘You could put the bag over her head,’ the first suggested slyly. 

‘It’s never the same. Up the shocks a bit –  for now.’  

 

‘This isn’t going fast enough,’ said the second man, a long, pain-filled time later. ‘What about a truth drug?’  

‘What did you have in mind?’ said the first interrogator. ‘Sodium pentothal? Or are you going to use the “twilight zone” method? I have to say I’m not too keen …’  

He’s just playing the good cop to the other guy, Irith thought. No, not  good cop,  bad cop –  bad cop  and  worst cop. Nothing they say has any value – it’s all calculated to get me to talk as quickly as possible. 

‘Not fucking likely. It’s a waste of time,’ said the second interrogator. ‘I’m going to use EA-1729 and just blow her mind. And it’s quick, if it’s going to work at all.’  

‘And if it doesn’t?’  

‘Electric shock to the clitoris. Gives a whole new meaning to “the little death”.’ He sniggered. 

The door opened and the second interrogator came in. 

Irith shrank back on the bed as the footsteps approached. The intruder took the bag off her head. She could tell it was a man by the body shape, though he wore a hood that concealed his face. In the gloom she could see no distinguishing features except a long, thick body atop short legs. 

He held her nose until she opened her mouth, then slipped something small and dry onto  her  tongue,  pushed  her  jaw  closed  and  held  it.  His  hands  were  broad  and  plump, with stubby fingers and yellow nails that curved over the tips. She felt sure she’d be able to identify him again. 

She stared up at the man, wondering what EA-1729 was. She pushed the object up against the roof of her mouth with her tongue. It felt like a little square of paper though she couldn’t taste anything. She tried to work it out between her teeth but the man held her mouth too tightly closed. 
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‘Swallow!’  

She shook her head. He hit her on the cheek, hard. She swallowed. 

He let go, unfastened the plasticuffs from her wrists and ankles, went out and closed the  door.  Irith  wondered  why  he’d  done  that.  She  lay  back  on  the  bed,  waiting  for something to happen. 

Shortly the hallucinations began. 

Irith felt dizzy, lethargic. Her head spun and she felt an overwhelming urge to vomit. 

She tried to sit up but did not have the strength; her muscles felt like putty. She rolled onto  her  belly  and  threw  up  on  the  floor  beside  the  bed;  kept  throwing  up  until  her stomach was empty. 

Wiping her mouth on her bare arm, she sat on the bed with her legs hanging over the side. She didn’t feel sick any more. Irith felt knotted inside with a tense expectation that something bad was about to happen, though that was shot through with a contrary feeling 

– a floaty dreaminess. And yet, she felt perfectly in control of her thoughts. It was nothing like the mild euphoria of being a little bit drunk. 

The buzzing swelled and contracted in the background, though Irith no longer knew where it was coming from, and it now began to take on a more menacing tone. She spun around,  staring  at  the  door,  the  walls.  There  seemed  to  be  a  beat  to  it,  like  heavy footsteps. 

They  were  coming.  Coming  for  her!  Irith  leapt  off  the  bed,  slipped  in  a  puddle  of vomit and fell on her face. Her tender nipple flared with pain. She ran to the door and raised  her  fist  to  beat  on  it,  but  that  would  only  tell  them  she  was  here.  They  mustn’t know where she was. Hide, quickly! 

Creeping away, looking back over her shoulder at the door, Irith crawled under the bed. Her heart was hammering in her chest, her mouth raspy dry. 

She huddled against the wall, gripped by feelings of uttermost terror. She could hear them going backwards and forwards outside, searching for her. She sat very still, trying to will her heart to quietness …  

The floor seemed to stretch away beneath her like a rubber sheet pulled down under her weight, only now it was patterned like a paisley carpet where the patterns whirled and spun, changing colours and expanding in an endless cycle. It was mesmerising to watch. 

She closed her eyes but the patterns continued, just as vivid and exciting. 
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She  might  have  watched  them  for  hours  or  even  days  –  Irith  did  not  know.  All  at once she saw that the bed had grown an extra leg. Or rather, its four legs had become tentacles that divided again and again, the fine tips coiling on themselves like the multi-branching arms of the basket stars Irith had occasionally seen when diving …  

The  hallucinations  –  she  recognised  that  they   were   hallucinations  –  became overpoweringly intense. But now they began to shift, becoming not something that was due to the drug, but  real. 

She  must  have  cried  out,  for  the  buzzing  stopped  while  a  man’s  voice  said,  all blurred and echoing, ‘Oh, it’s real all right, Irith. You’re going mad and, the worst of it is, you’ll be perfectly aware of it. It’s out of your control now. I can save you, or I can doom you and make it irreversible.’  

He  was  right;  her  mind  was  out  of  her  control.  The  air  began  to  swirl  in extraordinarily brilliant patterns, feathery at the tips, and every breath sucked them into her nose. When she breathed out, the fronds swirled and expanded forever as if she were creating the world anew. It was real; it was part of her. She and the world had become one. 

The air went pink and began to rotate; now she was no longer seeing the colour but tasting and smelling it. Pink had the unpleasant tarry odour of Lapsang Souchong tea. 

‘No!’ she shrieked, covering her face with her hands, but the madness went on and on.  The  wall  beside  the  bed  was  moving  back  and  forth,  knobs  swelling  on  it  like tumours, cavities opening and pulsing in and out as if they were alive. She looked up and saw a brilliant blue sky above. She was a prisoner in an underground pit, and if she could just clamber to the surface she would be OK. 

Climbing onto the head of the bed, Irith reached up and leapt for one of the throbbing handholds on the wall. She fell hard without feeling a thing, and tried to climb the wall again, and again, and again. But now the walls were closing in on her, oozing, the cavities becoming maws. She couldn’t get out! 

The claustrophobia exploded. Irith began to scream and, once she’d given way to it, couldn’t stop. 

She  must  have  thrown  up  many  times,  for  there  was  vomit  and  bloody,  mucus-streaked  bile  all  over  the  bed,  the  floor  and  herself. They  left  her  to  lie  in  it.  She  now knew why they’d taken off the shackles – so she could stagger around the room, crashing 92 
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into the bed, the walls, and slipping in her vomit. In that drug-induced psychosis, freedom was far more terrifying than being chained down. Had there been a window she would have thrown herself out of it, just to escape. 

‘We can drive you mad,’ the bad cop had said in one of Irith’s lucid moments. ‘We can keep you in this state forever. When you come down we can send you straight back up, and if we give you enough of the drug, you’ll never recover. Do you want that?’  

She’d sooner die. Why not answer their questions? It wasn’t as if she knew anything anyway. 

Or  did  she?  Maybe  she  knew  something  vital  without  realising  it.  Better  to  say  as little as possible. Better to lie, as they were lying to her. Irith had no experience of drugs, apart from occasional and minor overindulgence  in alcohol, but she didn’t think it was that  easy  to  drive  someone  mad.  Damn  you,  she  thought.  I  won’t  give  in.  I   won’t   be broken that easily. 

She  felt  a little  stronger.  Defiance  was  good for her. These  people  were  thugs  and murderers.  She  felt  sure  that  they  were  Yellow  Armbands,  though  they’d  revealed  no political  affiliations,  spoken  no  slogans.  They  were  out  to  bring  down  the  British Government and it was up to her to resist them. 

 

‘It’s too slow,’ said the worst cop after another hour of painful but fruitless interrogation. 

‘Play her the tape.’  

The static, that had been going non-stop for ages, abruptly cut off. 

Two seconds of hiss followed, then Irith heard her mother’s voice, as clearly as if she were on the other side of the room. 

‘I don’t believe it,’ Jemma said. 

‘It’s true,’ said the American voice Irith had heard when she’d picked up Jemma’s communicator by mistake, weeks ago: Dan Summerfeld. ‘How could you have been such a fool as to bring her to Britain in the first place?’  

‘I needed someone I could trust,’ said Jemma. 

‘And you couldn’t trust  my  people?’  

She didn’t answer. 
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‘Look,  Jemma.  You  know  what Irith’s  capable  of.  We  all  do,  after  the Terminator Gene affair years ago. She’s brilliant, but a loose cannon. She’s not on our side. God only knows who she is working for.’  

‘She’s not working for anyone,’ said Jemma. ‘She only cares about her research.’  

‘Come  off  it.  She’s  come  halfway  round  the  world,  abandoning  the  research  she’s been working on for years. She wouldn’t have done that without a helluva good reason.’  

‘I brought her here, Dan. I’ve already explained that.’  

‘You should have cleared it with me first.’  

‘I wasn’t aware I needed a clearance to have my daughter visit me.’  

‘Everyone who comes into your apartment has to be vetted. You didn’t do it and now we’ve  got  a  disaster  on  our  hands.  No  one  else  could  have  intercepted  that  message before it got to your code box.’  

‘Except the Yellow Armbands. I know they’re watching me. And what about Irith’s abduction?’ Jemma said coldly. 

‘A subterfuge while she sells the message to the highest bidder. That options paper has got some really heavy-duty stuff on it, Jemma. The US can’t be caught interfering in British politics, not even against a bunch of scumsuckers like the BFB. If it comes out, we’re fucked, right to the very top, and you know what that means. It can’t happen. Once the British Government loses the election, the US will be the only moderate power left. 

And the President is only hanging on by a thread. If his enemies get hold of that message, they’ll have him impeached within weeks. And then God help America, and God help the world.’  

‘I hear what you’re saying, Dan, but –’  

‘I don’t think you do. Your daughter is the key. It’s got to be her – surely you can see that?  She’s  got  the  smarts,  she’s  known  as  a  rebel,  and  no  one  else  has  been  in  your apartment.’  

 No, Mum! No!  

The wait was agonising, but finally it came. The words Irith dreaded more than any others, from Jemma’s own mouth. 

‘It … it does look that way, Dan.’  

‘We’ll round up Levi Seth and his confederates in the night  

– we know they’re involved. That only leaves Irith.’  
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‘Don’t hurt her!’ cried Jemma. 

‘We’ll be taking very good care of your daughter, Jemma.’  

‘Dan –?’ The tape ended but the static did not resume. Neither did the questioning. 

They wanted her to consider what she’d heard, without any distractions. 

It could have been faked, of course. Speech processing, and speech synthesis, were so sophisticated these days that anyone could be made to say anything. Nonetheless, Irith was sure the tape was genuine. Jemma didn’t believe her own daughter. 

Irith wailed and put her vomit-crusted hands up over her face. 
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Chapter 11 



That was the deciding moment. How could Jemma have said such a thing? How could she have thought it? Irith’s smouldering fury at all that had been done to her, beginning when  her  mother  had  brought  her  to  London,  exploded.  She  was  going  to  get  free, whatever it took. Levi, her dear friend, was in danger because she’d contacted him. Bragg too. She had to give them the chance to get away. Then she would find out who had really taken the options paper, fling it in her mother’s face and never speak to her again. 

Reality intervened. Even if her interrogators weren’t watching, their cameras would be running. Everything she did had to be convincing. 

Irith was still crouched on the floor, her arms covering her face. She began to rock slowly back and forth on her bare feet, and that  wasn’t feigned. She hurt all over. Her legs and arms were a mottled mess of bruises, purple and grey in the dim light. Her nipple throbbed as if it had been set on fire and her toes ached under the nails. 

But at least her arms and legs were free. That was something. It would give her a chance when one of them next entered the room. Realistically it was a minute chance, but she had to ignore that. 

The  room  contained  the  iron  bed,  which  had  a  mattress  but  no  sheets,  blankets  or pillows. The wrist and ankle cuffs were still fixed to the frame of the bed. A plastic plate containing the remains of her last meal lay on the floor next to the puddles of vomit. She longed to rub their faces in it. 

The interrogation had just started again when a bell rang, distantly. 

‘What’s that?’ said the first interrogator, the bad cop. 

‘It’s the external speaker for the phone in the meeting hall,’ said the worst cop, the squat man with the yellow fingernails. Irith was really afraid of him. 

‘Why doesn’t anyone answer it?’  

‘They’ve  all  gone  home  –  it’s two  in  the  morning.  The  phone  switches  to  the  hall speakers so it can be heard.’  
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‘Time flies when you’re having fun,’ said the first interrogator. 

‘I’ll go down and see what they want. I hope it isn’t HQ.’  

Static blasted from the speakers again. Shortly the interrogation resumed but the bad cop seemed distracted, and after a couple of questions broke off in mid-sentence. 

Irith lay on the floor, trying to relax so she would be ready in case a chance came. 

The break might last for five minutes or an hour – she wouldn’t know until it resumed again. It was all part of their disorientation routine. 

‘Who was it?’ said the first interrogator a few minutes later. 

‘Lowther himself.’ The squat man said it with heavy, strained emphasis, as though it meant trouble. 

Irith kept still, trying to hear. They’d forgotten that the mike was on. 

The first interrogator caught his breath. ‘I hope you told him that we’re going as fast as we can.’  

‘He  didn’t  even  ask.  There’s  been  a  problem  with  the  video  from  the  surveillance cameras downstairs. HQ has lost the record of the big meeting last night.’  

‘How the hell did  that  happen?’  

‘Some  bastard  hacked  in  and  infected  their  system  with  a  worm  that  wiped everything, including their backups,’ said the squat man. ‘Lowther is ropable.’  

‘I thought it was supposed to be secure? Anyway, it was just another meeting, wasn’t it?’  

‘Apparently not. Officially the BFB have never met with us; there’s no association whatsoever,’ the second interrogator said bitterly. ‘We’re just here to do the dirty work and be disowned afterwards. We put them where they are, but Holbrook isn’t planning to share  power  once  they  win  the  election.  He’s  probably  going  to  send  us  to  the  labour camps.’  

‘Or the firing squads, the bastard.’  

‘Hence  our  surveillance  tapes  –  insurance.  It  took  a  year  to  coax  Holbrook  to  a meeting on our turf, but last night Lowther got him talking. Holbrook made admissions that  would  be  political  dynamite,  but  if  he  learns  about  our  tape  he’ll  make  sure  it’s destroyed, and this whole set-up. And us! So getting a backup to a safe place is Lowther’s highest priority right now.’  

‘The BFB are too soft,’ said the first interrogator. 
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‘Fuck them all! Once the election’s out of the way, Holbrook’s going to go down, preferably  with  a  bullet  in  the  head.  Lowther’s  taking  over.  Anyway,  he’s  sending  a courier. I’d better run through the master tape before I copy it. Carry on and don’t muck about. Squeeze the little bitch until she squeaks.’  

‘All right,’ said the first interrogator. ‘Jesus, what a fiasco.’  

Irith didn’t move. If he came in, she’d attack him, then run. It was his life or hers and Irith had no illusions that they’d keep her alive afterwards. It would be a bullet for her as well.  Fortunately  she’d  done  martial  arts  training  years  ago.  She  knew  how  to  defend herself, and to fight dirty. 

She felt for one of the congealed puddles of vomit. Scooping up a good handful, she waited; the stomach acid burned the scratches on her palm. 

The door burst open and a tall man entered, the first interrogator. Crossing the room in three strides, he reached for her arm. She came up slowly, as if dazed or disoriented. 

‘Stand up!’ He jerked her to her feet and drew back his fist. ‘This is it. You talk or –’  

Irith threw up her arms as if to protect herself, then slammed her vomit-filled hand across his eyes and rubbed it in. 

He cried out as the acid-laden muck burned his  eyes, and let go momentarily. She hacked the rigid edge of her hand into his larynx, as hard as she could. He choked and folded, and she kneed him in the throat as he went down. 

He collapsed against the bed, gasping for air. Irith silently thanked her self-defence teachers of long ago as she wiped her hands on his shirt and checked him for a weapon. 

He wasn’t carrying one. He would have left it outside. 

While he was still helpless, she lifted his arms, clipped a plasticuff over each wrist, then  shackled  his  ankles  the  same  way.  Hobbling  out,  her  toes  aching  with  every movement, she slipped the lock from the outside. 

The observation room had an external sash window. The electric shock machine sat in the corner, its cord neatly coiled. There were two chairs, one of which had a fur-lined coat slung over the back. A desk against the wall held a computer, monitor and backup Holodisc  drive.  A  screen  displaying  live  video  of  her  room  revealed  the  interrogator gasping on the bed. Irith opened the window and looked out. A flurry of snow whirled in, along  with  air  so  frigid  that  she  gasped.  It  looked  like  a  blizzard  outside.  She  hastily closed the window. 
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She  couldn’t  go  out  dressed  the  way  she  was.  Irith  put  on  the  man’s  coat,  which came down to her calves. She had to fold the sleeves up three times before they would fit. 

Something  dragged  at  the  left  side,  a  big  automatic  pistol  in  the  pocket.  She  didn’t recognise the make. Irith checked that it was loaded and that the safety was on. 

The  computer’s  backup  drive  contained  a  removable  Holodisc.  Irith  popped  it  out and checked the label –  Irith Hardey Interrogation, September 2041. She slipped it into her right pocket – a present for Jemma. 

And now, if there was a way to bring these bastards down, to smash the whole rotten organisation  to  pieces,  she’d  do  it  whatever  the  consequences.  Irith  briefly  fantasised about  telling  the  BFB  what  their  allies  were  doing  here.  Let  them  tear  each  other  to pieces.  But  that   was   a  fantasy.  Wait!  The  record  of  tonight’s  meeting  was  political dynamite for the BFB Party. Unbolting the door, she burst in and pointed the gun at the man on the bed. 

‘What’s on the surveillance tape?’  

‘Get stuffed,’ he croaked, and spat a bloody string of saliva at her. 

She flicked off the safety and tightened her finger on the trigger. ‘Where’s the tape!’ 

she hissed. 

‘I’m not afraid to die for what I believe in. Pull the fucking trigger –  if  you’re game.’  

Irith couldn’t read his eyes in the gloom, but it didn’t sound as though he was going to break in a hurry. How long would it take for the other man to check the tape and copy it? Maybe not long at all. 

‘I knew you wouldn’t have the guts!’ he sneered, seeing her hesitate. ‘When we get into power, we’ll send the lot of you to the labour camps. It’s all you’re good for. I should have burnt your tits off – fucking  women!’  

Irith  realised  that  the  gun  was  drooping  in  her  hand.  She  raised  it  and  took  a  step towards  him.  ‘That’s  all  you’re  good  for,  isn’t  it?  Fucking  helpless  women,  and tormenting people who can’t fight back. Well, you picked the wrong victim –’  

She’d gone too close. He lashed out with one foot, catching her a hard blow to the knee before the chain stopped it. Irith staggered and slipped in her vomit and, before she realised  what  was  happening,  he’d  caught  her  by  the  blouse  and  had  his  cuffed  hands around  her  throat.  Had  he  been  able  to  reach  the  gun  he’d  have  turned  it  on  her.  His thumbs dug into her windpipe, trying to crush it; he was ferociously strong. 
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Irith  jerked  her  head  but  couldn’t  break  his  grip.  Her  arms  flailed  and  her  finger twitched  on  the  trigger.  Bang!  The  bullet  tore  through  his  right  ear  and  dug  a  furrow along the side of his scalp before ricocheting off the frame of the bed. 

It knocked him sideways and his thumbs relaxed enough for Irith to tear free. She staggered backwards, gasping for air, then steadied the automatic in both hands. She was tempted to empty into his face. 

‘The tape,’ she gasped. ‘Now!’  

He slumped onto the bed, blood running down the side of his head. ‘Up your arse, bitch.’  

Irith knocked him down with the gun and looked around wildly. The electric shock machine  was  outside.  She  dragged  it  in,  reeling out  its  extension  cord,  then  pulled  the man’s pants down, keeping clear of the reach of his hands and feet. 

Not even thinking that she was stooping to his level, she clipped the electrode to the bulge in his underpants. His eyes went wide and he tried unsuccessfully to shake it off. 

He was in bad shape but there was still a little fight in him. ‘We’ll destroy you for this. We’ll tear you apart,’ he said, slurring a little. 

‘The  rest  of  the  Yellow  Arsebands  will  laugh  themselves  sick  when  they  see  this recording,’ she said. ‘I’m going to put it on the net. You’ve had your last fuck,  stumpy.’  

Rotating the voltage dial to the halfway point, Irith extended one finger to the button. 

‘No!’ he cried desperately. ‘You’ll burn it right off.’  

Irith gave him a smile she wasn’t feeling. She felt sick at herself for such brutality. 

No, whatever it takes, she reminded herself. The squeamish don’t survive in this world. 

‘I don’t know anything,’ he whined. ‘Rafe looks after the tapes.’  

Irith backed the dial off a bit and pressed the button. There came a zapping sound. 

‘Aaaaarggh!’ he screamed, arching up off the bed exactly the way she had done. He crashed down again but kept screaming. 

Smoke  wisped  from  his  underwear  and  there  was  the  faint,  familiar  charred  odour she’d  smelt  after  the  shocks  to  her  nipple.  After  many,  many  shocks,  she  reminded herself. She turned the voltage up and reached for the button again. 

‘The surveillance room is to the right, down the far end,’ he gabbled. Then, as though regretting it, he added, ‘But you’ll never get it. Rafe’s killed women a lot tougher than you –’  
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Irith debated giving him the full charge, but that would just be gratuitous. She had what she wanted. She went out, leaving him attached to the machine, and noted with wry amusement  that  the  computer  was  still  recording.  She  bolted  the  door  and  checked  the corridor, which was clear in both directions. 

Irith  padded  down  to  the  end room,  making  no  sound  with  her  bare  feet.  She  was approaching the door, which was closed, when an alarm shrilled downstairs. 

There was an open door to her left. She scuttled through it into the darkness. Had  she set off the alarm? Evidently not, for squat Rafe came running out and pounded down the stairs. She heard him calling to someone below. 

There was no time to find out what was going on. She ducked into the surveillance room,  where  a  tape  was  running  on  a  monitor.  She  recognised  several  people  on  the screen, including Joseph Holbrook, leader of the BFB Party, the man likely to be the next prime minister. He was sitting across the table from Erasmus Lowther, the head of the Yellow Armbands, discussing which of their political opponents to bribe, and which to eliminate before the election. Dynamite indeed. 

There came a single shot from below, followed by the sound of an automatic weapon firing  the  contents  of  its  magazine  in  one  burst.  Irith  knew  the  sound  well.  Traumatic memories welled to the surface but she fought them down. Were they executing another prisoner? 

Irith was never sure, afterwards, why she hadn’t simply ejected the tape and bolted. 

Perhaps she’d simply been overcome by panic. She was still blindly trying to cram the tape into its tight plastic case when the second interrogator pushed the door open. 

‘What the fuck!’ Rafe cried, going for the gun he carried in a shoulder holster. 

He was incredibly fast, but Irith still had the automatic in her free hand, and he was just swinging the gun up at her when she fired. 

Irith  had  been  a  champion  pistol  shooter  at  university  –  it  had  been  the  one  sport she’d really excelled in. Her bullet went straight through his heart and he fell dead in the doorway. 

She pocketed the tape as she looked around for a way to escape. The windows of this room were sealed; the door was the only way out. Edging past the twitching body, and steadfastly refusing to think about what she’d done, she ran back the way she had come. 

 

101 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

Downstairs  there  was  more  gunfire,  followed  by  screams  and  groans.  It  wasn’t  an execution but an attack. Had the BFB found out about the surveillance tapes, or was it Summerfeld’s people coming for her? 

For  an  instant  the  walls  seemed  to  flow,  the  air  to  feather,  in  a  return  of  the hallucinations she’d had earlier. Irith staggered and had to hold onto the wall for support. 

She fought the visions. This time she knew it was just a hallucination. 

She ducked into the observation room next to the interrogation room, looking for her boots and socks, but didn’t find them. She tiptoed into the hall again, but another burst of gunfire from below, and screams of agony, warned her to get out of there fast. 

The  first  interrogator  was  thumping  around  next door,  dragging  the  bed  across  the floor. She didn’t dare go in for his boots, which in any case would be far too big. Nor could she bear to take the boots of the brute she’d shot. 

She wrenched open the desk drawers, desperately looking for something – anything –to cover her feet. All she found were her purse and ID cards, which she put in a pocket, and some thick ziplock plastic bags. She pulled three over each foot and snapped rubber bands around her ankles to hold them on. It was the best she could do. 

Someone was roaring orders downstairs; she heard men pounding up a lower flight of stairs, then more shooting. 

Heaving the window open, Irith climbed onto the sill and stood on the outside ledge while she closed it again. The snow was whirling about so thickly that she couldn’t see the ground. She felt her feet slipping and had to snatch at the moulded decoration around the window frame. The plastic bags had hardly any grip. She edged to her left as far as the  ledge  went,  which  was  just  to  the  side  of  the  window.  Irith  could  dimly  see  other lighted windows to right and left, and below, but the ground was invisible. Nor could she see any way down, or up, or along. She didn’t know how tall the building was or what floor she was on. 

The cold had gone straight through the plastic bags. Her feet felt as though they were freezing to the ice on the window ledge. She lifted one, then the other, but it was worse when she put them down. 

Trapped  on  the  ledge,  she  had  no  choice  but  to  wait  until  the  room  had  been searched, then slip back inside and try to get out one of the downstairs doors. It was a lousy plan. 

 

102 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

The cold was moving up her legs. She began shivering convulsively. Irith zipped up the coat but it didn’t make much difference. She felt at the back, discovered a hood and pulled it up, which felt a little better. After pulling the drawstring tight with numb fingers, she thrust her free hand deep into the left pocket, where she touched the comforting shape of the gun. 

How long before she got frostbite? Probably not long, in these conditions. Irith had never  encountered  such  bitter  cold.  She  shifted  on  the  ledge  again.  Her  toes  were  in agony. The wind howled and a sudden gust nearly tore her off the ledge. 

She peered around the edge of the window just as a pair of black-clad intruders burst into the observation room. One covered the door off the hall while the other blew the lock off the interrogation room door and kicked it open. He went inside, warily, spending a minute in there. Irith heard a shot and he came out again, conferring with the other man. 

They  laughed.  He’d  shot  her  interrogator,  just  like  that.  The  other  man  pointed  to  the window and Irith panicked. Once he opened it, he couldn’t miss her. 
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Chapter 12 



The air burst with feathery, psychedelic waves that billowed back and forth, and for an instant Irith felt that she could fly away from all her troubles. ‘No!’ she whispered. ‘Not now.’ She had no idea how far it was to the ground, or what was underneath. If there was an iron fence, she’d impale herself. If it was concrete or brickwork she’d break both legs. 

If she was higher than a couple of floors, the impact would probably kill her. 

There  was  no  choice.  As  the  man  reached  for  the  window,  she  jumped  out,  away from the wall. 

The fall seemed to take a long time. She landed on her side in a deep drift of wet, suffocating snow that went up inside her coat to the level of her navel, and over her head. 

It was like being thrust into an icy bath that doused the last vestiges of warmth she’d had left. Irith paddled the snow away from her face, rolled over and shook it out of the coat. 

Her feet didn’t feel quite as cold in the snow as they had on the ledge. In fact, she could hardly feel them at all. 

There  were  moving  lights  above,  as  if  the  intruders  were  shining  torches  out  the window,  though  the  beams  were  blurred  into  a  fuzzy  glow  by  the  falling  snow.  They couldn’t see her, though if they thought to look to the left, they’d notice her prints on the ledge. Irith turned away from the building and began to wade through the snow. 

After  a  few  steps  it  was  only  knee-deep,  but  even  that  was  hard  to  negotiate.  She looked over her shoulder every so often, to make sure she was moving perpendicularly away from the house, though after about twenty metres she couldn’t see the lights at all. 

She  ran  into  another  building  before  she  saw  it,  cracking  her  forehead  hard  enough  to raise a lump. 

Irith felt her way around it and kept going across what she thought was a broad lawn, eventually encountering a high wrought-iron fence. Not daring to follow it down to a gate in  case  the  intruders  had  left  guards  there,  she  attempted  to  climb  it  in  the  dim illumination from a streetlight. 
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The frigid metal stuck to her hands. Irith peeled them away, losing some skin in the process. Pulling the coat-sleeves over her hands, she tried again and, with considerable awkwardness, reached the top and toppled into the drift on the other side. 

Crossing  the  ice-rutted  street,  she  found  herself  outside  a  large,  expensive-looking home,  with  others  on  either  side.  It  must  have  been  a  wealthy  suburb,  for  the  houses actually had driveways. Irith walked down the drive, feeling her way along the side wall of the house and fretting about motion detectors, until she realised that they’d be useless in  this  weather.  At  the  back  she  discovered  a  double  garage,  but  it  was  locked.  There were no lights on in the house but that wasn’t surprising at this hour. 

She went into another four yards before she found, by feel, an unlocked shed. Irith slid  the  door  open,  stumbled  inside  and  closed  it  again.  She felt  for  a  light  switch  and found one, the sudden flood of illumination hurting her eyes. 

The shed was full of old gardening tools, all worn and looking as though they hadn’t been used for years. The entire space was festooned with ragged cobwebs. The end wall was hung with dusty tools, each outlined in black marker. An ancient petrol-driven lawn mower sat next to bags of fertiliser, potting mix and woodchips. Shelves to her left held tins of paint, brushes, rollers and scrapers, a methylated spirits bottle containing a couple of centimetres of fluid, a bottle of paint thinner, gardening gloves and sundry other items. 

Irith looked under the bench for a pair of boots and discovered a battered old pair of black wellies. Better than nothing. She slid her numb feet into them, before realising that she must warm them up first. If her toes were frostbitten, they’d stay that way and she’d end  up  with  gangrene.  Taking  her  feet  out  of  the  plastic  bags,  she  rubbed  them vigorously, though it made no difference. They felt like lumps of beef out of the freezer. 

Irith wrapped her feet in a towel she found hanging from a nail. She had to have a fire. 

She scooped some of the woodchips into a metal bucket, poured the metho on top, then looked vainly for a box of matches or a lighter. The wind screamed and something went thump on the roof of the shed. She jumped, sure she’d been discovered. She pulled out the gun and pointed it at the door. 

Nothing happened. It must have been a falling branch. Irith put down the gun and tried to strike sparks off the metal tools, making alarming clanging noises that raised her paranoia  another  notch.  What  if  the  owner  came  to  investigate?  She  decided  that  the 105 
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shrieking  wind  would  cover  it.  She  put  on  a  pair  of  gardening  gloves  and  sat  back, thinking furiously. 

She  couldn’t  stay  here.  If  the  intruders  were  looking  for  her,  as  seemed  probable, they’d be scouring the grounds across the road by now. Her deep tracks through the snow would last for some time, even in the blizzard. They’d know she couldn’t go far on foot, so these houses would be the first to be searched. 

Unwrapping  the  towel,  Irith  checked  her  feet.  They  were  starting  to  come  back  to life, agonisingly, though the tiny specks of white frostbite were still there on the ends of her toes. She took off the gloves and warmed her toes with her hands. If only she had a lighter. 

Irith checked the pockets of the coat. She didn’t find a lighter or matches, but she did find an extra-large Mars bar and the surveillance tape. She put them down out of the way, staring at the gun. Now there was an idea – it was an emergency, after all. Irith checked that  there  was  nothing  hard  under  the  bucket.  There  wasn’t;  just  an  earth  floor.  She flicked off the safety catch, put the muzzle of the automatic into the bucket just above the woodchips, and pulled the trigger. 

Irith didn’t hear the explosion, for she was hurled back against the frame of the shed so hard that she passed out. 

 

She was lying on the floor, wondering where she was and what had happened. Something was  burning  –  she  could  smell  smouldering  cloth.  Irith  pushed  herself  up,  holding  her throbbing head. 

Smoke trailed up from the coat. She beat it out.  Smoke was also coming from the bucket, which had tipped on its side, scattering woodchips across the earth floor. Memory slowly  returned.  She  scooped  the  woodchips  into  the  bucket  with  a  trowel  and  set  it upright. The  chips  burst  into  welcome  flame  and  she  put  her  hands  out  to  the  glorious warmth. 

Irith carefully sniffed the bottle. Not metho, but petrol. Had it been full she’d have blown herself, and the shed, to pieces. 

She held her feet in the hot air above the fire, wanting to shriek as the circulation was restored. For an instant her feet became the fire and the shed was full of dancing flames that seemed to originate from her, before the hallucination vanished as swiftly as it had 106 
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come. How long was this going to go on? A creeping terror came over her. Maybe that interrogator had been telling the truth when he’d said that the drug could drive her mad. 

Irith  didn’t  know  what  to  think.  Could  the  hallucinations  be  the  reality  and  everything else a dream? 

Irith felt the whispery, shivery return of that paranoia she’d been possessed by when under the influence of the drug, and it accelerated into a blind fear that had her covering her eyes, afraid of what she might see. The intruders were after her, dozens of them, and a host  of  Yellow  Armbands.  And  the  Americans.  They  were  all  hunting  her  and  they’d never stop. 

Eventually  the  panic  attack  faded  and  was  replaced  by  the  most  bitter  fury  at  her mother, for bringing her to London in the first place, and for not trusting her afterwards. 

‘I’ll   make   her  see,’  she  said  aloud.  ‘Damn  her  for  manipulating  me.  I’ll  make  her realise what she’s done to me.’  

The automatic was lying over near the door, the Mars bar under the bench. Irith put the gun in her pocket. Her feet were warm to the touch and felt good enough to walk on. 

She tore the towel into strips, bound them around her feet and tied them on with twine, then warmed the insides of the wellies over the fire and slid her feet into them. They were actually hot. Luxury! 

She ate half the Mars bar, which was so cold that she had to gnaw at it, and put the rest in her pocket for later. To get away quickly she’d have to steal a car, so she needed a breaking and entering tool. 

After hesitating over a mattock, a pick and a shovel, Irith selected the pick, and took a hammer and a masonry chisel as well. She turned out the light, left the fire bucket to burn down in its own time and felt her way across the yard until she came to the garage. 

It wasn’t locked either, but the ancient Morris inside was up on blocks and no good to her. Irith closed the door and went up the drive to the front fence. She looked right and left but saw no one. 

The wind was as strong as ever, so any noise she made was unlikely to be heard. She continued down the next drive until she ran into a garage with double roller doors. They were locked and would be difficult to break into. She felt around the side and back but there was no other door, nor a window. 
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At the next house a dog bayed so furiously that Irith hastily backed out again. She avoided the neighbouring house, for the same reason. The one beyond had a longer drive with a triple garage at the end. It also had roller doors but she found a locked side door. 

Irith felt for the lock and tried to insert the chisel-shaped blade of the pick in between the door and the jamb. It wouldn’t go. The door was designed to resist jemmying. 

She felt a stab of panic. She had to get in. The intruders couldn’t be far away – it must be an hour since she’d escaped. Irith felt for the lock again, swung the pick hard and managed to jam it into the crack between the door jamb and the lock. She heaved on the pick handle. The metal tore away and after three or four more heaves the side splintered off the door and it came open. She went in, pushing the door shut behind her, and turned the lights on. Irith stacked a couple of boxes against the door in case someone tried to get in that way. 

There were three vehicles in the garage, a little Peugeot city car – an electric/fuel cell hybrid,  a  vintage  D-Type  Jaguar,  and  a  relatively  new  Toyota  Landcruiser.  She’d  take that if she could get it started. She’d need four-wheel drive to get around in this weather. 

With the point of the pick she scored across the front and back number plates until they were unreadable – Irith was leaving nothing to chance. She opened the driver’s door with the pick. It left a sad mess and probably wouldn’t close properly, but at least she was in. 

She had the vehicle hot-wired in under a minute, one of the many anti-social skills poor Thornton had taught her at the cabin in Minnesota eight or nine years ago, as they’d been  preparing  for  the  attack  on  the  terminator  gene  virus  laboratory  in  New  Orleans. 

She’d used few of those skills since; Irith was painfully law-abiding, as a rule. 

Putting the Landcruiser in four-wheel drive, she adjusted the seat forward and pulled on her seat belt. Several remotes sat in the central console. She picked up the first and pointed  it  through  the  windscreen.  Nothing  happened  –  it  was  probably  for  tolls.  She tossed it back and took the second. The locks went clunk; it was the car remote. The third opened the garage doors. 

As  soon  as  she  let  out  the  clutch,  the  driver’s  door  came  open. She  pulled  it  shut, banging it as hard as she could, but it didn’t catch. She’d ruined the lock. 

Before the garage doors were fully open she heard shouting and a pyjama-clad man appeared  at  the  back  door  of  the  house.  Irith  hit  the  throttle  and  roared  out,  smashing 108 
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through the rising door. She shot down the drive, braked sharply at the front verge and the tyres skidded on ice, bouncing halfway across the street before the frozen ruts stopped her. 

To her left, not far away, an armed man all in black ran out onto the street, staring at the  Landcruiser.  He  probably  couldn’t  tell  who  was  at  the  wheel,  for  the  nearest streetlight was some distance away. He didn’t raise the gun, though he did turn towards her. Irith headed off the other way, slowly, trying to look like someone about their normal business. As if! 

The man shouted at her. She kept going, watching him in the mirror. He half raised the gun but lowered it, evidently reluctant to attack an ordinary citizen. Three more men appeared in the mirror, just outlines through the snow. 

The panic surged again. Reefing at the wheel, Irith put the accelerator to the floor and skidded sideways before fishtailing away down the street. The men ran but she soon lost sight of them. She turned left at the next corner, went straight on for two, then left again and right, driving dangerously fast. She was desperate to put enough distance between her and them that they wouldn’t be able to follow. 

Fortunately there was little traffic, since the streets were impassable to ordinary cars. 

In the headlights she saw scenes of devastation – accidents by the score, trees and light poles toppled, houses with their roofs torn off by the wind or collapsed under a weight of snow London had not experienced in hundreds of years, and never at this time of year. 

Whole suburbs were without power and a few kilometres on she went around a corner to discover a burst main spraying water across the road. It had turned to a mounded layer of ice, and driving on it was like ice-skating in leather boots. 

The Landcruiser went sideways, skidded around in a circle, just missed a van lying on its roof and kept spinning until its momentum carried it off the other side of the mound and back onto the  street. A man in a policeman’s cap roared at her, then went back to pulling survivors out of the van. 

Irith  programmed  the  satnav  with  Jemma’s  address  and  set  it  to  find  the  quickest route there. It was going to take hours, for most of the roads were closed. She stopped only  once,  a  long  time  later,  at  a  public  comms  box  where  she  called  Levi’s communicator. 

 

109 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

It  didn’t  answer.  Presumably  he  was  in  a  meeting,  for  she  was  diverted  to  the message bank. 

‘Levi, it’s Irith. Wherever you are, get out of there quick. They’re hunting you and all your known associates.’  

She summarised the situation in as few  sentences as possible, rang off and limped back  to  the  Landcruiser.  She  was  going  to  leave  her  interrogation  disc  at  Jemma’s apartment, a silent accusation. And then? 

She didn’t have the faintest idea. 
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Chapter 13 



The satnav plotted a course via roads that were open to four-wheel drive, though it took five hours for Irith to pick her way through the chaos to Jemma’s flat. Her rage was still white  hot  when  she  got  there.  Every  lurch  over  the  potholed  roads  that  made  her  toes throb or her nipple burn, every shift of weight that made her hundreds of bruises ache, every  breath  she  drew  through  her  aching  throat  made  Irith  the  more  determined  that someone was going to pay. She turned the radio on but the news was so dismal – the no-confidence motion lost, the coming election – that she switched it off again. 

She parked the Landcruiser a couple of streets away from Jemma’s flat and hobbled the rest of the way in driving snow. She’d had the heater going full bore but with the door hanging ajar the cabin had never warmed up and she was still chilled to the bone. 

Irith looked a disreputable sight, wearing a man’s coat and hood, ten sizes too big, and  muddy  wellies;  as  well,  she  was  filthy  and  stank  of  vomit.  The  security  guard probably won’t let me in, she thought. 

She passed no one on the street and, when she reached Jemma’s building, there was no one behind the security gate. So much for Jemma’s high security. Irith tapped in her code and the gate admitted her. She hurried upstairs to Jemma’s flat which was pleasantly warm. It was 9.30 am. 

Jemma was out. Irith couldn’t abide the smell of vomit any longer so she stripped off her clothes, tossed them in the recycler and took a quick shower in water as hot as she could bear. Then she dressed in her best and warmest gear, packed a bag with more of the same,  as  well  as  her  PocketBook  computer  and  communicator,  and  left  the  bag  by  the office door. She limped back to her room for the wad of cash she kept in her dressing table drawer, for all the money had been taken from her purse. 

Irith lay the Holodisc of her interrogation on the floor outside her mother’s office. As she stood up, the office phone rang, then Irith heard the buzzing sound signalling that a message had been received by the code box. She turned away but the buzzing followed 111 
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her to the front door. She couldn’t get the sound out of her head. It just went on and on, as if she were back in the interrogation room. 

Irith stumbled and a pain shot up her toe, and in an instant she  was  there, with the paisley air swirling round and round, and the walls going in and out, and the interrogators just outside, coming after her. She fell against the door, rolled over and huddled in the corner with her arms covering her face, trying to block it all out. 

After  a  minute  or  two  the  hallucinations  faded  but  the  paranoia  returned,  stronger than ever, for the buzzing had stopped only to resume again. She opened her eyes. She was inside her mother’s front door, tucked in the corner like a chastened child. 

Irith  took  a  deep  breath.  The  code  box  stopped  buzzing,  then  began  again.  The messages had to be about her. Why had Jemma betrayed her? She had to know. 

Someone  was  trying  to  set  her  up  with  the  messages  in  the  code  box.  She  felt  a moment  of  blind  terror,  but  fought  it  down  before  it  turned  into  another  of  those paralysing, drug-induced panic attacks. To fight it she pumped up the rage. I won’t let them do this to me.  I won’t!  

Breaking  into  her  mother’s  office  and  stealing  the  code  box  seemed  a  perfectly logical solution. She had to know what her mother was really doing here. She’d have to be quick, though. Jemma might come back, and the office door was bound to be alarmed. 

Irith went back to her coat for the hammer and chisel. She got the automatic as well. 

The  office  door  was  steel,  as  was  the  jamb,  and  the  lock  only  opened  to  Jemma’s thumbprint.  Irith  put  the  chisel  against  the  gap  and  gave  it  a  sharp  whack  with  the hammer. It jarred her hand and made a terrible racket, but barely left a mark. She might hit it a hundred times without doing any appreciable damage. 

The phone rang in the office – five rings, followed by that awful buzzing. The instant it  began,  Irith  felt  her  paranoia  spiralling  towards  the  madness  she’d  suffered  in  the interrogation room. She fought it down. 

Was there another way? Irith put the edge of the chisel against the thumbprint reader and gave it a single hard whack, taking most of the skin off the side of her thumb. She let out a cry. Blood dripped onto the white carpet. 

Irith  had  another  go,  this  time  cutting  the  thumbprint  reader  cleanly  from  its mountings. If an alarm was fitted, the clock was now running. Wires ran through a small 112 
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rectangular  hole  in  the  door.  She  tried  pressing  various  combinations  together,  hoping that one would work the mechanism. Nothing happened. 

Irith attacked the hole with the hammer and chisel but the metal proved tougher. The iron chisel couldn’t cut it, though her repeated blows enlarged the opening sufficiently to partly expose the internal mechanism of the lock. Unfortunately the chisel was too big to fit through the hole. It’d take a small piece of plastic explosive to shift the lock. 

Or a bullet. She ejected the magazine from the automatic. The bullets were powerful, steel-jacketed affairs that could do a lot of damage. 

The  phone  rang  again.  Hurry!  Putting  the  muzzle  to  the  opening,  Irith  turned  her head away, not that it would make any difference if shrapnel ricocheted in her direction. 

She pulled the trigger. The noise seemed incredibly loud. She hoped the wall insulation was good, else the neighbours would be calling the police right now. 

The lock mechanism had warped but the door held. She took careful aim and fired again. Still no good. She fired a third time. The bullet disintegrated and flying pieces of lead and steel tore chunks of plaster from the far wall. Something ruffled through her hair. 

She flinched. 

Another phone rang inside the office, though this time it had a different tone. Shortly she heard the code box buzzing again. Irith picked fragments of metal out of the lock. 

She’d done serious damage this time. She fired again, the bullet went right through and, when she shook the door, it moved. She jammed the chisel into the crack and gave it a sideways, levering blow with the hammer. The door came open. 

Irith  went  inside.  There  was  nothing  on  the  large  wooden  desk  but  the  phone,  the code  box  and  a  framed  photo  of  Irith  taken  at  her  first  graduation,  eight  years  ago. 

Jemma’s computer and monitor were gone. The shelves contained file boxes but all were empty. The desk drawers, three on either side of the chair, were locked. 

Smashing  the  locks  with  the  chisel,  she  jerked  open  the  drawers  on  the  left.  They contained nothing of interest. She attacked the right-hand drawers, whose contents proved equally innocuous. 

The rest of the office was empty. That only left the code box, which was mounted in a solid steel frame. Messages were picked up via the little microwave aerial on top and were decoded, to read only, once Jemma input the code of the day. Irith didn’t see any 113 
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way  of  downloading  messages  or  printing  them,  though  presumably  there  had  to  be. 

She’d worry about that later. 

She checked the readout, which indicated that six messages had been received, the last only minutes ago. Were the messages about  her and her mother? In Irith’s state of mind it was easy to think so. 

Be damned, she thought. She tried to lift the code box but it wouldn’t budge. The steel frame was bolted to the top of the desk. After the destruction she’d wrought so far, removing  the  code  box  seemed  only  a  minor  inconvenience.  She  set  to  work  on  the polished timber with hammer and chisel. 

10.40  am.  She’d  been  here  over  an  hour.  Irith  felt  the  panic  rising  again.  Jemma could come home any second, or any of her pursuers might turn up. This was the logical place for them to look next. But she wasn’t going without the code box. 

The wood was hard and the chisel had been blunt before she’d attacked the steel door with it. She couldn’t induce the timber to split, nor would the chisel cut through it, so she ended up gouging it away. 

Come on,  come on. She glanced at the clock on the code box. 10.52. Her stomach gurgled like water running out of a bathtub. She’d been famished before she’d thrown up the last time, and all she’d had since then was half a Mars bar. Just the thought of it made her go weak at the knees. 

She ran out, found the remaining half in the pocket of the coat and crammed it into her mouth. It was the most glorious thing she’d ever tasted. The phone rang. Irith debated whether to answer it. It might be Jemma, having heard that she’d escaped and thinking that she would have come here. It could be a warning. Or a trap. 

She let it ring, chiselling furiously until the code box mounting was just hanging by a strap of wood. Irith smashed it off and tore the box free. It was heavy for its size. She’d spent too much time here. She lay the Holodisc of her interrogation in the middle of the ruined desk but left no accusing note – none was needed. 

Tossing the code box into her bag, she headed for the front door, then stopped. She had no idea where to go but, wherever she did, food rationing was in force. As soon as she  presented  her  visitor  ration  card,  she  could  be  tracked.  And  what  if,  after  the Government fell, the BFB cut off rations for foreigners? 
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She  went  through  the  cupboards.  Jemma’s  supplies  came  through  the  American Embassy so she had the best of everything. Irith began piling food into a canvas bag. In went  several  large  blocks  of  chocolate,  half  a  dozen  tins  of  beans,  a  loaf  of  rye  bread, dried fruit, a packet of dates, a vacuum-packed lump of corned beef, tins of salmon and sardines, a tin opener, knife, fork and spoon, a bag of oranges and, finally, a large bottle of water. 

With the other bag it was as much as she could carry. She put on the long coat, took up the bags and hurried for the door. She made it out into the street unseen, or at least unremarked upon. It was still blowing hard, though the snow was not so much falling as whirling  up  from  the  drifts  into  stinging,  gritty  clouds.  As  Irith  staggered  around  the corner with her bags, back bent, a cab went past, going the other way, with her mother in it. 

Irith  turned  away  but  Jemma  was  staring  straight  ahead,  frozen-faced.  Worrying about  her  career,  no  doubt.  You’ll  have  a  lot  more  to  worry  about  in  a  minute,  Irith thought. 

And so might she, if they’d found the Landcruiser. The owner would have been on the phone to the police before she drove away. It was surprising that they hadn’t picked her up already. 

The stolen vehicle was just where she’d left it. With the blizzard and the disastrous political situation, the police must have had more urgent matters to attend to. Even  so, she’d better get rid of it. Irith programmed the satnav to find a shopping centre, though not the nearest. It took her several  suburbs to a  decaying hypermarket in North Acton. 

She abandoned the car a couple of blocks away from the shopping centre and trawled the car park until she found a hybrid diesel/electric Land Rover covered in snow. Evidently the owner hadn’t dared to take it on the road during the blizzard. 

Setting  her  bags  down  beside  it,  she  checked  for  onlookers. There  were  none,  and small  wonder,  in  this  weather.  Using  the  hammer  and  chisel,  Irith  broke  open  the  rear door as discreetly as she could, put her bags inside, pressed the unlock button and banged the rear door. It stayed shut, thankfully. She got behind the wheel, adjusted the seat then programmed  her  communicator  the  way  Thornton  had  taught  her,  and  pointed  it  at  the ignition sensor. After a brief warm-up period the engine turned over, a little sullenly, then fired. 
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The  tank  was  full  and,  with  its  hybrid  power  source,  which  charged  the  batteries every time the vehicle braked or went downhill, it was enough to get her to Scotland, if she wanted to go that far. It was just as well, as she didn’t think her energy ration would run to much diesel. Putting the vehicle into gear, she turned out of the car park and set the satnav to find a clear way north. 

But where was she to go? Irith knew no one in Britain apart from Levi and Bragg. 

Dear old Levi, she thought, remembering how he’d got them all safely across America last  decade.  And  Bragg.  Irith  found  her  thoughts  turning  to  him  over  and  again  as  the satnav plotted a zigzag around the western side of London, following whichever streets were open. 

Irith headed along Harrow Road to Kensal Green, back along Mortimer Road, north up  Chamberlayne,  then  Sidmouth  Willesden,  Walm  and  north-west  into  Cricklewood Broadway, before finally turning onto the M1. It ran generally north, away from London, and that was all that mattered. 

She  and  Bragg  had  shared  such  times  together,  eight  years  ago,  in  Australia,  in England,  in  America  and  back  in  Australia  again.  For  all  their  troubles  he  was  just  as solid, just as reliable, as Levi. She prayed they’d got her warning in time. 

Irith drove along, lost in her memories and not taking any notice of the snow-clad country. Somewhere between Luton and Milton Keynes the traffic ground to a halt, then began  to  crawl.  A  semi-trailer  had  skidded  on  ice  and  jack-knifed  across  three  lanes, spilling  thirty  tons  of  Cadbury’s  chocolates  across  hundreds  of  metres  of  motorway. 

Swarms of people were combing the snow banks, pushing and squabbling, while a sole policeman vainly tried to enforce order. 

Her  mouth  watered.  Irith  reached  back  into  the  bag,  feeling  around  until  she encountered a block of chocolate. She broke off a row of brittle squares and pushed them into her mouth, one after another. She didn’t chew, just allowed the squares to melt on her tongue and trickle down her throat. She ate most of a quarter-kilo block and felt sick afterwards. It occurred to her that she’d eaten nothing but chocolate all day. 

The traffic was diverted off onto the A421. After crawling through a succession of villages and towns Irith happened to check the mirror. Surely she’d seen that long black sedan before? She turned off at the next street and the car followed. She turned right after that. Again it followed. 
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She sped up and ran the next red light just as it changed. The sedan tried to follow her through, but the cross traffic was already moving. At the last second, realising that he wasn’t going to make it, the driver slammed on the brakes. The wheels locked, skidding on ice, and the sedan was struck side-on by a Tesco’s van accelerating from the lights. 

The sedan was pushed off the road and thumped into a light pole. Irith kept watching in her mirror until she turned the next corner, but no one got out. 

The  satnav  lost  its  signals  soon  after.  Irith  drove  through  Milton  Keynes  and Wolverton, not knowing where she was going, before finding her way back to the M1. 

She saw police and security cars everywhere. 

What if they were looking for her? The psychosis must have been wearing off for suddenly it hit Irith just what she’d done. She’d committed a serious crime. She’d broken into Jemma’s office and stolen her mother’s official US State Department code box. 

It would destroy Jemma. What was Irith to do? It was too late to take it back. What a fool  she’d  been.  How  could  she  have  thought  that  they  were  trying  to  incriminate  her mother? But then, what the interrogator had said, about someone trying to set Jemma up, did make sense. After all, it was absurd for them to think that she, Irith, had somehow intercepted the missing message. That indicated that something funny was going on. 

Irith thought about stopping and calling Jemma, but what was she supposed to say? 

And if she did, they’d trace the call and find her in no time at all. There was nothing she could do. It was too late to take the code box back; the damage had been done. She didn’t know how to destroy it and dared not try to get rid of it. She just had to go on, knowing that sooner or later she’d be caught and that would be the end. 

It was all plain driving after that, though slow because of poor visibility and frequent icy  patches.  She  saw  plenty  of  police  cars  but  they  didn’t  pay  her  any  attention.  They were  attending  the  thousands  of  accidents,  fallen  trees  and  light  poles,  and  wrecked buildings. 

Irith kept driving north. She couldn’t have said why, for she was no longer capable of thinking straight. Though she hadn’t slept in a long time, she wasn’t tired. She’d slipped into  a  state  where  she  drove  automatically,  without  feeling  anything.  All  that  mattered was to keep going, to put the maximum distance between herself and her tormenters. 

In the middle of the afternoon she stopped at the Leicester Forest Service Area to use the toilet and stretch her legs. Irith bought a cup of black coffee that smelt like burned 117 
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baked  beans,  and  a  finger  bun  with  flesh-pink  icing.  It  was  all  she  could  get  without producing a ration card. She bit off the end of the bun at the counter, unwilling to face the customers  in  the  cafeteria.  Any  one  of  them  could  be  looking  for  her.  The  icing  was rancid and the bun tasteless but she ate it anyway. 

She continued in a daze until the M1 became the A1, but shortly afterwards turned off, again for no particular reason, onto the A661 near Weatherby. Irith followed it west, and other roads, until she finally encountered the M6 motorway north of Lancaster. It was dark by then but she kept driving. 

Surprisingly, there was little sign of a blizzard up here; there wasn’t much snow by the side of the road at all. Around midnight she was in Scotland, heading north-west on the A84 between Callander and Strathayre. It began to snow very gently. Finally, around four in the morning, weariness descended on her like a snow-covered roof collapsing. She turned  off  the  A82  after  Fort  William  and  took  the  narrow,  westward-running  A830, thinking to find a hotel in some out-of-the-way place. 

The rage had burned out long ago, leaving Irith drained and fearful. Why on earth had  she  stolen  the  surveillance  tape,  ensuring  that  both  the  BFB  and  the  Yellow Armbands would hunt her to the end of the country? And why, why take the code box, making it inevitable that the Americans would do the same? She couldn’t reconstruct the state of mind that had led her to do such things. Now she had nowhere to hide and no one to turn to. She wasn’t safe here, or anywhere there were people. 

Nearly fainting with weariness, Irith followed the road along a long loch. Distantly, lights indicated a town or village that she’d seen on the map earlier. She’d been driving for about thirty metres before realising that her eyes were closed. 

Irith  wound  the  window  down  and  clawed  off  a  lump  of  the  sleety  snow  that  had collected on the windscreen. She rubbed it over her face, which helped a little, though a couple of turns later her eyes were closing again. 

She scooped up another clot, this time rubbing it in her left armpit before dropping it down her front. The cold was an intense, unbearable burning that brought back memories of yesterday morning’s escape. Had it only been yesterday? It felt like last century. After a few agonised moments she groped for the melting lump and threw it out the window. 

The  town  or  village  appeared:  Glenfinnan.  To  her  right  loomed  an  ancient,  high railway viaduct. She turned and drove under it, then up a narrow dirt road that ran north. 
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The map told her that there were steep hills on either side, covered in mature plantations of Alaskan Sitka spruce. Irith felt at home in forests. Perhaps she could find a place to pull off and camp in the trees. 

After a few kilometres she turned onto a muddy track and, not long after, a logging trail. She put the Land Rover into four-wheel drive and headed up the steep slope. 

Her  eyes  were  closing  again.  She  munched  some  more  chocolate,  sang  a  nursery song at the top of her voice and pinched her cheeks in a desperate attempt to keep awake. 

It worked for a little while, but Irith was only halfway up the hill when she realised that nothing was going to keep her eyes open this time. 

Irith  closed  her  eyes  and  the  relief  was  wonderful.  A  mental  image  of  her  roaring straight towards a tree made her snatch them open again. She was driving along the track and there was a hairpin bend up ahead. 

Again her eyes drifted closed. Jemma was just ahead, holding her arms out, and Irith, a  child  of  eight  or  nine,  was  running  towards  her,  but  it  all  blurred  into  one  of  those recurring hallucinations where the walls were oozing in and out like open mouths. 

 Wake  up!  She  forced  the  sleep  away,  wound  down  the  window  and  gained  some relief from the icy, sleety blast, though this time it didn’t last a minute. Her eyes closed; the taut muscles of her jaw relaxed. 

The Land Rover drifted towards the edge of the track, veered back the other way and drove straight off the wrong side, over an embankment. The passenger side clipped a tree, turning  the  car  around,  then  it  rolled  over  and  over  before  sliding  down  a  steep  slope through the forest and slamming, underside first, into a massive spruce. 

When  the  car  first  rolled,  the  airbags  had  gone  off,  the  side  curtain  airbag  hitting Irith’s head hard enough to daze her. Unfortunately the Land Rover kept rolling and by then the bags had begun to deflate. She took several partly cushioned blows to the head before the vehicle slammed into the tree, the impact cushioned by her seat. As the Land Rover came to rest on its side, she felt a crushing pain just above her right ankle before drifting into unconsciousness. 

The temperature was well below zero outside and kept falling through the night. The windows had starred but remained intact, though the rear-door lock had popped. A couple of hours later, just after dawn, Irith roused, freezing cold. She tried to climb out, in case 119 
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the  vehicle  caught  fire,  but  couldn’t  move  her  leg.  Her  ankle  was  trapped  between  the twisted frame of the seat and the side of the car. 

It was so cold. Irith managed to reach back and pull the rear door shut, and snuggled her coat around her. She tried again and again to free her foot but could not get her ankle through  the  gap.  The  snow  began  to  fall  more  heavily  and  would  soon  cover  the  faint marks she’d left where she went off the road. The Western Highlands of Scotland were sparsely populated at the best of times, and Irith didn’t think the Land Rover would be visible from the track. The chances were that it would not be discovered until spring. 
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Chapter 14 



A  few  minutes  after  they’d  left  the  retraining  centre,  Levi  turned  the  van  into  the driveway of a BP station that, miraculously, was open. ‘I’m freezing. I need hot coffee and lots of it.’ He glanced across at  Bragg, who was staring miserably out through the snow-crusted windscreen. ‘You want anything?’  

‘No,’ said Bragg in such a bleak voice that Levi winced. 

‘How about you, Malati?’  

She was slumped on the back seat, eyes closed, shivering. ‘I am hungry. I’m sorry, Mr Seth, but I don’t have any money.’  

Even Bragg managed a chuckle. ‘Mr Seth! I’ll bet you haven’t been called that in a while.’  

‘Malati,’  Levi  said,  ‘only  my  enemies  call  me  Mr  Seth.  It’s  Levi,  please,  and  you don’t have to worry about money. Go into the warm. I’ll be there in a minute.’  

‘Levi,’ she said, almost inaudibly, but waited for him. 

‘Could you fill the tank, Bragg?’ said Levi. ‘Use this ID card. I’ll have a pee and then I’ll be in the café. I  hope  it’s warm.’  

Bragg  took  the  card  without  looking  at  it.  Levi  pulled  on  his  gloves  and  got  out, Malati following like a silent shadow. Dawn had broken but it was no warmer. Levi went to the freezing toilet, grimacing as he exposed himself at the urinal, then went into the café and ordered a litre of coffee and a tandoori sandwich. 

Malati came in from the ladies. ‘What would you like?’ he said. 

‘What you’re having will be fine, thank you.’  

The  attendant  had  to  scan  Levi’s  ration  card  three  times  before  he  could  take  the money.  What  had  the  world  come  to,  Levi  thought,  when  even  his  first-class  forgeries were called into question? And where was it going to end up? 

Taking the tray, Levi sat at a table where he could see the door, poured the coffee and  gingerly  sniffed  his  tandoori  sandwich.  The  aroma  confirmed  his  worst  fears. 
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‘Tandoori my arse,’ he said aloud, and began to eat. He was no stranger to such miserable fare, though in this case even the onions were flavourless. 

Malati ate hers without complaint but with no enthusiasm. Bragg appeared and slid the  keycard  across  the  table  to  Levi,  who  poured  a  cup  of  coffee  and  passed  it  across. 

Bragg sipped it neat, wrapping his strong hands around the mug. 

‘Do you want something to eat, Bragg?’  

‘I couldn’t keep it down. What now, Levi?’  

Levi was watching the door. A pair of Yellow Armbands entered, swaggering in their shiny  boots.  Levi  tried  to  ignore  them,  though  he  couldn’t  suppress  his  anxiety.  Two uniformed  men  followed  and  went  to  the  counter,  talking  to  the  attendant.  Not  police; some  version  of  security.  One  turned,  his  glance  sweeping  professionally  across  the tables. Only three were occupied. 

Levi met the officer’s gaze for a moment, then turned back to his sandwich. ‘I’ll call Jemma as soon as they’ve gone.’  

Bragg glanced up at the counter. ‘I’m sure they’ve got better things to do than harass us.’  

The officers went out again. Levi pressed in Jemma’s number and she answered at once. 

‘Levi?’  Jemma  cried.  ‘Have  you  got  her?’  Her  voice  was  hoarse,  as  if  she’d  been screaming. 

Levi  glanced  around  the  room,  gauging  the  proximity  of  the  other  customers,  and lowered his voice. 

‘We discovered where she’d been taken. Unfortunately the place had just been raided and she was gone.’  

‘Raided?’ Jemma said in an oddly flat voice. 

‘Violently, around four this morning. The guards were dead, and everyone else in the building. We found no sign of Irith apart from this.’ He held the gold chain in front of the communicator lens. ‘Was it Irith’s?’  

‘I can’t tell; the image is a bit grainy,’ said Jemma. 

Malati said something, softly. 
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‘Whoever  attacked  the  retraining  centre,’  Levi  went  on,  ‘they  gave  nothing  away. 

Apart  from  the  twenty-odd  corpses,  it  was  a  very  professional  operation.  Was  it  your people, Jemma?’  

‘I doubt it very much,’ said Jemma. ‘Thanks anyway, Levi.’ She hung up. 

Bragg looked at Levi. ‘She didn’t sound surprised.’  

‘She was too calm. It was as though she’d been expecting it.’  

‘Her people wouldn’t have turned the place into a killing field – not in this country, at least. And yet, I wonder what she’s not telling us?’  

Levi checked the room again. ‘If my daughter had just been abducted for the second time, in a bloody raid, I’d be out of my mind.’  

‘Let’s go home,’ said Levi. ‘Did you have something to say, Malati?’  

‘I gave Irith the chain after she saved my life. It was mine.’  

Levi  handed  it  back  to  her.  ‘So  she  definitely  was  in  that  room.’  As  Levi  slid  his communicator into its case he said, ‘That’s odd.’  

‘What?’  

‘There’s no signal now.’  

Bragg  tried  his  own  communicator.  ‘Nor  mine.  The  local  base  station  must  have gone down. A quarter of London is blacked out. Where to now, Levi?’  

Levi set his communicator to beep when it detected a signal and put it in his pocket. 

‘I’m not sure whether it’s best to be in London over the next few weeks, or outside. Once the  election’s  over,  they’ll  start  rounding  up  aliens  and  foreigners,  and  there  won’t  be anywhere safe for us.’  

‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ said Bragg. 

‘At least your skin’s the right colour. Come on. I’ve got a place in Camberwell that’s well protected, for the time being.’  

Levi turned onto the A23 at Thornton Heath and headed north, driving carefully and trying not to attract attention. 

‘Can I ask a rude question, Levi?’ said Bragg. 

‘I dare say. We’ve known each other long enough.’  

‘Where do you get the money for all this?’  

‘All what?’  
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‘The safe houses on three continents, the gear you have stockpiled everywhere. The cars of every description.’  

‘I charge a fortune for my services when I’m working. And I’m thrifty.’  

‘I’m sure you are, but I still don’t see how you can –’  

‘The question is getting a little too rude, Bragg. I’ve made some good investments over the years and that’s all I’m going to say.’  

‘I’m sorry.’ Bragg thought for a moment. ‘No, I’m not. You’ve got to have people backing you.’  

Levi  sighed.  ‘I  do  have  support,  from  people  who  believe  in  democracy  and  have seen  it  increasingly  threatened  over  the  past  decade  or  two.  Drop  it,  Bragg;  it  isn’t helpful.’  

‘It’s good to know we’re not alone.’  

‘If we’re caught, we will be alone.’  

‘I meant alone against the world.’  

 

The communicator breakdown must have been widespread and serious, for the network didn’t come up in Camberwell until mid-afternoon. Levi was asleep in his room, Malati in  hers,  and  Bragg  dozing  in  an  armchair  in  front  of  satellite  NetNews  when  Levi’s communicator beeped, then pinged to indicate that there were messages waiting. 

Bragg didn’t disturb him, for he’d only been asleep for few hours. However, shortly after Levi came out in his pyjamas and bare feet, rubbing his eyes. 

‘You’ve got messages,’ said Bragg. 

‘I’ll listen to them over breakfast.’ Levi went into the kitchen and came back with a plate  on  which  rested  two  rather  wrinkled  red  apples  and  a  cup  with  a  teabag  and  hot water. He began to peel an apple, taking the peel off in one continuous spiral, exactly the same width from start to finish. 

Bragg smiled. Levi did everything that way. 

‘What’s happening in the great world?’ said Levi, expertly sectioning and coring the apple and eating it section by section. 

‘The Yellow Armbands are out in force, despite the weather. It’s as though they’re saying,  “Governments  may  fall,  the  weather  may  bring  Britain  to  its  knees,  but  we’ll always  be  here.”  And  to  reinforce  the  message,  there’s  been  a  spate  of  firebombings 124 
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down the West End. The usual targets: foreigners, liberals, arty types. No one has been arrested and no one has claimed responsibility, though everyone knows who’s behind it. 

There  have  been  more  resignations  from  the  caretaker  Government,  and  more  MPs switching to the BFB Party and its affiliates. The Government’s in total disarray – the PM 

is running around like a headless chicken, according to his Cabinet colleagues.’  

‘What about the BFB?’ Levi jiggled the teabag a few times and squeezed it out. 

‘They’re  rock  solid,  issuing  their  nasty  policies  by  the  dozen,  and  assuring  the citizens that the chaos will be over as soon as they form government.’  

‘They’ve mastered the political game as well as the streets,’ said Levi. ‘Nothing can stop  them  now.’  He  reached  for  his  communicator  and  scrolled  through  the  messages. 

‘Hello, what’s this?’ He turned the volume up a fraction. 

The voice was slow, and a little slurred, but Bragg recognised it at once. ‘Levi, it’s Irith. Wherever you are, get out of there quick. They’re hunting you and all your known associates.  Don’t  worry  about  me.  The  place  was  raided  but  I  got  away.  I’m  going  to disappear for a while.’  

‘It came from a public comms booth,’ Levi went on, staring at his communicator as if it could tell him more. 

‘Whereabouts?’ Bragg said urgently. 

‘It’s not recorded. She must have blocked it.’  

‘Can you find out?’  

‘Probably,  though  the  message  was  sent  at  6  this  morning  and  it’s  4  pm  now.  We must have just missed her.’  

‘Are you sure it was genuine? She sounded odd.’  

‘It was Irith,’ said Levi. ‘God knows what they’ve done to her.’  

‘We’d better find that comms box.’  

‘She’s  had  ten  hours  to  move  on.  She  could  be anywhere  in  England  or  Wales  by now.’  

‘Given  the  state  of  the  roads,  I  imagine  she’s  still  in  London,’  said  Bragg.  ‘She doesn’t know the city well. Where could she go?’  

‘Wherever she goes, it won’t be far enough. Holbrook is going to be mightily pissed off that she’s escaped.’  

‘I don’t see why. Irith’s a foreigner. The public won’t care.’  
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‘They  will  once  they  see  her  picture.  She’s  young,  attractive,  and  with  that  lovely creamy complexion, she could be English. If Irith were to speak publicly, and link her torture  to  the  orders  of  the  BFB,  it  could  turn  public  opinion  around  overnight.  She’s become a threat, Bragg. They have to find her. And when they do, they’ll finish the job.’  

‘Then we’d better find her first.’  

‘I’ll let Jemma know that Irith’s escaped.’  

‘Do you think that’s wise? They’ll be monitoring her calls.’  

‘I’m sure her employers have secured them by now.’  

Using  a  series  of  dummy  links  that  would  be  difficult  to  trace  back,  Levi  called Jemma’s  UAC.  ‘Jemma.  Good  news.  Irith  got  away.  She  left  a  message  for  me  this morning but I only just got it.’  

After a long interval while she spoke, he cried, ‘What?’ He turned around, staring at Bragg. 

‘Oh,’  said  Levi  after  another  long interval.  He  had  gone  quite  grey. ‘Right.  Thank you. Bye.’  

‘What was that about?’  

‘She’s in a hell of a state. Irith went straight to Jemma’s apartment this morning. She broke into Jemma’s office, chiselled the State Department’s code box from its mounting, and fled with it.’  

‘Why the hell would she do that?’  

‘I don’t know, but she must have been out of her head – she practically demolished Jemma’s office.’  

‘Was Jemma positive …?’  

‘The security cameras show Irith going in and out.’  

‘What did the Yellow Armbands do to her?’ Bragg cried. 

Levi didn’t answer. 

‘I’m surprised she got the code box out,’ Bragg said after a while. ‘That place has top-level security.’  

‘But  for  a  series  of  cockups,  she  wouldn’t  have.  The  security  guard  was  taken  ill early  this  morning  –  burst  appendix  –  and  his  replacement  was  delayed  getting  there because of the blizzard. For a crucial couple of hours there was no one minding the front door. When Irith broke into Jemma’s office it set off an alarm, and another when she took 126 
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the code box, but with the blizzard – well, they got there too late. Irith’s gone and Jemma has no idea where …’  

‘But?’ said Bragg. 

‘Reading between the lines, the code box contains highly sensitive messages which, if decrypted, could create a diplomatic crisis.’  

Bragg whistled. ‘When was this?’  

‘Jemma  got  home  just  after  11  am  and  Irith  was  already  gone,  though  not  long, according to the security logs.’  

‘So there  was  something Jemma wasn’t telling us!’  

‘Evidently, and it appears Irith was furious about it, considering the damage she did in Jemma’s apartment. More than furious – almost psychotic.’  

‘Psychotic?  Irith?’  

‘There’s  more,’  said  Levi,  lowering  his  voice  again.  ‘Irith  left  a  Holodisc  of  her interrogation  on  Jemma’s  desk,  as  if  she  blamed  Jemma  for  what  had  happened.  The interrogation was horrible.’  

Bragg thrust himself to his feet, breathing heavily. 

‘The  drug  was  a  hallucinogen,’  Levi  continued,  ‘probably  a  dose  of  LSD  high enough to induce psychosis, which would explain Irith’s behaviour. LSD was a favourite of the CIA last century. They used to terrify prisoners by making them think they were going mad.’  

‘How long does the psychosis last?’  

‘Irith could go in and out of it for days. She could have recurring hallucinations for days, weeks, even months.’  

‘And  she’s  all  alone,  driving  through  a  snowstorm,  in  a  city  she  hardly  knows!’ 

Bragg couldn’t bear it. ‘She’ll end up killing herself.’  

‘I don’t know what to do,’ Levi said, shaking his head. 

‘Does Jemma know how Irith got away, or where she might be headed?’  

‘If she does, she wasn’t saying.’ Bragg flopped into his chair. ‘Will the Americans call in British security, or Special Branch? MI5?’  

‘Not  a  chance,’  said  Levi,  hauling  off  his  pyjama  top  and  going  back  into  his bedroom for a shirt. He pulled it over his head. ‘They’ve all been infiltrated by the BFB. 

No, the Yanks won’t be looking for any help on this one – it’ll be an all-American affair.’  

 

127 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

‘That’s better than the Yellow Armbands,’ said Bragg. 

‘Not much. Governments are falling all over the world and the US isn’t going to risk that  happening  at  home.  If  there’s  a  chance  of  Irith  getting  away  with  that  code  box, they’ll sterilise the area, no matter who else dies with her.’  
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Chapter 15 



‘We’ve got to find her first,’ said Bragg. 

‘I’m not sure there’s much more we can do.’  

Bragg stared at him. ‘I don’t believe I’m hearing this!’ he said furiously. ‘Why the sudden change? You were all gung-ho last night.’  

‘Attacking  a  crude  bunch  of  thugs  in  a  blizzard  is  one  thing,  taking  on  two  well-resourced  organisations  is  quite  another.  The  Yellow  Armbands  can  call  on  fanatically loyal people in every city, town and hamlet in Britain. They’ve got more weapons than the  British  Army,  and  more  unscrupulous  thugs  at  their  disposal  than  you’d  find  in Wandsworth Prison. And they’ve got to find the one person in Britain who might keep them out of power.’  

‘All the more reason for us to find her first,’ said Bragg. 

‘The US State Department, on the other hand, has all the money in the world and the very best technology. And you know what Yanks are like when their noses are pulled –it’s their God-given right to punish someone for it, and human rights can go to hell.’  

‘You seem to be forgetting that I’m one of those Yanks,’ Bragg said coldly. 

‘And you share your country’s chief failing. You Americans are like ancient Romans 

– you’re rich, clever, and you get things done, but you take yourselves too seriously. A complete lack of a sense of humour is a defining characteristic of empire builders.’  

‘Whatever!’ snapped Bragg, proving Levi’s point. ‘If Irith, in some mad folly, has taken a secret that’s vital to the free world, we should be making sure it doesn’t fall into the hands of the BFB.’  

‘I don’t think it’s vital to the  free world,’ said Levi. ‘I imagine it’s got everything to do with the political survival of the US President, though.’  

‘The survival of the American President is pretty closely linked to the survival of the free world at the moment. He’s one of the few moderates left, whatever his other failings. 
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And if Irith has the key to his survival, and maybe to keeping the BFB out of power, I’m prepared to risk my life to help her. What about  you, Levi?’  

Levi looked away. ‘I – I’ve got a lot to lose …’  

‘So have I,’ Bragg snapped. ‘My livelihood, if I haven’t already lost it. Christ, Levi, what’s the matter with you?’  

‘I wasn’t talking about possessions, or work,’ said Levi sombrely. ‘Or even life. I’ve got  a  bad  heart  and  everything  else  to  go  with  it,  so  I’ve  a  couple  of  years  left  at  the most.’  

‘Then what’s the problem?’ Bragg ground out. 

‘It goes back to your earlier rude question. I know too much. If I’m taken and they torture it out of me, a lot of people will die and a … whole branch of the resistance could be lost.’  

‘And I suppose you can’t talk about that.’  

‘No, I can’t.’  

Bragg stood up. ‘I’d better get going then.’ He couldn’t think about all that had to be done, and only him to do it – that way lay the paralysis of despair. 

‘Oh, sit down Bragg! Surely you know me better than that?’  

Levi  went  into  his  room,  shortly  to  emerge  pulling  his  shirt  down.  ‘All  right.  I’m done.’  

‘Would you care to explain?’  

‘Suicide pills. I’ve put off carrying them for years, but there’s no choice now.’  

‘I –’ Bragg began. ‘I didn’t –’  

‘I may never have to use one, but if the Yellow Armbands catch me I won’t hesitate. 

All right! You asked what we’re going to do. That’s the wrong question. What  can  we do, Bragg?’  

Bragg belatedly realised that Levi had been testing him. ‘We have to try, Levi, so let’s get on with it. We’ll either succeed or fail dismally, but at least we’ll know we did our best.’  

Levi smiled, a trifle grimly. ‘Why don’t you throw some dinner together? I’ll get to work.’  
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Bragg  emailed  abject  apologies  to  his  new  boss  in  Norfolk,  Virginia,  saying  that  he couldn’t get there until next Monday. It surely meant losing the job but he couldn’t think about that now. 

He whipped up a blistering curry of beef, onion and potatoes, with a big tin of bean mix  tipped  in  at  the  last  minute.  Bragg  handed  Levi  a  heaped  plate,  the  curry  served inside a solid ring of glutinous rice, a healthy dollop of chilli achar pickle on one side and a scattering of chopped spring onions and crunchy noodles over the top. Just the smell of it made him feel better. Chillies were the best antidote for misery he knew. 

‘That looks mighty nice,’ said Levi, balancing the plate on his knees while he pecked at his keyboard. 

Bragg began to eat. ‘You won’t think so in the morning, when you’re crouched over the bowl with your ass on fire.’  

‘It’s made of asbestos.’ Levi forked in a huge mouthful. 

‘Don’t spill any on the keyboard,’ Bragg warned. ‘It’s like sulphuric acid.’  

‘Oh, give over, Bragg. I was eating curry at my mother’s breast.’ Levi took another helping, chewed, then lay down his fork and wiped the sweat off his brow. ‘It is on the warm side,’ he said, pretending nonchalance. 

Bragg made a score mark in the air. ‘US of A one, India nil,’ he crowed. ‘It’ll liven your metabolism up, and we’re going to need it. What’s the plan, once we go out?’  

‘The  streetcams  outside  Jemma’s  apartment  have  been  quarantined  and  I  can’t  get access. So I’m taking a different tack.’  

‘Which is?’  

‘Looking in the stolen vehicle registry. It’s relatively easy to sneak into. How else could Irith have escaped before dawn, in southernmost London, and been at her mother’s apartment in Kensington a few hours later?’  

‘In a cab?’ Bragg said doubtfully. 

‘Nearly all the cabs were off the road, as were the buses, and the underground wasn’t working because of power failures.’  

‘Have you found anything?’  

‘A  Toyota  Landcruiser  was  stolen  just  across  the  street  from  the  retraining  centre, early this morning. It’s the only reported vehicle theft within a couple of kilometres – the 131 
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blizzard has even kept the crims off the streets. The owner saw the thief drive away, and the description matches. It was Irith all right.’  

‘Where did she go after leaving Jemma’s place?’  

‘I haven’t found out. Streetcams are out all over the city and I don’t dare attempt a general search. It’d be picked up at once.’  

‘So what are you doing?’  

‘I’m trying to hack into the vehicle transponder records using Aislyn’s special codes, but … even the police have to get a court order to access those records. There’s too much scope for abuse, otherwise.’  

‘Don’t beat about the bush, Levi. Can you get into the database, or can’t you?’  

‘I’m trying to, but it’s proving more difficult than I’d thought.’  

‘Why don’t you give Aislyn a call?’  

‘I – all right, I will.’  

Levi  called  her  communicator  but  it  did  not  answer.  ‘That’s  odd.  She’s  always contactable.’  

‘Maybe she’s still at the Catford flat.’  

‘I doubt it.’ Levi tried the number. ‘Even odder. It’s giving the out-of-service tone.’  

‘Maybe the power’s out.’  

Levi logged into the British Telecom customer service site. 

‘There aren’t any reported problems in the area, and I check all my gear regularly.’  

‘Maybe the Yellow Armbands have raided the flat. Remember Irith’s warning?’  

‘She  was  talking  about  the  Americans  …’  Levi  passed  a  hand  across  his  brow. 

‘Surely not. I’d better check.’ He made a series of calls. 

Bragg took the plates out to the kitchen and was rinsing them when Levi cried out, 

‘Oh God,  no!’  

Bragg  ran  in.  Levi  had  sagged  back  in  his  chair,  his  left  hand  pressed  against  his chest, the right arm, holding the communicator, frozen in mid-air. 

Malati came running out of her room, barefoot, her black hair tousled. ‘What is the matter? Levi?’  

Levi unfroze, said, ‘Thank you,’ into his communicator and dropped it on the floor. 

He  looked  up  at  Bragg.  ‘The  flat  was  bombed  at  seven  this  morning  and  completely 132 
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destroyed.  Aislyn  and  Kirrily  were  still  there.  They  were  blown  to  pieces.  And  I encouraged them to stay.’  

He put his head in his hands, weeping in unnerving, choking convulsions. 

Bragg  turned  away,  grinding  his  fists  into  his  eyes.  He  could  sense  Malati  behind him. She touched him hesitantly on the shoulder. 

He couldn’t look at her. Couldn’t do anything but think of Kirrily’s laughing face, and  Aislyn’s  head  whipping  around  on  her  scrawny  neck,  glaring  at  him.  Doing everything she could to protect her daughter. It hadn’t been enough. 

Finally, grief had to be put aside; the living must take precedence. After ten or fifteen minutes, Levi took a couple of heart pills and went back to the database. 

‘Keep  a  sharp  lookout,’  he  said  in  a  dead  voice.  ‘By  now  they  know  that  they’ve missed me. And we know just what we’re up against. Get everything packed and ready for an instant getaway.’  

Bragg and a silent Malati got to work, packing their gear and leaving it by the door. 

While she was busy in her room Levi said quietly, ‘I don’t know what to do about Malati, Bragg. I can’t think of a single safe place to send her.’  

‘Then she’ll have to come with us.’  

‘But what if –?’ Levi met his eyes. ‘If they catch us they’ll crucify her.’  

‘Maybe … maybe you’d better bring enough suicide pills for all of us.’  

 

‘I’ve found it,’ Levi said shortly. He plotted the Landcruiser’s transponder track on the online London directory. ‘She stole the car here in South Croydon, followed a winding route to Wallington, then stopped for a few minutes. I wonder why?’ He was squinting at the screen. 

‘That dot marks a comms box,’ said Bragg, pointing. ‘That would be where she left the  message.  Even  though  she  was  out  of  her  mind,  and  they  were  hunting  her,  she stopped to warn us.’  

‘That’s our Irith,’ said Levi, eyes shining. ‘Then she followed a roundabout route to Jemma’s place in Kensington. She arrived there at 9.30 and left at 11.02, going this way, but  stopped  in  North  Acton  twenty  minutes  later  and  the  vehicle  has  been  there  ever since. The owner hasn’t yet come to claim it.’  

‘So where’s Irith? She must have stolen another car.’  
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‘Or the Yellow Armbands caught up with her,’ Levi said. 

Bragg couldn’t afford to think that or despair would overwhelm him. ‘What have you found in the stolen car register?’  

Levi  clicked  back  into  it  and  punched  in  the  location  code  for  North  Acton.  He inflated his cheeks as he studied the screen. ‘Nothing.’  

‘Nothing at all?’  

‘There hasn’t been a vehicle  stolen within a kilometre radius of where she left the Landcruiser, all afternoon. It’s not car-stealing weather, Bragg.’  

‘Have a look further out.’  

Levi widened the search to a two-kilometre radius. ‘Still nothing.’  

‘Expand it to three.’  

‘According to Jemma, Irith took quite a bit of gear. She wouldn’t have carried it far in this weather.’  

‘Perhaps  the  second  car  hasn’t  yet  been  reported  missing.  Thousands  of  vehicles would have been abandoned when the blizzard blasted in, and most would still be where their owners left them.’  

‘That’s not much help.’  

‘There’s a big shopping centre a couple of blocks away.’ Bragg pointed to it on the screen. ‘It’s the ideal place to steal a car. Hack into the car park’s securicams and see if you can spot her.’  

‘Shouldn’t be too much security on them, at least,’ said Levi. 

He googled up the details and broke into the system within minutes, though it took half  an  hour  to  run  through  all  the  cameras,  from  the  time  Irith  had  abandoned  the Landcruiser. 

‘I can’t see a damn thing,’ said Bragg, squinting at the grainy film. It was a gloomy day and the falling snow didn’t help. ‘It’s hopeless.’  

‘Let’s run through them again,’ said Levi, ‘starting with the entrance closest to where the Landcruiser was parked.’  

Bragg felt despair settling on him like a leaden blanket. He’d been prone to it in the years since his divorce. The Yellow Armbands would have dozens of people on the case by  now.  They  might  be  closing  in  on  her  already,  while  Levi  hadn’t  even  discovered where she’d been five hours ago. In a race where even minutes could mean the difference 134 
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between  success  and  failure,  life  and  death,  such  a  gap  could  be  fatal.  It  had  been  for Aislyn and Kirrily. Bragg blocked out their faces – he couldn’t bear to think about them, else the black pit would swallow him completely. 

The  Americans  might  also  be  mobilising  to  hunt  Irith  down,  he  thought,  though presumably it would take them longer to get people on the ground. 

‘Is  that  Irith?’  Malati  said.  She’d  come  in  silently  and  was  looking  over  Levi’s shoulder. 

Levi enlarged the window. 

Bragg scrutinised the snowy scene. A small figure, shapeless in a long grey coat and hood, was trudging in through the side entrance to the car park, carrying a bag in each hand. The rear view showed no identifying features, though it did appear to be a woman. 

‘I can’t tell from this angle,’ he said. ‘Have you got her on any others?’  

Levi  fast-forwarded  the  footage  from  a  nearby  camera  but  it  hadn’t  picked  the woman up. 

‘Try the camera near the side entrance,’ said Bragg. ‘With any luck it’ll have caught her from the front.’  

It had, though again it was difficult to be sure if it was Irith, with the snow falling so thickly. The woman set her bags down next to a Land Rover and glanced around. She looked up at the sky, brushing hair out of her eyes, and Bragg cried out. 

‘It’s Irith! I’d know that gesture anywhere.’  

‘I believe you’re right,’ said Levi, smiling for the first time since hearing of Aislyn and Kirrily’s deaths. 

As they watched, Irith took tools from her pocket and with a single blow had the rear door open. 

‘That was a quick bit of work,’ said Levi. ‘Crude but effective.’  

‘There’s  nothing  Irith  doesn’t  do  well,’  said  Bragg,  remembering.  Except relationships. 

In less than a minute she had her bags inside, had started the car and driven away. 

‘Go back to the transponder site and track her down,’ said Bragg. ‘I’ll take our stuff down to the van.’  

‘Leave it,’ said Levi. ‘We’ll use a different vehicle. They’ve probably identified the van by now.  Damn it! ’  
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‘What’s the matter?’  

‘I can’t read the number plate.’ Levi rewound the video and crept it forward to the best  angle.  Moving  his  glasses  up  and  down,  he squinted  at  the  screen,  then  shook  his head. 

‘We’ll get it on one of the other camera views,’ said Bragg. ‘Run them through.’  

‘No, the plates are covered in snow. I can’t see anything through it.’  

They went through all the cameras but couldn’t identify a single digit. 

‘Follow it on the streetcams, Levi. The snow might fall off.’  

It didn’t, for as far as they could track the Land  Rover, which was only to Kensal Green. They lost it there because all of the streetcams were out. 

‘I’ll try the earlier footage,’ said Levi. ‘With any luck the cameras caught the number plate when the owner came in.’  

He selected the best angle and went back through the video, looking for the moment when the Land Rover had entered the car park. He didn’t find it. 

‘The tapes don’t go back that far,’ said Levi. ‘Or, if they do, they’ve been archived and aren’t accessible online. There’s nothing more I can do here.’  

‘Then we’re fucked!’ said Bragg, kicking the leg of the table. ‘I beg your pardon,’ he said to Malati. 

She politely ignored the outburst. 

‘We’ll  have  to  wait  until  the  owner  notices  that  the  Land  Rover  is  missing,’  said Levi. 

‘That could be days,’ said Bragg. ‘Isn’t there anything else you can do? Every detail of  our  lives  is  supposed  to  be  online.  What  about  getting  into  the  vehicle  transponder database and searching for the Land Rover in that car park?’  

‘The database isn’t set up that way. It’s designed to track vehicles where you know the registration, and can therefore access the transponder ID.’  

‘I  thought  the  whole  idea  of  a  database  was  manipulating  the  data  any  way  you choose?’  

‘Well,  theoretically,  but  this  is  a  highly  secure  system.  Even  hacking  in  for  a  few seconds risks detection. To locate the Land Rover that way, I’d have to crunch one hell of a lot of numbers, and security would find me long before I’d finished. 

‘What about downloading the data?’  
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‘It’s set up to prevent that. As soon as I tried, they’d trace me.’  

‘Then we can’t do anything but wait until the owner declares the Land Rover stolen. 

That could be days,’ Bragg repeated. 

‘It could,’ said Levi. ‘But Irith’s hunters will be in the same boat.’  

‘The Yellow Armbands will be in a much bigger boat with a lot more rowers, and they’ve got the manpower to do things we can’t.’  

‘I’ll try the stolen vehicle register again,’ said Levi. ‘In case it’s come up since we looked before.’  

It had. ‘Whoopee!’ said Bragg. ‘Can you delete the listing?’  

‘I  expect  so.  I’ll  have  a  go.’  Levi  worked  for  a  couple  of  minutes.  ‘Done,  though they’ll check the local police stations eventually.’  

‘Time  isn’t  on  our  side,  Levi.  Any  minutes  we  claw  back  could  make  all  the difference. Why don’t you get back into the transponder database and see where the Land Rover is now? And pray she hasn’t abandoned it too.’  

Levi  tapped  away  for  quite  a  while  and,  as  he  did,  his  brow  grew  ever  more furrowed. 

‘Something the matter?’ said Bragg. 

‘It’s not coming up anywhere in London, or even in the surrounding counties.’  

‘What does that mean?’  

‘This  is  real-time  data.  Either  she’s  left  London,  or  she’s  deactivated  the transponder.’  

‘Would she know how?’  

‘I’ve no idea. Let’s assume she’s gone to the country. I’ll go back to when she first stole the Land Rover, then jump forward in fifteen-minute intervals. She can’t get too far in that time.’  

‘Can you afford to stay in the database that long?’  

‘We’ll  find  out  soon  enough.  Go  and  sit  on  the  lounge.  I  can’t  think  with  you breathing down my neck.’  

Ten minutes later, Levi said, ‘She’s left London, heading north up the M1.’ A few minutes after that, ‘She’s still driving north. At 5 pm she was near Leeds, still heading north.’  

‘Could she be heading for Scotland?’  
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Levi shrugged. ‘We’ll only know when she gets to her destination. What about your plane?’  

‘I’ve  cancelled  it  –  the  boss  messaged  me:  “Don’t  bother  coming.  We’ve  replaced you with someone reliable”.’  

‘I’m sorry, Bragg.’  

Bragg looked away. He didn’t want to talk about it. 

‘Look, if you need a few bob to tide you over …’  

‘I’ll worry about that after we’ve found Irith,’ Bragg said tersely. Then, ‘But thanks for the offer.’  

‘Why don’t you and Malati get my Nissan Patrol packed with food and survival gear, everything we’ll need for three or four days. No, make that a week. Food and drink and clothing, wet- and cold-weather gear, a really good tent and sleeping bags, torches and batteries, radios and all the other odds and ends. I’ve got it all in the storeroom, packed and  labelled  for  such  an  eventuality.  Here’s  the  keycard.  The  Nissan  is  in  bay  forty-seven.’  

‘What about weapons?’  

‘I don’t plan on starting a war but we’d better be prepared. We’ll stop at one of my lockups on the way and pick up the  special equipment.’  

It  took  an  hour  to  get  ready.  Bragg  came  back  up  the  stairs,  rubbing  his  freezing hands together. ‘It’s done. How have you got on?’  

‘She’s still heading north. Let’s go.’  
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Chapter 16 



They  stopped  at  Levi’s  lockup,  checked  carefully  in  case  it  was  being  watched,  then loaded  in  a  selection  of  boxes  and  crates  and  headed  north.  It  was  after  eight  by  then. 

Bragg  drove  till  midnight,  when  Levi  took  over.  At  3.30  am  he  could  go  no  further. 

Bragg hadn’t slept and Levi didn’t want to ask  Malati to take over in the wild and icy conditions. They stopped at a motel off the M6 motorway, just short of Lancaster. Irith was still driving north, now on the A82 near Ballachulish. 

They  slept  until  9  am,  when  Levi  checked  the  database.  ‘Irith’s  transponder’s stopped  moving.  She’s  halfway  up  Scotland  now,  in  the  Western  Highlands.’  He indicated the area on the map. ‘I guess she just couldn’t keep going any more.’  

‘What’s there?’ Bragg said quietly, not wanting to disturb Malati. ‘Not much. The odd village, though she doesn’t seem to have stopped at one.’  

‘Exactly where did she stop?’  

‘She turned off the A82 after Fort William, here, and took the A830 west along Loch Eil. Somewhere near Glenfinnan she turned north, then stopped.’ Bragg studied the map. 

‘Whereabouts? I can’t see anything but mountain, forest and heath.’  

‘I’m not sure. According to the sample key, the positional accuracy is low for that time because the  satellite has had a power outage. The position fix,’ he squinted at the screen,  trying  to  read  the  tiny  writing,  ‘comes  from  the  on-ground  base  stations,  but they’re a long way apart up there. The accuracy is really poor – two to five kilometres.’  

‘Let’s hope the satellite is up again by the time she moves on. What’s the weather forecast for the Highlands?’  

‘Rain and sleet. Gale-force winds.’  

‘Great!’  

They drove on, travelling slowly in the bleak conditions, and stopping every so often for  hot  drinks.  Levi  was  very  quiet.  Malati  too.  Doubtless  they  were  thinking  about Aislyn and Kirrily, as Bragg was. He couldn’t get them out of his mind, how alive they’d 139 
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been  –  little  Aislyn,  so  fiercely  protective  of  her  tall  daughter,  and  Kirrily’s  quiet amusement. He hoped their deaths had been quick. 

Levi checked again at 3 pm. ‘I can’t find the Land Rover’s transponder record.’ They had  made  slow  progress.  It  wasn’t  snowing  here,  though  they  were  now  approaching Stirling through driving rain. 

‘Have they deleted it?’ Bragg asked. 

‘No, the earlier readings are there.’  

‘Then how could the signal be lost?’  

Levi scratched the white bristles on his chin. ‘Maybe the satellite went down again, or the earth station receiving it. That happens all the time – not enough maintenance. Or maybe she drove the Land Rover inside a building that the transponder signal couldn’t penetrate.’  

‘Levi, if we can get the location, so can her enemies …’  

‘What are you getting at?’  

‘I don’t suppose you could delete the Land Rover’s transponder entries?’  

‘Not without being noticed. The security program would see that fields which should have data in them are blank, and raise an alert. The database manager would simply go back  to  the  raw  data  and  recalculate  the  entries,  and  know  someone  unauthorised  had been rummaging through their database.’  

Bragg cursed under his breath. 

‘But  I  could   change   them,’  said  Levi.  ‘Let  me  check  if  the  locations  have  already been accessed. Can’t think why I didn’t do this before.’  

‘Because it was so risky?’ said Bragg. 

‘Mmm.’ Levi worked the keyboard. ‘We’re in luck – no one’s looked  at the Land Rover’s data yet. I’ll try it, though if I’m caught it’ll give the game away and they may be able to trace us as well.’ He looked inquiringly at Bragg. 

‘In for a penny …’ said Bragg. ‘What choice do we have?’  

‘Only to lose her. All right.’  

‘Write down her location coordinates first,’ said Bragg. 

‘I never forget a number,’ said Levi. 

Bragg turned to him. ‘What, never?’  

‘No, not ever.’  
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‘The contents of your mind must be rather … unusual.’  

‘My ex-wife put it rather more crudely. I daren’t risk changing every location, but I can alter them from Fort William onwards. I’ll keep her heading north along Loch Lochy and Loch Oich, then west just before Invergarry.’ He took the coordinates for the time pulses  direct  from  the  road  map,  just  to  be  sure.  ‘What  if  I  have  her  disappear  in Glengarry Forest? It’s twenty or thirty kilometres from her true location.’  

‘It’s all the same to me, Levi. I’ve never been to that part of Scotland.’  

‘Done,’ said Levi a minute or two later. ‘Let’s get rolling.’  

 

The satellite came back up but there were no further entries for Irith’s transponder. The Land Rover had simply disappeared. Bragg drove while Levi worked and they reached Fort William at 8 pm in light drizzle. Levi had booked a motel room and paid ahead; on arrival he simply downloaded the room code into his communicator and beamed it at the door.  The  lock  clicked  and  they  went  in.  There  was  no  hot  water  and  the  heater  was reduced to quarter power because of the electricity shortage, so they ate stale sandwiches and got into bed. Malati had scarcely spoken all day and said nothing now. She was out on her feet. 

Levi had his portable open on his lap. ‘Glenfinnan, where she disappeared, is about thirty kilometres west. They had light snow yesterday and this morning but, by the look of it, it’ll be gone by the time we get there.’  

He scowled at the Ordnance Survey map on the screen. ‘Why on earth did she go up there? It’s rugged country – the peaks go up to a thousand metres.’  

Bragg  leaned  over  so  he  could  see  the  map.  ‘There  aren’t  many  roads  to  search. 

They’ve probably found her already.’  

‘I  checked  the  database  system  administrator’s  logs.  No  one  has  accessed  data  for this transponder but me. I’ve also taken the precaution of erasing the shopping centre’s securicam tapes.’  

‘Doesn’t mean the Yellow Armbands can’t trace her,’ Bragg said gloomily. 

‘But it could delay them just enough.’  

 

They set off before dawn and followed the transponder track to Glenfinnan, where they parked under the viaduct. 
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‘She went north from here,’ said Levi, ‘then disappeared not long after.’  

‘There’s only one road north. If you could call it a road.’  

They took the track, which ran beside a meandering river. Tall plantations of Sitka spruce extended along either side of the river for kilometres. 

‘Why would she come this way?’ said Bragg. ‘The road doesn’t go anywhere.’  

‘Strange, isn’t it?’ said Levi. ‘Southern England is bursting at the seams yet people have left the Western Highlands in droves. The place is practically uninhabited.’  

The snow was gone, apart from an occasional icy clot in the lee of a rock or tree, but the vehicle left clear tracks on the damp earth road. 

‘She might have left her car in the forest and walked,’ said Malati. 

‘God, I hope not,’ said Bragg, eyeing the brooding peaks. ‘We’ll have to check every logging track, just in case.’  

They quartered the forest to the east of the river, which extended up the slopes to an altitude  of  seven  hundred  metres.  Bragg  drove  while  Levi  plotted  their  course,  making sure they didn’t miss even the oldest and most overgrown track. 

‘She must have been on the verge of collapse by the time she got here,’ said Levi, answering Bragg’s earlier question. ‘And maybe empty forest was more appealing than a town or village, where anyone she encountered could have been a Yellow Armband, or a sympathiser.’  

‘And maybe, after being drugged, she still wasn’t thinking straight,’ Bragg added. 

‘I’m astonished she got this far.’  

They crisscrossed the forest for an hour and a half. It was slow work, grinding up the steep, muddy slopes with the wheels spinning, even in four-wheel drive. Around 9.30 the drizzle  began  to  turn  to  sleet,  with  an  occasional  flake  of  snow  thrown  in.  It  wasn’t enough  to  hinder  them,  but  it  reduced  visibility and  made  it  uncomfortable,  since  they needed the windows open to see. 

‘Pull  over,’  said  Levi  as  Bragg  reached  the  top  of  a  stony  ridge.  Levi  moved  his computer from his lap to the seat beside him. ‘I’d hoped to get a view from here but the weather looks as though it’s closing in. You can have four seasons in a day round here.’  

‘If  not  an  hour.’  Bragg  stepped  onto  the  road.  ‘Still,  it  was  worse  than  this  in London.’  

Levi got out as well. ‘What’s that?’  
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‘Sounded like a helicopter.’ Bragg stared up at the grey sky. ‘North of us, or north-east. How far are we from the decoy location?’  

‘Glengarry Forest? About fifteen kilometres in a direct line, but the chopper wasn’t that far away.’  

‘They’re  searching  for  her.  They  know  she’s  here  somewhere.  What  do  we  do, Levi?’  

‘We just stay calm. It’s probably drifted off track. I’ve got a printer in the back – I’ll print up a few Forestry Commission Scotland signs and stick them to the doors. It’ll help avoid awkward questions.’  

‘I hope the ink’s waterproof.’  

‘Of course it is. Lighten up a bit, Bragg. Any more dour and you could pass for one of the locals.’  

‘Aislyn and Kirrily’s deaths took all the humour out of me.’  

‘It didn’t do much for me either, but misery is a poor companion on  a  search like this.’  

‘Maybe  the  Yellow  Armbands  have  twigged  that  we  sent  them  on  a  wild-goose chase.’  

‘There are lots of helicopters in the Highlands. It could the local laird checking his deer herd.’  

‘In this weather?’ Bragg said sceptically. 

‘Or the rescue service.’  

‘What if it’s the Yellow Armbands, or the Americans? Could they detect us?’  

‘The  Americans  might,  though  I  doubt  they  could  have  mobilised  this  quickly. 

Everything in this vehicle that emits electromagnetic radiation is shielded, but the bumpy trip could have shaken something loose. With a really good radio-frequency scanner the Yellow  Armbands  might  pick  up  something.  And  when  I  access  the  net,  it’d  be  easy, though they’ve no reason to suspect we’re anything other than what we appear to be –forestry workers.’  

‘Surely using the net would be suspicious out here.’  

‘Not at all – everyone does it. Foresters, gamekeepers, surveyors – even poachers.’  

‘If  I  were  the  Yellow  Armbands,  I’d  check  out  every  single  vehicle.  And  if  they search us, with the kind of gear you’ve got in the back, we’re stuffed.’  

 

143 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

‘What are you saying, Bragg?’  

‘It might be safer hiding the car outside our search area and continuing on foot.’  

‘We can’t do that until we’ve some idea where she is.’  

‘What if she crashed the Land Rover? Maybe that’s why her signal disappeared.’  

‘I hope not. It was minus ten last night.’  

‘Wait a minute! Vehicle transponders have directional antennae, don’t they, Levi?’  

‘That’s right. The signal is broadcast upwards to the satellite, in a cone.’  

‘So  in  an  accident,  if  the  car  ended  up  on  its  side,  the  satellite  wouldn’t  get  any signal. It would lose the vehicle.’  

‘Why  didn’t  I  think  of  that?’  said  Levi.  ‘Let’s  see  if  my  scanner  can  pick  up  the transponder’s frequency. Even if it’s pointing the other way, I may be able to detect some scatter.’  

‘And so will they.’  

‘Do you have to be so damn negative?’  

‘Sorry,’ said Bragg. 

Levi  programmed  the  scanner  and  connected  it  to  his  antenna  array,  which  was disguised as a roof rack. ‘Not a thing. Drive on.’  

Bragg kept going, up one logging track after another, though it was an hour and a half before Levi said suddenly, ‘I’m getting something.’  

‘Where?’  

‘West of here, roughly. The signal peak’s broad, so I’m not getting a clear direction.’ 

He plotted a narrow fan on the map. ‘It’s somewhere in there. Take the next left turn and keep going until I tell you to stop.’  

Bragg had been going for half a kilometre when Levi said, ‘Lost the bloody signal. 

No, keep going – hopefully we’ll pick it up from the top of the next hill.’  

Bragg  held  his  breath  all  the  way  up.  He  heard  the  helicopter  again  before  they reached the top. 

‘Nothing,’ said Levi as they bounced up the hill. ‘Still nothing.’ The Nissan reached the crest. ‘I’m getting something, though it’s very weak. Lost it! No, there it is. It’s a little stronger; I’m getting a definite peak this time.’  

‘Enough for a fix?’  

‘Not yet. Keep driving. There it is! Pull over for a second.’  
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Bragg  stopped.  Levi  plotted  the  fix,  which  intersected  the  fan  from  the  previous location about two kilometres away, on a ridge rather lower than theirs. It was still a big area to search. 

‘Drive  on  another  kilometre,’  said  Levi.  ‘If  I  can  get  a  third  fix  we  may  get  a reasonable intersection.’  

Bragg doubted it but kept his reservations to himself this time. 

Levi did get a third fix, though the two lines and the fan did not intersect neatly. The triangular area to be searched, also spruce forest, was nearly a kilometre on each side. 

‘So she’s in there somewhere,’ said Bragg. 

The helicopter cruised by again, invisible in the low cloud. 

‘Well, that’s where the Land Rover is,’ said Levi. ‘We’d better go back and walk in. 

That chopper is definitely searching in our area now and if we take the Nissan we’ll lead them straight to her.’  

 

They drove back to Glenfinnan and left the Nissan up a forest track a few kilometres west of the town, with all the electronics turned off and the vehicle covered in branches and heath. Levi filled his pack with a variety of equipment, while Bragg carried the tent and the food, and Malati the sleeping bags as well as cold-weather gear for Irith. Even if they found her alive, they were going to be sleeping out tonight. 

‘We’ve got a three- or four-kilometre hike to get to the search area,’ said Levi as they prepared  to  set  out.  ‘We’ll  go  up  through  the  forest.  It’s  a  steep  climb  to  six  hundred metres  –  we’re  at  three  hundred  now  –  and  very  craggy,  but  after  that  we’ll  have  a relatively  easy  walk  up  along  the  ridgetops,  over  a  saddle  then  down  steeply  into  the search area. Come on. It’s nearly eleven now and it could take three or four hours to get there.’  

Twice  more  on  the  trek  Bragg  heard  the  chopper  again,  not  far  away.  He  was  so afraid for Irith he could barely walk straight. 

 

Three  and  a  half  exhausting  hours  after  leaving  the  Nissan,  Bragg  and  Malati  were standing  on  top  of  a  rocky  peak,  looking  down  on  the  search  area.  Bragg  scanned  the slope for logging tracks. 
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‘Can you see any roads, Malati?’ He was a little out of breath. She’d climbed more easily than he had. But then, she was seventeen and he was thirty-seven. 

‘There.’ She traced a logging track through the spruces. 

He followed her moving finger. ‘Hey! I can see something shining down there,’ he called to Levi. 

‘Where?’ yelled Levi. 

He  was  a  good  hundred  metres  further  down,  labouring  up  the  steep  slope.  and looked exhausted. ‘Ahead and down a few hundred metres. A steep logging track comes halfway up. She must have driven over the edge.’  

‘Go and have a look.’  

‘I’ll wait for you,’ said Bragg, anxious now. Levi was close enough that Bragg could see he was grey in the face. He hoped the old man’s heart was up to it. Malati looked anxious too. Shortly Levi stood beside them, panting. ‘You must do a lot of hiking.’  

‘Since the divorce, it’s the only recreation I can afford. How are you feeling?’  

‘Not too bloody good. Where did you see it?’  

‘Way down there, below and to the left of that big black crag. See where the tongue of mist is creeping up the valley. Above that.’  

Levi opened out a pair of folding binoculars. ‘Let’s hope the mist comes all the way up. Ah, I see it. I think it’s a car. Yes, it is.’  

‘A Land Rover?’ If it had fallen all that way from the track, Irith was probably dead. 

‘Can’t tell. Where are our airborne friends?’  

‘I haven’t heard the chopper lately.’  

Bragg scrambled down the slope, sliding on wet leaves and greasy clay. He could not imagine good news. The accident had been too long ago. 

By the time he was halfway he could see it clearly. ‘It’s the Land Rover,’ he called, and set off at a run down the precipitous slope. 

‘Hang on!’ Levi yelled. ‘You’ll break your neck.’  

Bragg took no notice. The vehicle lay on the driver’s side, the chassis hard up against a big spruce. The sides and roof were dented where it had rolled, though the passenger compartment was intact. The windscreen had starred. 
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He skidded down the last ten metres, risking his ankles if not his neck, and brought himself  up  sharply  with  his  palms  against  the  side  of  the  car.  It  rocked  slightly  then settled back in place. He smelled diesel. 

‘Irith?’  he  cried,  trying  to  see  in  through  the  late-afternoon  shadows.  His  eyes adjusted and he saw a small head, brown hair, an arm. She wasn’t moving. 

He kicked the broken back window in. ‘Irith?’  

There  came  the  faintest  groan  and  Bragg’s  eyes  flooded.  She  was  alive!  He clambered up behind the driver’s seat and looked over. Irith was lying on her side against the door, one leg twisted under the seat. Irith turned her head slowly, as if it hurt to move, and saw him there, and gave the tiniest of smiles. It warmed his heart. 

‘What are you doing here, Bragg?’ she said softly. Her voice was crackly. 

‘We came looking for you, of course. Levi’s on his way down now.’  

‘Thank you,’ she whispered. ‘That was excessively kind …’  

‘Are you all right?’  

‘I’ve felt better.’  

Climbing  through  between  the  seats,  he  looked  her  over. ‘What’s  the  matter?  You haven’t broken your back –?’  

‘Nothing’s broken, but my ankle is pinned between the seat and the side. I can’t get it free.’  

Malati appeared at the back window and crawled through. Irith looked from her to Bragg, back to Malati. 

‘It’s a long story,’ said Bragg. 

Malati reached over the seat, drew back, then extended her hand again. ‘You saved my life,’ she said simply. ‘And when Levi said you were in danger, I had to come.’ She took Irith’s hand. 

‘Thank you,’ Irith said hoarsely. 

Bragg squeezed into the space under the dashboard. The edge of the seat mounting was pressed hard against Irith’s leg, just above the ankle, forcing it against the side wall of the car, which had been pushed inwards. Another couple of centimetres and the seat frame would have torn her foot off. Bragg pulled her trouser leg up. Her whole lower leg was bruised black and the skin around her ankle had chafed off where she’d tried to get free. Her foot was also swollen, though nothing seemed broken. 
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‘We’ll soon have you out,’ said Bragg. ‘Don’t worry.’  

He  held  her  free  hand,  a  little  self-consciously,  thinking  of  their  breakup,  but Irith clutched it tightly. Hers was dry and very cold. ‘I’m so thirsty,’ she said. ‘I don’t suppose 

…’  

He took the water bottle from his belt and held it to her lips, tilting her chin up so the water didn’t go all over her. She took a few sips, struggling to swallow, since her head was lower than her torso. 

‘That’ll do for the moment, thanks, Bragg. I haven’t had a pee for a day and a half and my bladder’s like a cow’s udder.’  

‘I don’t know how you survived. I’m sure I wouldn’t have.’  

‘I  had  a  bottle  of  water.  It  ended  up  behind  the  seat  but  I  couldn’t  quite  reach  it. 

You’ve no idea how frustrating that was … I could touch the end of the bottle but my fingers kept slipping off it.’  

‘It must have been bitterly cold.’  

‘I’ve a good coat. I tried to start the car so I could use the heater, but it wouldn’t turn over.’  

‘Probably just as well. It might have caught fire.’  

‘I didn’t think of that.’  

‘Don’t tire yourself.’ He wished Levi would hurry. 

‘I want to talk. I’ve been alone for so long.’  

So have I, he thought. Seven years. And never more so than with my ex-wife. 

‘I was wondering how long I could last without water.’ Her voice went hoarse again, she  reached  out  with  both  hands  for  the  water  bottle  and  he  gave  her  another  tiny  sip. 

‘I’ve heard of climbers cutting off a trapped foot to get free. I don’t think I could do it, though. I’m not sure I love life that much.’ She sighed and lay her head on the door. 

‘It won’t be long now.’ Bragg heard Levi’s sliding footsteps. ‘She’s all right, Levi,’ 

he called, ‘but her foot’s trapped between the seat frame and the side of the car, below the door. We might have to pull the seat out to free her.’  

Levi  wrenched  out  the  windscreen  and  put  his  head  in  through  the  hole.  ‘You certainly did a good job of hiding, Irith.’  

‘Sorry,’ she said automatically. 
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‘Let’s get you out. And we’d better be quick,’ he said softly. ‘If I can find you, so can they.’ He leaned through and studied the point where her ankle was pinned, making faces. ‘What do you think, Bragg?’  

‘I think we’ll have to roll the car onto its roof. We can’t get any leverage on the seat mounting from this angle.’  

‘That’s not going to do her leg any good.’  

‘I know.’  

Bragg  let  go  of  Irith’s  hand  and  wriggled  outside,  walking  back  and  forth.  Malati followed and stood with her arms wrapped around herself, looking up at the threatening sky. 

‘I’m not keen on the idea,’ said Bragg. ‘The slope’s pretty steep here – what if the vehicle slips sideways? It could slide past the tree and keep falling.’  

‘That’s what I’m worried about,’ said Levi, ‘but how else are we going to get at the seat?’  

In the distance Bragg heard the thud-thud of the chopper, and it terrified him. Once the  enemy  found  them  it  was  all  over.  On  foot  they’d  have  no  hope.  ‘I  keep  hearing helicopters,’ said Irith. 

‘They’re looking for you,’ Levi said bluntly. 

‘Because of the code box. I can’t think why I did that. I must have been out of my head.’ Irith pulled herself into a compact mass against the side of the car. ‘What am I to do, Levi? I’ve destroyed Mum’s career.’  

‘I doubt that,’ Levi began. 

‘I’ve  been  going  through  it,  over  and  again,  ever  since  I  woke  in  the  car.  Even  if Mum did … doubt me, I’ve ruined her. And I don’t have the faintest idea why I did it.’  

‘You’d been drugged and you were psychotic. There’s no point trying to make sense of it.’  

‘I have to. I’m normally so rational.’  

‘And I’m sure it made perfect sense at the time.’  

‘It seemed to, from the fragments I remember,’ she said. 

‘Well, let’s concentrate on the present. Getting you free.’  

‘We’ve got to give the code box back.’ She clutched at Levi’s sleeve, 

‘I’m not sure we can just now, Irith.’  
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‘You’ve got contacts. Call them.’  

‘If I do, that chopper will locate us  within minutes, and I’m sure it’s the Yellows. 

You don’t want  them  to get it.’  

‘I’ve ruined Mum,’ Irith said for the third time, and began to cry without making a sound. 

When she’d been reduced to sniffles, Levi said, ‘We’ll have to tip the Land Rover onto its roof to get you out. There’s no other way to get at the seat. Do you think you can manage that? It won’t be pleasant, and there’s a risk –’  

She wiped her face. ‘I heard what Bragg said. Just do what you have to do.’  

‘All right. Pull your belt tight and brace yourself as well as you can, to protect your ankle.’ Then  Levi  said  quietly  to  Bragg,  ‘I  hope the  seat  belt  holds,  otherwise  it  could break her neck.’  

‘Hadn’t you better disable the transponder?’ said Bragg, ‘in case they’re tracking it the way you did?’  

‘Shit yes! Right away.’  

Levi popped the bonnet, reached in under with a compact electronic device that he’d taken from his pack, and came out again. ‘All right. Let’s give it a heave.’  

‘Ready?’ said Bragg. 

‘Yes,’ Irith said quietly. 

‘We’ll rock it back and forth three or four times,’ said Levi, ‘then, if we can, heave it over.’ They took their positions. ‘If it falls, Malati, jump behind the tree, not the other way.’  

Her eyes widened and she glanced down the steep slope. ‘Yes, Levi.’  

Levi looked across at Bragg, who nodded. Bragg braced his feet against a rock, took a firm grip and heaved. The vehicle swayed before settling back against the tree. 

‘One! Christ, it’s heavy, Levi.’  

‘I think we can manage it. Again.’  

‘Two.’  The  vehicle  rocked  before  thumping  back  against  the  tree.  Irith  gave  a muffled gasp of pain. 

‘OK, Bragg, Malati, give it everything you’ve got.’  
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‘Three!’ Bragg heaved with all his strength. The Land Rover teetered and began to fall  back.  He  hit  it  with  his  shoulder,  straining  with  all  the  strength  in  his  legs.  Metal ground on stone, the car rocked again then toppled onto its roof. 

Irith let out a scream of agony. The vehicle rotated on its roof and began to slide. 

‘Look out, Levi,’ cried Bragg. ‘It’s going.’  

Malati sprang in behind the spruce, landing on all fours like a cat. Levi caught hold of  the  frame  of  the  window  but,  realising  the  impossibility  of  stopping  two  tons  of moving metal, leapt out of the way as the car slid past the tree. ‘Oh, shit! It’s going to go all the way.’  
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Chapter 17 



They watched, appalled and helpless, as the car kept sliding. The roof screeched across an outcrop of glistening schist, where the rim of the windscreen caught on a projection. The vehicle rotated a little further then ground to a halt just before the edge of the drop. 

Bragg bounded down. ‘Irith, Irith?’  

She was hanging upside down from the seat belt, gritting her teeth. Tears ran down her forehead into her hair. ‘It feels as if my foot’s been pulled off.’  

He  looked  up.  Threads  of  blood  were  running  towards  her  knee.  ‘It’s  still  there. 

You’ll be all right in a minute. We can get at the seat now.’  

Levi was jamming chocks of flat stone under the front part of the roof, to stop the vehicle  going  any  further.  Malati  did  the  same  on  the  other  side.  ‘See  if  you  can  find anything to lever the seat frame away from the side,’ said Levi. 

‘I had a chisel,’ said Irith. ‘But I don’t know where it ended up after the accident.’  

Bragg couldn’t see it anywhere. ‘Where are the car tools?’  

‘I don’t know.’  

‘There’s  a  toolbox  strapped  down  in  the  back,’  said  Levi,  coming  round  to  Irith’s door and trying to ease it open. It didn’t budge. It had jammed. He reached in through the window  and  pressed  the  central  locking  button  several  times,  then  tried  again.  With  a great heave and a crackle of metal, the door sagged open. He gripped Irith’s hand for a moment before going around for the toolbox. 

Bragg  heard  the  chopper  again,  and  it  sounded  nearer.  He  said  nothing.  The afternoon  mist  was  creeping  up  the  slope,  though  not  quickly  enough  to  hide  them. 

Visibility was still a hundred metres. 

‘Here’s a tyre lever,’ said Levi, pawing through the box of tools. 

‘It’s not long enough to get the leverage we’ll need,’ said Bragg. 

‘There isn’t anything better. Can we unbolt the seat?’  

‘What’s in the tool kit?’  

 

152 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

‘Tyre lever, car jack, screwdriver and a handful of spanners.’  

‘Is that all? Give us a look at the spanners.’  

Levi handed them to him. Bragg handed them back. ‘No good. No shifting spanner?’  

‘There’s a big one, but you wouldn’t fit it in the space.’  

‘What about using a branch as a lever?’ said Malati. 

‘I  don’t  think  spruce  would  be  strong  enough,’  said  Bragg.  ‘See  if  you  can  find  a wedge-shaped rock I can bash into the gap.’  

Malati hurried along the edge of the outcrop. 

Levi went the other way, but came back. ‘I can find plenty of slabs but it’s just brittle schist. It’ll smash before the seat frame moves.’  

‘We’ll have to try it,’ said Bragg. ‘How are you doing, Irith?’  

‘I wouldn’t mind if you could get me out fairly soon,’ she said in a faint voice. 

‘We’ll be as quick as we can,’ said Bragg. 

Levi wedged the slabs of slate in and Bragg pounded them with a rock. Irith winced with every blow. The vehicle shifted on its roof but the slabs broke without moving the seat frame one micron. 

 Thud-thud. The helicopter was even closer. Bragg drew Levi away from the car, out of Irith’s hearing. ‘We’re not going to manage it before they find us. Any other ideas?’  

Levi  surveyed  the  sky,  which  was  blackly  overcast  now  and  looking  like  snow. 

‘They’re flying a grid; it might take them another hour.’  

‘I doubt it.’  

‘The mist’s starting to close in nicely.’  

‘I dare say they’ll have thermal imagers,’ said Bragg. ‘How long till dark?’  

‘A  couple  of  hours.  And  the  weather  isn’t  coming  in  fast  enough  to  ground  them, unfortunately. It’s only low-level mist.’  

‘Isn’t there anything you can do?’ said Bragg. ‘Any electronic counter-measures you can use to throw them off our track?’  

‘All I’ve got is a portable computer and a few odds and ends.’  

‘I’ve seen you work miracles with as little.’  

‘Not this time,’ said Levi. ‘Though I know what the sensible thing to do is.’  

‘I don’t think I’m going to like it,’ said Bragg. 
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‘They want the code box more than they want her. If one of us were to scoot with it, making a visible decoy, it might give the other a chance to free her.’  

‘And it might mean we lose everything.’  

‘I didn’t say I liked the idea,’ said Levi. 

‘If you’re talking about me,’ said Irith in a tremulous voice, ‘I’d like to hear it.’  

They went back to the car. ‘We can’t get you out, Irith,’ said Levi. ‘I was thinking I should take the code box and …’  

‘No!’ Irith cried. ‘They’ll kill you! Why don’t you …’ She seemed to be screwing up her courage. ‘Just cut my foot off.’  

Malati cried out. 

Bragg felt an icy caterpillar crawl up his spine. ‘You’ll bleed to death. We don’t have any medical supplies.’  

‘I’ll risk it. Do it now, before I change my mind …’  

Levi was staring at her. ‘It’s no good, Irith. Not even Bragg could carry you to the top of the crag, and the Nissan is kilometres away.’  

‘All right! Just go. I’ll be all right – I’ve got a gun.’  

Bragg looked at Levi. Levi grimaced. ‘I don’t …’  

‘You  can’t  let  the  Yellow  Armbands  get  the  code  box,  Levi,’  Irith  said  urgently. 

‘Take it and go!’ The look in her eyes was tragic. The helicopter roared again, less than a kilometre away. ‘I’ve really made a mess of things, haven’t I?’  

Her soft brown eyes were on Bragg. He wanted to weep. He looked away and his eye fell on the car jack in the toolbox. 

‘Take a look at this,’ he said to Levi, hefting out the jack. ‘It’s very compact. Do you think we could jack the seat mounting out of the way?’  

‘The jack wouldn’t fit in the space,’ said Levi. 

‘What if we hammer it in?’  

‘Risks bending the lifting rod.’  

‘We’ve got nothing to lose.’  

Bragg  wound  the  jack  all  the  way  down  and  considered  it,  head  to  one  side,  lips pursed. 

‘It’s a couple of centimetres too high,’ said Levi. ‘But if we knocked off the footplate 

…’  
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‘And the jacking plate on top.’ Bragg measured the height of the jack with a finger, and then the gap between the seat frame and the side of the car. ‘Just a fraction under five centimetres, I’d say. The jack would still be a tad too high.’  

‘We could probably tap it in that far.’ Levi lay the jack down and put the chisel point of the tyre lever under the footplate mounting. ‘Give that a whack.’  

After  a  couple  of  minutes’  work  they  had  removed  the  footplate  and  the  jacking plate.  Bragg  gave  the  top  of  the  jack  a  measured  whack.  It  went  down  a  couple  of millimetres. 

‘I  think  we  might  just  squeeze  it  into  the  gap.’ Levi  eased  the  jack  in,  wiggling  it back and forth. It went almost all the way, only to jam at the last moment. He tapped it the rest of the way with the back of the shifting spanner. Each impact forced a small cry out  of  Irith.  ‘That’ll  do.  OK,  Bragg,  wind  for  all  you’re  worth.  I’ll  remove  the transponder.’  

Bragg fitted the crank and began to turn it. Levi pulled up the bonnet and began to work underneath. 

The  jack  began  to  go  up,  then  jammed.  Bragg  wound  it  back  a  little,  tapped  it  a couple  of  times  and  cranked  again.  He  gave  a  few  turns  and  then  the  crank  stopped turning. He strained and sweat burst out on his brow. ‘It’s not moving,’ Bragg said. ‘It’s one hell of a load.’  

‘Keep winding back and forth, but be careful. The frame may give suddenly.’  

Bragg did so, then turned the crank another half turn, and another after that. ‘Is your seat belt tight, Irith? Don’t want to drop you on your head.’  

‘No,’ she said faintly. Levi pulled the belt up, then supported Irith with his hands on her  shoulders.  Bragg  gave  the  crank  a  quarter  turn.  Metal  creaked  and  the  seat  frame moved a fraction. ‘It’s shifted, Levi.’  

‘Do you need a break?’  

‘I can go on for a while.’  

He wound another turn. Irith gave a little cry. 

‘What’s the matter?’ said Bragg. 

‘It’s getting tighter. It’s crushing my ankle!’  

‘Shit, is it? It must be pushing the other end back in.’  
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Bragg wound the crank back and tapped the jack a few centimetres to the right. He wound the crank again until the load came on it, then gave it three furious, heart-bursting turns. Irith let out another cry and her foot came free. 

‘Put your arms around me,’ said Levi. She did so; Bragg released the seat belt and Irith fell into Levi’s arms. 

‘Well done, Bragg,’ he said softly, lifting Irith out and laying her on the slope, which was covered in spruce needles. He took her shoe off and checked her right foot carefully. 

It was swollen, and the ankle and lower leg abraded and wrenched, but nothing seemed broken. ‘Can you stand up?’  

‘With a bit of assistance,’ Irith said. 

Bragg  helped  her  to  her  feet.  ‘Let’s  get  the  fuck  out  of  here.  Can  you  walk  by yourself?’ He held her upright. 

Irith put her weight on her right foot and winced. ‘It hurts like buggery, but I dare say I can move if I have to.’  

‘We’d better get going,’ said Bragg. 

‘If  I  don’t  have  a  pee,  I’ll  explode.’  She  hopped  behind  the  tree.  ‘And  I’ll  need  a couple of things out of the car.’  

They  collected  Irith’s  small  pack,  the  code  box,  the  gun  and  several  blocks  of chocolate. ‘Have you seen a videotape?’ said Irith. 

‘No. Is it important?’ said Levi. 

‘Extremely. I pinched it from the Yellow Armbands. It’s a surveillance record.’  

‘How did you manage that?’ said Levi. ‘Never mind – you can tell us later.’  

They  searched  the  vehicle,  twice,  but  the  tape  was  not  in  it.  Neither  was  it  on  the surrounding ground. 

‘Are you sure you didn’t leave it in the other car you stole?’ said Bragg. 

‘The way I was feeling I could have put it anywhere.’  

‘Then you probably dropped it at Jemma’s when you changed your clothes.’  

‘I suppose so,’ she said. ‘At least she’ll know what to do with it.’  

‘I’ve an idea,’ said Levi. 

‘I hope it’s a better one than the last,’ said Bragg. 

‘What if I make a decoy  with the transponder? I could float it down the river in a plastic bag, weighted so it’ll stay upright.’  
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‘And  when  they  find  it,  they’ll  know  we  put  it  there,’  said  Bragg,  ‘which  will  be worse than them never finding it.’  

‘How  else  are  we  going  to  get  all  the  way  back  to  the  Nissan,  Bragg?’  said  Levi quietly. ‘They’re going to find this Land Rover any minute and they’ll throw a cordon around the mountain that not a midge will be able to get through. If I can win us an hour, it’s gold. I’ll meet you just this side of the top of the ridge, where the north-facing crags jut in toward each other like angled teeth. It’s just this side of the saddle, remember?’ He put his head back into the engine bay. 

‘I know it,’ said Bragg. 

They  set  off  up  the  ridge,  Bragg  supporting  Irith,  Malati  carrying  her  gear.  Irith looked over her shoulder at Levi. 

‘Don’t  worry,  he  knows  what  he’s  doing,’  said  Bragg  unconvincingly.  ‘Christ!’  It was the chopper again, sounding really close, though with the mist all around them it was hard to tell just where it was. 

Irith could only manage a hobble and Bragg didn’t see how they were going to get her all the way to the Nissan. He was starting to wonder if she would make it to the top of the ridge. ‘How are you doing?’  

‘It’s a lot better than being upside down in the car,’ she said. 

‘I dare say.’  

They  kept  climbing,  moving  as  carefully  as  they  could.  They’d  just  reached  the lowest of the crags and were sheltering from the wind under an overhang when a chopper roared  right  over  them. They  couldn’t  see  it  but the  noise  was  deafening,  and  the  mist swirled around them in the downdraught. Irith tried to scramble up but Bragg pulled her down. 

‘Don’t move. If they’ve got infra-red scanners they’ll easily pick you up out in the open.’  

‘Even in the daytime?’  

‘I’d reckon so. We’re a good thirty-five degrees hotter than our surroundings.’  

The  chopper,  now  a  few  hundred  metres  down  the  slope,  sounded  as  if  it  was hovering. 

‘They’ve found the Land Rover,’ Bragg muttered. 

‘Can they tell we were there a few minutes ago?’ asked Irith. 
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‘Not  from  the  air,  but  if  they’ve  got  a  good  portable  infra-red  scanner  they  might pick up hot spots on your seat and the car jack.’  

She shivered and lowered her voice. ‘Could they track our footsteps that way?’  

‘Who knows? Ready?’ Bragg consulted a printed map and compass. ‘That’s odd.’ He tapped  the  compass  a  few  times,  scowling.  ‘There  must  be  magnetic  minerals  in  these rocks. I  know  north is behind us. This way.’ He held his arm out, pointing right, up the slope of the ridge. 

‘Where are we going?’ Irith said softly. 

‘Back to the car, in the forest west of Glenfinnan. We weren’t game to leave it any closer, with so many people hunting you.’  

‘I’m not up to a long walk, Bragg.’ 

‘I’ll help you,’ said Malati. 

‘We’ll have to camp once it gets dark,’ said Bragg. ‘You can’t wander around this kind of country at night.’ A single flake of snow drifted across the ridge and he looked up. ‘That’s not what we need right now.’  

‘It’ll help to hide us,’ said Irith. 

‘And show our tracks in the morning, should we survive that long.’  
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Chapter 18 



Irith  hobbled  along  between  Bragg  and  Malati,  feeling  a  dreadful  fool.  She  must  have been off her head back at Jemma’s place. Taking the code box had seemed so important then; now she couldn’t even begin to imagine why she’d done it. The memories of the drive  up  to  Scotland  were  fragmentary,  dreamlike,  and  fleshed  out  with  hallucinogenic episodes. How could she possibly have believed that Jemma had betrayed her so? It was absurd even to think it. 

She wished she could throw away the wretched code box but if it fell into the wrong hands and caused some political disaster, her mother might even go to prison. 

‘Bragg?’  she  said  hesitantly,  as  they  were  trudging  along  the  downslope  side  of  a fallen  tree.  Above  them  a  steep,  rocky  area,  never  planted  with  spruce,  was  sparsely covered in heather and bracken. ‘Do you think we’re going to get out of here?’  

‘I –’ He squeezed her wrist and she froze. ‘Did you hear that?’ he whispered. 

‘No.’  

‘It sounded like someone stepping onto a dead branch. They’re after us.’ He pulled her down into the heather. Malati was already on her belly. 

‘What do we do?’ Irith’s voice went hoarse. 

Bragg took her hand. ‘We don’t panic or give ourselves away. There can’t be many of them yet – that was only a little chopper.’  

As he finished speaking, the helicopter’s engine roared and it took off, curving away down  the  slope.  Irith  let  out  her  breath,  but  the chopper  turned  and  came  roaring  back over her head, making the mist roil and swirl around them. 

It hovered up near the saddle they were making for, just a few hundred metres away. 

Irith  put  her  free  hand  in  her  pocket,  sliding  her  fingers  along  the  cold  metal  of  the automatic.  She’d  fired  it  several  times  while  breaking  into  Jemma’s  office  –  she  could remember that much. And once before that, in the garden shed. How many shots were left? She ejected the magazine and counted. It was a fifteen-shot, but there were only nine 159 
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bullets. It took her a while to recollect her first shot; the one she’d fired to kill Rafe, the squat brute with the yellow fingernails. She must have blocked it out. 

Bragg squeezed her hand, warningly, then let go. ‘Last resort,’ he whispered. ‘That’ll tell everyone we’re here. Keep down!’  

There came a twiggy crunch and a man appeared below them, wearing camouflage colours. He was carrying a heavy pack; a variety of equipment hung from his belt and he had  a  headset  pushed  up  onto  the  front  of  his  helmet.  He  turned  left  and  right  as  he walked, the barrel of his assault rifle sweeping across a patch of ferns. He was no more than thirty metres away, moving along a line that would take him just below them. 

Irith’s  heart  was  thumping  wildly  and  she  felt  a  burning  pain  in  the  centre  of  her chest. It’d be a laugh if I had a heart attack, she thought oddly, though she knew the pain was just tension. Pity I didn’t take more exercise when I had the chance; I used to be so fit. 

The man’s radio crackled. ‘I can’t hear you,’ he said clearly, and turned the volume up. There was another burst of static, in which Irith could distinguish speech, though not what the words were. 

‘It’s  no  fucking  good,’  the  man  near  them  said.  ‘I  can’t  hear  a  fucking  thing.’  He turned away, peering through the mist. ‘Jim, can you tell what they’re saying?’  

Jim’s answer was another indecipherable burst of static. 

The  man  pulled  the  headset  over  his  eyes  and  turned  this  way  and  that.  ‘I’m  not seeing anything. Hang on – I’ll initialise the fucker and try again.’  

He pulled off the headset, which Irith assumed  was a  set of infra-red goggles, and fiddled with it. The radio kept buzzing and he kept repeating, ‘I can’t hear you.’  

Irith’s mouth was dry. Her ankle was killing her and, crouched down this way, her leg had begun to cramp up. She swayed. Bragg caught hold of her, looking worried. Well he might. 

She flashed him a tentative smile and rubbed her tender calf. 

‘I’m getting something now,’ said the searcher. He had the goggles back on and was staring at the palm of his outstretched hand. ‘But it’s ghosting like all fuck.’  

‘He’s got a wide vocabulary,’ murmured Bragg. 

Jim said something over the radio and the first man clicked a knob on the side of the goggles, then moved backwards a couple of steps, pointing his face towards the ground. 
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‘Yup, yup. It’s working now – picking up the heat of my footmarks. Must’ve been taking a while to warm up. OK, we’re in business.’  

‘That’s done it!’ said Bragg. 

Irith  thought  so  too.  The  man  began  scanning  the  slope,  across  and  back,  up  a fraction and across and back again. Bragg tensed. 

‘Bragg?’ she whispered. 

Bragg eased a long-barrelled black automatic out of his coat. ‘If he comes directly towards  us,  or  spots  us  with  that  thing,  I’ll  have  to  shoot  him,  though  that’ll  bring the other guy down on us.’  

Irith swallowed. She could not get used to such casual talk about killing. She felt on the ground for a pebble. ‘What if I chuck this away to one side?’  

‘Make damn sure he doesn’t see the movement. He’s likely to fire on it if he does.’  

The  searcher  turned  in  her  direction.  The  muzzle  of  his  assault  rifle  looked  big enough to swallow her. 

 

Levi was a few hundred metres below the wrecked car, by a trickling burn at the bottom of the slope, when he heard the chopper come down. Bugger it! he thought, looking down at the transponder. I’m too late. He slipped it into his pocket and took a military radio-frequency scanner out of his pack. If anyone got out carrying radios or other electronic gear he could use the scanner to locate them by their RF emissions. 

Levi ran an aerial out twenty metres to his left, another the same distance to the right, connected the scanner to his portable and sat down on a wet rock. Setting the program to scan  he  logged  every  frequency  he  could  detect.  Most  came  from  outside  the  area,  of course – broadcast media or commercial transmissions. He flagged and eliminated them and set to work on the local  signals. They were  easily differentiated, being on unusual frequencies. 

He identified three sources, one near the Land Rover and two further up the slope, probably armed men on the ground. The chopper gave a  stronger signal. He picked up other, reflected signals from further away, which might have been vehicles. He could not identify them. 

Levi opened a 1:25,000 Ordnance Survey map of the area, the most detailed one he had on his computer, and superimposed the signals on it. The distant emissions were a 161 
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few kilometres away, to the south and west, but if the searchers had all-terrain vehicles, it wouldn’t take them long to get here. 

Unfortunately  these  distant  signals  were  coming  from  the  direction  of  their  escape route,  and  Bragg,  Irith  and  Malati  wouldn’t  know  the  vehicles  were  there.  They’d  be caught or, at the very best, cut off from the Nissan. 

He  glanced  at  his  watch.  Only  an  hour  of  daylight  left.  Once  darkness  fell  they’d have difficulty moving through such rugged country. He’d packed a pair of night-vision goggles  but  they  weren’t  ideal  and  it  would  be  difficult  for  the  others  to  follow  him silently. Their pursuers had no such handicap – it didn’t matter if they made a noise. 

The two men above the Land Rover were moving up the slope, in the direction he’d sent Bragg. Levi cursed under his breath. They must have picked up tracks. If they had infrared gear they’d find Irith, Malati and Bragg within minutes. 

Levi had to make a diversion. He should have done so before the chopper had found the  wrecked  car,  but  getting Irith  out  had  taken  too  much  time.  Taking  a  signal  rocket from his pack, he set its timer for two minutes and stuck it in a rotting log. He adjusted the angle so it would race across the sky above the chopper. With luck, the pilot might think he was under attack. Without luck, they’d find Levi as he tried to escape. 

He couldn’t let that happen – without him at large, the others could not hope to get away.  The  net  was  drawing  in  too  tight,  too  quickly.  He  changed  the  timer  to  three minutes,  praying  that  wasn’t  too  long,  and  pressed  the  electronic  ignition.  Time  to  go. 

Levi stood up, rubbing his aching back. The pack was heavy and his knees felt weak. He was too old for this. 

He picked his way up the slope on the other side of the burn. The mist was patchier here, and there was greater risk of being seen. He glanced across at the further slope but it was whited out, apart from the tops of the trees. 

The chopper lifted with a roar. Levi edged behind the trunk of a tree, in case they had infra-red scanners pointed his way, but the chopper curved around in a semicircle before heading up in the general direction Irith, Malati and Bragg had taken. 

His signal rocket went off, appearing suddenly out of the mist at treetop height and passing fortuitously close to the chopper. The machine whirled about in its own length and  fired  a  long  burst  down  in  the  direction  the  rocket  had  come  from,  raking  up  and down the valley half a dozen times. The chopper climbed high, as if to get out of range. 
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I  wonder  what  the  locals  will  make  of  that,  Levi  thought.  He  flipped  open  the computer. The chopper was signalling furiously and the men on the ground responding. 

He  smiled  grimly.  They  were  amateurs,  blasting  away  out  of  sheer  panic.  Yet  a  stray bullet could be just as deadly as a well-aimed one. 

He  moved  carefully  up  the  slope,  using  all  his  woodcraft  to  avoid  being  seen  or leaving tracks. The helicopter came zooming down again, firing bursts into the bottom of the valley. One came uncomfortably close. 

He  kept  going.  A  couple  of  minutes  later  he  heard  a  single  shot,  as  if  from  a handgun, followed by a volley from an automatic rifle. Levi froze. Had they found Bragg, Malati and Irith? He hurried on, pushing himself to the limit. His legs felt wobbly now. 

He was near the top of the ridge when a piece of slate slipped underfoot, the pack pulled him off balance and, in trying to stop himself falling, Levi felt a sharp pain in his thigh. He’d pulled a muscle. 

He sat down hurriedly and kneaded his thigh. It wasn’t a bad injury but it would slow him down. He couldn’t do anything about it and had to keep moving, so he gritted his teeth and got up. It hurt like blazes. 

He was almost to the top, for he could  see the jutting crags just below the  saddle. 

Levi found a hiding place in between the slanting outcrops and ran his antennae up to the saddle, hoping to get a better idea of the opposition. 

The mist rose a little, though now it began to snow more heavily. Levi scanned his display. The distant signals were much clearer here. He picked up what appeared to be five moving vehicles, south, west and east, and flagged each with a red circle, though the locations weren’t really that precise. The individual men on the ground he marked with red dots, and the wheeling chopper with a red X. The pilot’s probably called for backup, he thought gloomily. 

If  he  got  them  out  of  this  alive,  it  would  be  the  greatest  miracle  of  his  life.  Levi didn’t expect to. The enemy had got here too quickly and there were too many of them. 

He’d made the fatal mistake of underestimating his opponents. He should have called in backup before they left London. Why hadn’t he? 

Because of what had happened to Aislyn and Kirrily. He couldn’t bear to have any more deaths on his conscience. 
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There had been so many, as he’d fought the long losing fight for freedom over the past thirty years, and with each death he lost another little piece of his soul. If dear, loyal little Malati was next, or Irith, it would kill him. 

And  because,  in  the  post  no-confidence-motion  chaos,  he  hadn’t  been  sure  that  he could trust the few allies he had left. In the past year there had been too many betrayals –even  of  lifelong  friendships.  The  Yellow  Armbands  had  tentacles  everywhere.  They could twist almost anyone in the end, while those few opponents they couldn’t shift had a habit of disappearing or dying in bloody accidents. He checked that he had the suicide pills. He did. 

Levi scrutinised the screen. The red circles were tracking inexorably closer. Setting the computer down, he limped up to the saddle, staring along the ridge. If Bragg and the women had reached the top he should be able to see them by now. There was no sign of them. 

He  didn’t  think  they’d  been  taken  yet,  or  the  chopper  would  have  come  back  to collect them. They must be trapped on the slope, and another diversion was needed. Levi had two time-programmable grenades in his pack but, since he couldn’t throw one further than fifty metres, they weren’t a lot of use as a diversion. On the other hand, if he could put one in the right place, in the mist the enemy might think they were under attack and fall back. 

He shrugged off his pack, put the portable inside and hid it under rocks. He needed to be mobile for this exercise. He put the grenades in his jacket pockets, an automatic in his trousers. Carrying another of the signal rockets, he began to hobble back down the hill. 

The light was starting to fade. 

His thigh twanged with every movement. Levi did his best to ignore it. If he failed now,  all  would  fail.  He’d  devoted  his  life  to  the  fight  against  tyranny.  Tyranny  was winning hands down but he wasn’t going to give in. 

The  ground  was  moist  here,  with  waist-high  bracken  affording  good  concealment, though it rustled as he moved through it. But then, that could be the breeze. Levi moved more carefully and after ten minutes came out on a triple peak of up-jutting rock where the slope fell away sharply beneath him. The burn was about ten metres below. 

The wrecked Land Rover ought to be a hundred metres up and to his right, though he couldn’t see that far. He mentally traced a route  to it that should be safe; the two men 164 
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who’d got out of the chopper had been higher up the ridge, and the reinforcements were still a long way away. He hoped. 

But what if there’d been a fourth man in the chopper, one who had his electronic gear turned off and, therefore, couldn’t be detected? Levi rubbed his thigh while he considered the possibility. 

Nothing he could do about it but be as careful as he could. He crossed the stream, moving gingerly over moss-covered stones, and started up the other side. He wished he had his computer to see roughly where the searchers were. No, he wished he were sitting by  a  crackling  fire  with  the  curtains  drawn,  his  slippers  on  and  a  snifter  of  cognac warming on the hob, while he read a bedtime story to his grandchildren. 

Dreams,  fancies!  Levi  crept  up  to  the  Land  Rover,  approaching  it  from  directly below. It was windy here and the vehicle’s roof grated on the lip of the rock as the wind shook it. It looked as though the wedges had come out, and there wasn’t much holding it. 

Levi went up the last few metres on hands and knees, in case they’d left a guard. He eased his head over the lip but saw no one. He was about to go the rest of the way when a mottled  shadow  moved.  He’d  thought  it  was  a  tree  stump.  No,  it  was  a  man  wearing American  combat  fatigues,  though  without  any  identifying  insignia.  Definitely  not  the Yellow Armbands then – they hated America and all things American, and would never have worn such gear. 

Levi pulled his head back down while he digested this. If the Americans were here already it changed everything. Was there an opportunity to give the code box back? Dare he try? 

American special forces had a reputation for bloody ruthlessness where they could get away with it. The risk was that they’d take the code box and shoot the lot of them. 

No, Levi thought. I daren’t risk it here – they’re too close. If we can put some distance between us and them, it might be worth trying to contact the State Department and setting up a drop at some safe place. 

So, on with the diversion. Time was ticking away. The guard was standing about ten metres up the slope. Too close! American soldiers could be notoriously jumpy in combat 

– they’d shoot their own grandmothers if they were in the wrong place. 

The  soldier  would  have  trouble  seeing  Levi,  looking  down  into  the  shadows. 

Presently he was facing the other way, staring up the ridge. It was nearly dark and, in the 165 
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swirling mist, visibility was about fifteen metres. Levi oozed up over the edge, doing his best to look like rock. 

He’d just reached the top when the man moved, as though he planned to take a turn around the car. Levi drew the automatic and flicked off the safety. If the soldier came his way, he’d have to shoot first and make sure he did a good job. 

The soldier went up the slope, almost out of sight, turned, then moved across it. If he came  back  down  this  side  of  the  car  …  Levi  considered  his  options.  The  Land  Rover rested on the front part of its roof and the front of the bonnet, which left a wedge-shaped gap between the back of the bonnet and the smashed-out windscreen. A tiny space, but it would have to do. 

He crawled into it, made sure the arm holding the automatic had free movement, and waited.  He  could  just  hear  the  soldier’s  footsteps  over  the  wind.  Occasional  flakes  of snow drifted by. There was still a faint smell of diesel, and that gave him an idea. 

The  soldier  began  to  move  down  the  slope.  It  sounded  as  though  he  was  coming down the other side of the car. Levi prayed that the soldier would stay close to it, for if he was a few metres away he could hardly fail to see Levi. 

The soldier’s boots crunched on stone near the back door. He stopped, flicking his radio on – a burst of static – then off again, as if nervous. It didn’t seem like the action of a highly trained special forces soldier, which gave Levi heart. The Americans must have sent in whoever they had available on an instant’s notice. If the troops were just ordinary grunts,  there  was  a  chance  –  as  long  as  they  could  get  away  before  the  professionals arrived. 

The roof ground against the stone, as if the soldier had leaned on the car. The man leapt back with a muffled yelp. The grating grew louder and Levi felt the vehicle move. 

His  heart  turned  over,  thinking  that  the  car  was  going  to  grind  right  over  him,  before toppling over the edge. Now that would certainly make a diversion. 
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Chapter 19 



The grinding stopped. Levi tried to calm himself. Surely the pounding of his heart, now threatening to burst out through his rib cage, must be audible at the other end of the car. 

A pain spread across his chest before slowly fading. It reminded him that he hadn’t taken a blood-pressure pill for a couple of days. In his present situation, the prospect of a heart attack was just an annoyance. 

The soldier came further down the side and stood next to the front wheel. All Levi could  see  were  his  lower  legs.  No  point  shooting  him  there,  but  if  the  man  bent  down he’d let him have it. 

The soldier began drumming his fingers on the tyre. Again he flicked his radio on, then off. Was it a signal, or could the man just be bored? Levi was uncomfortably aware that his own time was running out. This had begun as a quick diversion to give the others a chance to get to the rendezvous point. The way things were going, they would be taken before he even made the diversion. 

The  soldier  drummed  his  fingers  on  the  side  of  the  Land  Rover,  scratched  his backside, then crunched back up the slope. After the noise stopped, Levi put his head out the  other  side.  The  fellow  was  back  in  his  original  position,  leaning  against  the  stump almost at the limit of visibility. 

 Now!  Levi eased out from underneath, careful not to make a noise, and slid along the side of the car. Reaching through the window, he flicked the fuel cap release, praying that it wouldn’t make a noise. It did not. 

Levi  went  further  along  the  side,  removed  the  cap  and  put  it  in  his  pocket.  After setting  the  timer  on  the  little  grenade  for  six  minutes,  to  give  himself  time  to  get  well away, he pushed the grenade into the fuel pipe and put the cap back on. 

He’d just reached the front of the car when he heard the soldier coming down again. 

There was no time to go over the edge – he couldn’t move down in complete silence and would be exposed all the way. Even in this light the soldier couldn’t miss him. 
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Levi ducked back under the bonnet and crouched there, the automatic pointing out. 

The soldier leaned against the tree that the car had originally crashed into. Levi could see his feet. 

He glanced at his watch. Two minutes gone since he’d set the timer. If he was still here when it went off he’d be incinerated. 

The soldier fiddled with his radio switch, stamped his feet and drummed his fingers against the bark of the tree. Levi tried to think of a way to distract him but could come up with nothing. 

I’ll give him another two minutes, he said to himself, and if he hasn’t gone by then I’ll have to shoot him. That’ll bring them all down on me but what’s the alternative? 

Another minute passed, then he heard the chopper coming back. It sounded as though it was going to land. Brilliant lights lit up the forest all around, though the chopper was still  above  the  mist  layer  and  Levi  couldn’t  see  it.  It  came  slowly  down.  The  lights brightened. 

Four  minutes.  The  soldier  was  looking  up  at  the  chopper  though  he  still  hadn’t moved.  There  was  no  choice.  Levi  had  to  do  it  now,  while  the  noise  would  cover  the sound of the gun. 

It was nearly dark. Levi moved out a fraction and took aim. He squeezed the trigger in the same instant that the soldier moved. 

 

Irith  was  about  to  toss  the  pebble  when  a  signal  rocket  blasted  up  out  of  the  mist, narrowly missing the rising chopper before exploding in a spray of scarlet pyrotechnics. 

The chopper whirled on its axis, rose straight up, someone fired a long burst from an automatic rifle, then the chopper shot up and away. 

The  soldier  spun  around,  ducked  behind  a  tree  and  began  talking  furiously  on  his radio,  accompanied  by  bursts  of  static  that  would  have  given  his  position  away  for hundreds of metres. What an amateur, she thought contemptuously. The other soldier ran towards him, bent low, and they held conference behind the tree before creeping away across the slope. 

Bragg  chuckled.  ‘Good  old  Levi.  He’s  got  an  answer  for  everything.  Come  on, before the reinforcements get here.’  

‘What about Levi?’ she said. 
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‘Don’t worry. He won’t be anywhere near where that came from.’  

‘How can they tell where it came from?’  

‘From  the  chopper’s  cameras.  They’ll  compute  its  track  backwards.  It  wouldn’t surprise me if …’  

The chopper zoomed down the valley, curved above the line of the burn and opened up with an automatic weapon. It fired burst after burst into the roiling mist, raking back up and down the stream for several minutes before moving away again. 

Malati, lying prone, looked up in terror. ‘Levi,’ she whispered. 

Irith  extended  her  hand.  ‘It’s  all  right,’  she  whispered  back.  ‘I’m  sure  Levi  is  all right.’  

The two soldiers, now about forty metres away, were frantically calling for orders, though they still weren’t getting any response. 

‘I  was  hoping  they’d  run  down  to  see  what  the  matter  was,’  said  Bragg  in  a  low voice. 

‘We can’t move while they’re there,’ said Irith. ‘We can’t do anything.’  

‘Except shoot one of them,’ he replied. Irith stiffened beside him. ‘What else can we do, Irith? If they see me they’ll certainly shoot first.’  

‘I can’t shoot a man in cold blood,’ she muttered. 

‘I’m not asking you to.’  

‘I don’t want you to do it either.’  

‘Well, what would  you  do?’ he said between his teeth. ‘They won’t hesitate to shoot us.’  

‘I suppose I’d aim at his radio, hoping to give him such a shock that he runs away.’  

‘What if he doesn’t? What if they charge us, shooting?’  

She bit her lip and didn’t answer. 

‘Anyway,  you’d  have  to  be  a  damn  fine  shot  to  hit  his  radio  from  here,  with  an automatic.’  

‘I  am  a  damn  fine  shot,’  she  reminded  him.  ‘I  was  Sydney  Uni  pistol-shooting champion three years in a row.’  

‘Even so, in this light, and with a gun you haven’t used before …’  

‘I’ve used it, and not just not for target practice. It’s a fine weapon.’ Remembering the interrogator she’d shot in the surveillance room, Irith felt rather a hypocrite. But that 169 
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had been in the heat of the moment, she told herself. It had been him or me. And besides, I was still affected by the drug. And another besides, these are American soldiers. How can they be our enemies? 

‘Go ahead, then. But if they come for us, shoot to kill,’ said Bragg. 

‘Why would they come for us? They won’t know where the shot came from.’  

‘They might see a movement.’  

‘If they come for me, I’ll defend myself. I don’t have a problem with that,’ she said. 

‘Good. Well, get on with it.’  

Bragg’s knuckles were white on his automatic. Irith caught Malati’s eye. Malati was staring at Irith as if she wanted to take the gun herself. Malati gave the tiniest of nods, as if to encourage her. So young, yet so strong. Irith inclined her head in acknowledgement. 

She felt quite calm now. Steadying her right hand with her left, she went to her knees, careful not to raise her head too far, and took aim. The distance was about forty metres, and slightly downhill. Despite her words, it was a very difficult shot. The light was fading by the minute, the mist swirling in and out of the spruces. 

Her hand was perfectly steady. She squeezed the trigger and had the satisfaction of seeing the soldier’s radio fly into pieces. He fell down, clutching his shoulder, as the shot echoed off the rocks. 

The second soldier was looking around frantically, trying to work out where the shot had come from, but the first had been spun around by the force of the impact and it was impossible to tell. The man on his feet loosed off a volley, though not in Irith’s direction, then dropped to the ground beside the other man. 

‘Good work,’ whispered Malati, and again Irith felt stronger, and closer to the girl. 

‘This way,’ said Bragg. 

They crawled upslope through heather and bracken, directly away from the soldiers. 

They went through a boggy patch and soon after hit upon a faint trail. 

‘Deer, probably,’ said Bragg, sniffing the air. 

‘I’ve never seen a deer in the wild,’ said Irith. 

‘Nor will you now. They’ll be running for their lives.’  

‘Sensible animals.’  

They kept low and moved slowly, in case there were other soldiers in the vicinity –under these conditions, rapid movements were more likely to catch someone’s eye. They 170 
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went  up  a  steep  scree-slope  where  the  trees  were  spindly  and  far  apart,  then  through  a series of crags of the native schist. The light was fading now but there was no mist upon the ridge crest. Bragg stood up and pressed on quickly, forgetting Irith’s injury. She could not keep up, for her shin and ankle grew more painful with every step. Malati gave Irith her shoulder but soon Irith had to sit down. 

‘Foot troubling you?’ said Bragg, appearing suddenly from her left. He’d come back down through the trees. 

‘Somewhat,’ she said, trying to be stoic. 

He took off his gloves and felt it all around. His hands were warm; her leg was cold and her foot colder. She winced. 

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s very swollen. I don’t think anything’s badly damaged, though.’  

‘Feels like it was turned around by 180 degrees.’  

‘I’d better carry you, or we’ll never get to the rendezvous.’  

‘I’m heavier than I look, Bragg.’  

He looked her up and down, grinning. ‘Are you really, little Irith? How tall are you? 

Five foot-one?’  

‘Nearly five-two,’ she said stoutly. She hated it when he called her little Irith. 

‘And you can’t possibly weigh more than 105 pounds.’  

Irith converted that to kilograms. Forty-eight, and she was in the mid-fifties. ‘More like 115,’ she said grudgingly. Her weight was over 120 pounds, as it happened, but she wasn’t going to admit that to Bragg, of all people. 

‘My, you  have  been tucking into the chockies.’  

Malati was looking from one to the other, not understanding the badinage. Though Bragg was irritating in this mood, Irith appreciated that he was trying to take her mind off other matters. Laughing in the face of death was better than weeping and wailing. 

‘Could you take this, please, Malati?’ Bragg gave her his pack, then bent down. ‘Get on my back, Irith.’  

A refusal sprang to Irith’s lips but one step convinced her that she literally couldn’t walk any further. She put her arms around his neck, her legs around his waist. 

Bragg  stood  upright  with  a  grunt,  and  Irith  took  a  perverse  pleasure  from  it.  He continued up the path, stumbling a little. 
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After  about  ten  minutes’  walking  he  stopped  and  helped  her  down  onto  an  angled blade of rock. ‘Sit here for a moment. We should be close to the rendezvous, though it’s hard to tell in this light. Keep watch.’ He was breathing hard. 

Irith  slid  down  the  rock  so  she  didn’t  make  a  profile  against  the  darkening  sky. 

Ejecting the magazine of her automatic, she counted the rounds left, not that she needed to. Eight. She slid it back in and looked around. 

Malati squatted beside her. ‘Have you known Bragg long?’  

‘Eight or nine years. We were good friends,  back then.’ 

After a long pause, Malati said, ‘Did you have a fight?’ 

‘I suppose you could call it that …’ 

Malati’s  dark  eyes  were  on  her  again.  She  looked  away  and  Irith  said  no  more, though she had the feeling that the girl understood. 

Bragg  returned  about  ten  minutes  later  and  carried  Irith  further  up  the  hill,  Malati close  behind.  ‘This  is  the  place,’  he  said,  setting  Irith  down  again  between  a  series  of gnarled crags. They eased in and sat down. Everything was damp and icy. 

‘I wonder where Levi is,’ said Irith. 

‘He’ll be here in a minute,’ Bragg said confidently. 

It was considerably colder here, for they were exposed to the wind blasting over the crest of the hill. Snow began to fall more thickly. Irith shivered and moved back as far as she could. Her hand came down on the material of a pack. 

‘Bragg? Is this Levi’s?’ She pulled it out. 

‘Yes,’ said Bragg. ‘So he can’t be far away.’ 

They waited but Levi didn’t appear. 

‘Where can he be?’ said Irith. 

‘He must have realised we were in trouble and went down to create a diversion. He set off that signal rocket …’  

Irith knew what he was thinking. ‘And then the helicopter machine-gunned the whole mountainside. What if they got him?’  

‘You  could  shoot  ten  thousand  rounds  off  in  conditions  like  this  and  not  hit anything.’  

‘Or fire one bullet and kill someone. We’ll have to go down and see, Bragg.’  
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‘No!’ He said it so quickly that she knew he had been thinking the same thing and was trying to convince himself otherwise. ‘Levi wouldn’t want us to do that. If he has given his life for us, which I very much doubt, we’ve got to use the opportunity.’  

‘He’s just one man, Bragg. He can be killed as easily as anyone.’  

‘He’ll be along any minute now.’  

Five minutes passed, then ten. Levi didn’t appear. ‘Where are we supposed to go?’ 

said Irith. 

Bragg faltered. ‘Well … back to the Nissan, I suppose.’  

Suddenly the chopper came zooming over the knobbly hill to their left, and down the slope, flying low, with its floodlights glaring. 

‘Is  it  heading  for  the  Land  Rover?’  Irith  stood  up  to  peer  between  the  rocks.  The others did too. 

‘Looks that way,’ said Bragg. ‘I wonder what’s up?’  

The  helicopter  turned  around  the  end  of  the  ridge  and  the  lights  disappeared.  The clattering beat of its engine faded, whereupon Irith made out a distant, rumbling roar, as of a powerful diesel motor. 

‘What’s that?’ she hissed. ‘It sounds like a bulldozer.’  

‘Some kind of ATV, I’d say,’ said Bragg. ‘Or maybe a couple of them.’  

‘ATV?’ she asked. 

‘All-terrain vehicle – not necessarily military. This country will test them out.’  

‘Is it the Yanks, bringing in their reinforcements?’ Too late Irith recalled that Bragg was American. 

He didn’t take offence. ‘Probably. Stay here. I’m going to climb one of these trees and see if I can spot any lights.’  

The sound of the ATV slowly died away, at which point Irith heard another engine sound. 

‘Bragg?’ she called tentatively. 

He landed with a thump. ‘Trouble with a capital T. A couple of ATVs are crawling up the mountain behind us, and the other vehicles are approaching from the east –’  

Then  they  heard  it  –  a  muffled  explosion  from  the  direction  of  the  wrecked  car, followed by a fireball that billowed a hundred metres in the air. Debris rained down on the slope and the fireball disappeared. 
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‘What was  that?’ said Irith. ‘Are they firing at us?’  

‘I  have  no  idea,’  said  Bragg, ‘but  whatever  it  was,  it  hit  a fuel  tank. This  place  is getting too hot. Come on.’  

‘What about Levi?’ 

‘We can’t do anything for him.’ 

Irith and Malati exchanged glances. ‘He risked his life for me,’ said Malati. ‘I can’t –

’  

‘I know Levi!’ Bragg choked out. ‘Whatever he’s done he’s given us a chance. He wouldn’t want us to waste it. We’ve got to stay focussed and follow the plan.’  

‘I agree with Malati,’ said Irith. 

‘No!’  Bragg  hissed,  fighting  his  own  emotions.  ‘What  if  we  go  down,  get  into trouble, and he’s already on the way up? We can’t risk it, all right?’  

‘Yes, Bragg,’ said Malati soberly. ‘Should I bring his pack?’ 

‘Leave it,’ said Bragg. ‘He’ll come looking for it …’ 

‘How will he know where to find us?’ said Irith. 

‘He’ll head for the Nissan,’ said Bragg. 

‘I hope so,’ she said dubiously. 
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Chapter 20 



The  clatter  of  the  descending  chopper  was  deafening.  Levi  fired  but  the  soldier  was already  moving  and  the  bullet  tore  bark  off  the  side  of  the  tree  behind  him.  The  man looked around foolishly, not knowing what had happened. In the racket he hadn’t heard the gun go off. 

Five minutes had passed on the grenade’s timer. The man looked up at the chopper, then  back  at  the  tree,  his  mental  processes  like  the  inching  of  a  glacier.  He  rubbed  his finger along the furrow torn by the bullet and comprehension slowly dawned. The soldier spun around and, firing from the hip, directed a long spray at the front of the Land Rover. 

Bullets tore through the side of the engine compartment, ricocheting off the engine block in all directions. Levi fired again, aiming upwards for the centre of the man’s body. 

The bullet must have hit the rifle for it went flying and the soldier slammed back against the tree, his hands bloody. 

Levi  threw  himself  out  the  other  side,  scrabbling  across  the  rocks,  heedless  of  the people in the chopper. It was only twenty feet up now and surely they would be able to see him. Reaching the steep lip of the rock ledge he went over it head-first, expecting to be shot as he fell. He was still in mid-air when the grenade went off. As he rolled, the scene engraved itself on his mind’s eye as clearly as a photograph. 

The Land Rover lifted in the air, bits flying off it, in a flare of orange, then the fuel tank went up in a colossal yellow explosion. The soldier flew through the air, arms and legs spread. The chopper was blown sideways by the shockwave and its rotor crunched into the steep slope. And then the tangled remains of the Land Rover came over the edge, right at him. 

Levi  slammed  into  the rock,  winding  himself,  and  slid  helplessly  down  the  jagged outcrop, directly towards the point where the vehicle was going to land. 

His feet came up against a projection of rock and he locked his knees, managing to slow his slide. He flattened himself against the slope as the ragged, flaming vehicle went 175 
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over his head and slammed into the schist a couple of metres below him with a crash that tore chunks of the layered rock away. A billow of oily flame came up at him, then the vehicle  kept  falling,  crashing  and  bouncing  all  the  way  to  the  bottom  of  the  valley.  It thudded into the burn, sending up a belch of steam, wedged between the rocks and burned furiously. 

Something stung the side of his neck. He rubbed it away furiously – drops of hot oil. 

Levi got his breath back and checked himself for injuries. There were no broken bones, though he had a myriad of bruises and he’d taken the skin off all the way down his hip and thigh. 

Someone  called  out  above  him.  The  helicopter  hadn’t  caught  fire,  and  it  had  only fallen five or six metres, so the people inside might not be badly hurt. Levi didn’t feel so sanguine about the soldier’s chances, but wasn’t waiting to find out. He crawled across the slope into the darkness. 

Before he’d gone far he heard someone crashing down the slope – probably one of the soldiers who’d got out of the chopper before. Well, Levi thought, that was certainly a diversion. Time to go. 

After  crawling  for  a  couple  of  hundred  metres,  he  was  beyond  any  glow  from  the burning car. It was fully dark now and it began to snow harder. Levi climbed to his feet. 

He hurt all over, and that squeezing pain in his chest was back. Fumbling in his wallet, he pressed  an  aspirin  out  of  its  packet,  chewed  and  swallowed  it.  Probably  won’t  do  any good, he thought fatalistically. It’d be a laugh if it was one of the suicide pills. But they were double-wrapped and sealed to prevent such mistakes. 

He  was  almost  to  the  top  of  the  ridge  before  he  was  far  enough  away  from  the crackling of the burning Land Rover to hear the deep-throated roar of a large vehicle, no, several, coming as fast as the terrain allowed. Reinforcements were on their way. 

From here Levi couldn’t tell where the sound was coming from. Hopefully when he reached the top of the ridge he’d see their lights. 

The  pain  was  growing  in  his  chest;  his  left  arm,  the  one  he’d  landed  on,  felt dreadfully  weak.  He  slumped  onto  a  patch  of  boggy  ground,  feeling  the  dampness seeping through his pants but too weary to move. It was cold. 

He  pulled  his  coat  around  him  and  fished  in  an  inside  pocket  for  a  chocolate  bar, which had softened from his body warmth. He worked a section back and forth until it 176 
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separated,  picked  the  silver  foil  off  and  put  the  chocolate  in  his  mouth,  allowing  it  to dissolve slowly. 

After a couple of minutes the pain in his chest eased. Levi pushed himself to his feet and clawed his way up to the top of the ridge. A pair of lights were racing up the road that ran  along  the  bottom  of  the  valley  north  of  him,  and  they  sounded  like  trucks  or  big ATVs.  They  could  hold  a  squad  of  soldiers  each,  and  they’d  have  every  weapon  and every kind of surveillance equipment ever made. How had they got them here so quickly? 

The Americans must have flown them in to Glasgow or Aberdeen. 

How had they explained that to the British Government? Or had they not bothered, given the present political chaos? 

Levi staggered along the ridge toward the saddle, praying that Irith, Malati and Bragg would still be there. He didn’t think he could go much further. He reached the rendezvous point, feeling his way among the crags. 

‘Irith? Bragg?’ he looked around. ‘Malati?’  

No answer. The wind was positively howling in the trees. 

Hands out in front of him, Levi edged in between the rocks and probed about. His pack was still there. If the others had been here, they were gone. 

He had to know. Levi fumbled out a pencil torch, closing one eye so as to preserve his night vision. Shielding the glow as much as possible, he shone it around the cavity and  saw  footprints  that  weren’t  his own. Two pairs – one big and broad, the other not much larger than a child’s – Irith had little feet. Irith and Bragg had come and gone. What about Malati? Had those shots got her? Overcome by a momentary dizziness he slumped over a rock. The lack of prints meant nothing. Keep going. 

He scuffed the prints out but didn’t bother to search for a note. Bragg wouldn’t have dared  leave  one,  not  even  the  time  of  their  departure,  which  could  lead  the  enemy  to them. They could have been gone as long as an hour and in the dark there was no way of finding them. 

Crouching down, Levi pulled out his portable and took his gloves off so he could use it. He rested one hand on the flat rock beside the pack for a moment, and it was faintly warm. 
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He was so weak and weary that it didn’t sink in straightaway. Levi had brought the computer to life and was about to do a search for the enemy when his hands froze in mid-air. 

The rock was warm because someone had been sitting there, and in this weather it wouldn’t  stay  warm  for  long.  He  felt  it  again.  Definitely  a  trace  of  warmth,  while  the other rocks were frigid. They could not have left more than a few minutes ago. 

He threw the computer into the pack, pulled on his gloves and heaved the pack over his shoulders. He was weary. Levi pushed his way out the other side of the rocks. Which way would they have gone from here? Glenfinnan was about three kilometres south-east, in a direct line. The Nissan was further, by the circuitous route Bragg would have to take. 

The ATVs were grinding back and forth across the steep slope behind him, searching for a way up. They’d find one further along, and then they’d come roaring over the top. 

To  the  left,  a  couple  of  kilometres  away  to  the  east,  the  road  from  Corryhully  to Glenfinnan ran along the Finnan River. It would be guarded, as would the forested slopes nearby. Bragg couldn’t go that way. Levi thought for a second, firming his mental image of the terrain. Bragg would go south-west down a deep valley, pick up a track that ran north-south, and follow it down to the A830 three or four kilometres west of Glenfinnan. 

Yes, that’s what he’d do. 

He  crossed  the  saddle,  careful  to  leave  no  footmarks,  and  headed  down  the  steep slope. It wasn’t forest here, just heather, and there was no mist. It was almost pitch dark, though  with  his  night-vision  eye  he  could  just  make  out  the  shape  of  the  land.  Levi couldn’t tell how steep the slope was and had to place each foot by feel, in case he went over an embankment or the edge of a rock face. 

And then, faintly and distantly, he saw a glimmer of light a long way down, just for an instant. Not Bragg, surely. He wouldn’t be so foolish. 

He got out his computer and turned the screen down as far as it would go. Stretching out the scanner aerials, Levi lay on his back on the wet ground and opened the screen, holding it directly above his face so no light could betray him. He wished he’d had the foresight to bring a head-up display. 

He ran the RF scanner and picked up soldiers all over the place, their radio emissions automatically flagged by the surveillance program. He identified six, possibly seven, in a ragged line in the forest along the main road east of Glenfinnan, several more closer to 178 
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the  village  and  at  least  one  vehicle  down  on  the  track  he  was  heading  for.  They  were bound to have night-vision gear. 

And Bragg and Irith were heading directly for them. It was an emergency and he had to stop them, even if it gave his location away. 

Levi closed one eye  again, pointed the pencil torch down the valley, and began to flick the switch, signalling “Bragg” in Morse code. He didn’t signal “Irith” – the enemy knew her name, and possibly his own, but it was unlikely they’d know Bragg was here. 

There was no reply and he did not expect one – a torch shining upwards could have been seen from the ridgetop. He moved away and flashed the signal again, in a slightly different direction, but always down. He went to his left, signalled again. 

Levi kept this up for ten or fifteen minutes, slowly descending, then had to rest. He was just getting up when there came a clacking sound to his right, as if two stones had been gently tapped together. Clack-clack, clack-clack, clacketty-clack-clack. 

‘Bragg?’ he said softly. ‘Thank God!’  

Bragg appeared silently from his left and took his arm. ‘You took a hell of a risk. Are you OK?’  

‘I’m not feeling so hot, old mate. Are Irith and Malati –?’  

‘They’re  down  a  little  way.  Coming?  This  place  is  going  to  get  hot  any  minute.’ 

Bragg took Levi’s pack. 

‘It became rather hot where I was.’  

‘We saw. Did you do that?’  

‘I was making a distraction to give you a chance to get away from the  soldiers. It didn’t go according to plan.’ Levi explained what had happened. 

‘It made all the difference to us, Levi. Is there a problem?’  

‘There  are  soldiers  all  across  the  slope  below  us,  and  east  and  west.  We  can’t  go down to the Nissan.’  

Bragg cursed, softly and fluently. ‘Any ideas?’  

‘We’ll have to climb up westwards, around the  second peak  above us – it’s called Sgurr an Utha – and make for a track that runs west. If we can lose them there, we can come down the hills, cross the A830 about seven kilometres west of Glenfinnan and make our way back to the car.’  

‘Sounds like a hell of a walk.’  
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‘It’ll take us crocks a couple of days, I’d reckon, but with luck we’ll lose them.’  

They went carefully down, on a steep slope covered in spruce needles, and then into an open patch where the bracken was waist-high. 

‘It’s us, Irith,’ Bragg called softly. 

The ferns rustled and Levi made out  a small, limping shadow and a taller, slender one. 

Irith embraced him. ‘I was so worried.’  

Malati stood back, quite still. 

‘It got a bit sticky at one stage.’ Levi’s knees felt weak and he hastily disentangled himself from her arms. ‘I’ll just sit down for a moment, and then we’d better go.’ Levi slumped to the ground. 

‘Levi?’ Irith said, unsure, in the dark, whether something was the matter. 

‘I’m too old for this.’ He lay on the damp ground and closed his eyes. 

 

‘What’s the matter with him?’ Irith said in Bragg’s ear. 

‘He’s been doing too much. He’s over sixty; he shouldn’t be running up the sides of mountains and putting grenades into diesel tanks.’  

She felt Levi’s cheek. ‘He’s all cold and clammy. Have you got a torch?’  

‘I don’t think –’ Bragg broke off, alerted by the urgency in her voice. He passed her his pencil torch. ‘Hold on till I spread my coat. Keep it as low as possible.’  

She shone the torch on Levi’s face, just for a moment. His face was grey, his lips blue. ‘Has he got a bad heart?’  

‘Yes.’  

‘Is there anything we can do for him?’  

He  didn’t  answer  but  she  could  imagine  what  he  was  thinking.  He  couldn’t  carry them both, and without Levi’s wizardry they were unlikely to get away. 

Far above, the first of the ATVs topped the saddle, closely followed by a second. 

‘Even in daylight, only a lunatic would drive an ATV up there,’ said Bragg. 

‘They must be desperate to find me.’  

‘They’ll have more choppers in here as soon as they can get them in the air,’ said Bragg. 

‘How long have we got?’  
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‘Depends where they’ve got to bring the choppers from. The US doesn’t have any air bases in Europe now, so they might have to fly them in from the Middle East. Even so, they’ll be here by dawn.’  

‘Surely they could hire helicopters?’  

‘People  talk,’  said  Bragg.  ‘At  first  they  wanted  to  do  this  quietly,  hence  the  small chopper.  Now  that’s  failed,  they’ll  throw  everything  at  us  and  worry  about  the  fallout later, but they won’t risk having outsiders involved.’  

‘And there’s no possibility of getting to the Nissan tonight?’  

‘Not from what Levi is saying, even if he were well …’  

‘What are we going to do?’  

‘I just don’t know,’ he said heavily. 

‘I will carry Levi for a while,’ said Malati. ‘I’m very strong.’  

‘I don’t think …’ said Bragg. 

‘I’ve always worked hard, even when I was a child. Levi gave me back my life and I 

–’  

‘Let her try,’ Irith said quietly. ‘If Malati says she can do it, I’m sure she can.’  

‘Thank you, Malati,’ said Bragg. ‘With your strength and mine, we’ll get him there somehow.’ He shook Levi gently by the shoulder. ‘Levi.’  

‘I’m all right,’ Levi whispered. ‘I’ll just be a minute.’  

‘What’s the matter? Is it your heart?’  

‘Sorry to let you down like this,’ said Levi. ‘Just take my computer –’  

‘We’re not leaving you behind. Have you got any heart pills?’  

‘Left the damn things in the Nissan.’ Levi gave a hacking laugh. ‘I remembered the suicide pills, oddly enough. I’ll have another aspirin before we go. But even if I have a heart attack, it’s not a bad way to go.’  

That  wasn’t  the  Levi  Irith  knew.  ‘We’re  not  letting  you  die!’  Irith  had  gone  cold inside  at  the  mention  of  suicide  pills.  ‘We’ve  got  to  go.  They  must  have  seen  your signals.’  

‘They could have,’ said Levi. ‘Give me your hand, Malati. Which way is north? I’ve lost my bearings.’  

Bragg turned Levi around, pointing up the slope. ‘You’re facing north now.’  
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‘All right. I think I know what to do. Bragg, I’ve got a pair of night-vision goggles in my pack. Take them and lead the way.’  

Malati helped Levi up and gave him her shoulder. Irith stood up, gritting her teeth as she put weight on her foot. 

They went two and two, Bragg supporting Irith when she needed it, Malati doing the same for Levi. After crossing an icy burn, they made their way up the other side of the valley, heading north-west. 

‘We must be leaving a trail that a child could follow,’ Bragg fretted, about half an hour later. 

‘The snow will wipe it out,’ said Levi. 

‘It’s hardly snowing at all,’ said Irith, wondering if he was losing his wits. 

Levi stopped, looking up at the dark sky. ‘The wind’s changed. In half an hour you won’t be able to see your outstretched hand.’  

It didn’t look any different to Irith but she deferred to his weather wisdom. 

There came a tremendous crash, upslope to their right. Headlights flashed briefly in their  direction,  rotated  through  the  air  and  went  out.  The  crashing  continued  for  some time. 

‘What the hell was that?’ cried Irith. 

Bragg gave a grim chuckle. ‘One of the ATVs went over the edge. Bloody cowboys 

– this isn’t Texas. It’ll give us a respite while they attend to the injured.’  

‘Or the dead!’ Irith shivered. It reminded her too vividly of her own accident. 

Levi’s forecast proved something of an exaggeration but, by the time they reached a high  point  of  the  ridge,  west  of  the  pointed  rocky  hill  of  Sgurr  an  Utha,  and  began  to descend again, it was snowing heavily enough to comfort Bragg. 

‘They won’t be able to pick up our footprints with thermal imagers in this,’ he said with satisfaction, once they’d rounded the bony shoulder of the hill and were scrambling in the rocky country to its north-west, out of sight of the soldiers and their night-vision gear further down. The surviving ATV had gone east and disappeared. 

‘They could find us from the air,’ wheezed Levi. 

‘Are there any caves we could hide in?’ said Irith. 

‘Not to my knowledge. The best we can do is find shelter in a bit of a concavity in a cliff, or under a rock shelf, though I don’t know how we’re going to find one in the dark.’  
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They staggered down the long, difficult slope and up a shorter one, heading north, until, some hours later, they reached the rocky crest of an unnamed knob. Malati had not made  a  second’s  complaint,  though  by  now  her knees  would  barely  hold  her  up. They stopped for a breather and something to eat, sitting in the lee of the black crags. 

‘If my memory is correct,’ said Levi, ‘the track we’re making for should be down there.’  Evidently  he’d  pointed  into  the  darkness,  for  Irith  heard  the  rustle  of  his  coat, though she could not see it. ‘A track runs west along the valley bottom to a small lake, Loch Beoraid. If we pick the track up we should be able to travel fairly quickly, get out of the search area, then head south and hole up for the day.’  

‘What if it’s watched as well?’ said Irith. 

‘It shouldn’t be,’ said Levi. 

‘Better check,’ said Bragg. 

Levi  did  so,  and  immediately  picked  up  vehicle  electromagnetic  emissions  that appeared to be coming from a point on the track about three kilometres away. He cursed. 

‘Are you sure it’s them and not some local doing a bit of poaching?’ said Irith. 

‘The frequencies are the same as the other ATVs,’ said Levi. 

‘What are we going to do?’ said Irith. 

‘I wish you’d stop asking that,’ said Levi. ‘Bragg, we’d better assume that they’ve found the Nissan, or will find it soon. With this many people in the area they’re bound to. 

We’ll have to abandon it.’  

‘And do what?’ said Bragg. ‘This isn’t country to be lost in on foot. It’s as rugged as anywhere in Scotland.’  

‘We’ll go north.’  

‘I didn’t think there was anything north of here.’  

Levi  opened  the  computer,  under  his  coat,  and  they  crowded  around  while  he checked the map. ‘There isn’t, except lochs and mountains with no roads through them. 

To the north-east, though, there’s a track from Corryhully to Strathan and Loch Arkaig, and then to the A82 and other main roads. But that’s forty kilometres or more, and the way’s  bound  to  be  watched.  The  same  with  two  other  tracks  going  in  that  direction, further north. Besides, we don’t have enough food to go trekking that way. It’d take us quite a few days.’  

‘Doesn’t sound as though we’ve a lot of options left, Levi,’ said Bragg. 
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‘Only one that I can see. Head north-west toward Loch Morar and try to find a way out beyond it.’  

‘How?’  

‘I don’t know yet.’  

‘Well, if that’s the only way left, let’s go,’ said Irith. 

‘I need a few minutes,’ said Levi. 

The  snow  had  turned  to  light,  sleety  rain  but  the  wind  was  as  keen  as  ever.  The clouds were ragged, though, and they caught an occasional glimpse of the waxing moon. 

‘All right,’ Levi said ten minutes later. ‘We’d better go. We’ll head east, then north, following the ridgeline. From one of the high peaks up there I’ll be able to do a good scan for the enemy. We’re too low here.’  

They  trudged  through  ferns,  heath,  a  series  of  bogs,  bare  rock  and  piles  of  slushy snow, up a moderate incline for an hour, with frequent rest stops, then stopped on a bare peak  across  which  the  wind  positively  howled.  The  moon  peeped  out  fitfully  between rushing clouds. 

‘Wind’s definitely come up in the past few hours,’ said Irith. ‘Is this the place you were aiming for, Levi?’  

Levi was practically out on his feet, Irith was little better and even Bragg had begun to labour. Irith could hear every breath he took. 

Levi sat down to consult the map on his screen. ‘We go along this ridge for half a kilometre, down a bit of a saddle, then up steeply to the peak I was aiming for – Sgurr a Choire Riabhaich. The last bit’s pretty steep and rocky. It won’t be easy, but we should get some shelter among the crags. This way.’  

It  was  well  after  midnight  when  they  got  there.  They  found  nothing  resembling  a cave but after much effort managed to erect the tent on the sheltered eastern side, among the  crags.  They  sank  into  it  gratefully.  Irith  sat  on  her  pack  and  rubbed  her  throbbing ankle.  Malati  sat  beside  Levi  like  a  dark-eyed  mother  hen  over  a  large  and  weathered chick. She was shivering fitfully. 

‘Hop into your sleeping bag, Malati,’ Levi suggested. ‘It’ll keep you warm. You’re not built for this climate.’  

‘I could eat the back half of a buck deer,’ said Bragg, opening his pack. 
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Levi sagged back against the rock at the rear of the tent. ‘Can you run out my aerials first? They’re just here, in the side pocket of my pack.’  

‘All the way?’ said Bragg, taking out the two coils of insulated wire. 

‘Yes,  though  at  this  distance  it’s  not  going  to  give  me  much  in  the  way  of triangulation.’  

Bragg passed Levi the two plugs, which Levi connected to his RF scanner, and went out  into  the  darkness.  Irith  began  to  unfold  the  groundsheet,  which  was  made  of  a lightweight but strong fabric, metallised on one side. 

‘Put that over the tent, Irith, under the fly, metallic side facing in,’ said Levi. ‘It’ll cut down on our infra-red signature too.’  

‘But not eliminate it?’  

‘We’d never seal the gaps tightly enough, but it might be enough to hide us, in this weather. There’s a packet of StikTites in my bag.’  

By the time Irith had most of the entrance covered, Bragg was back. ‘Can you wait outside and check this for light when I’m finished?’  

‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Don’t be long. It’s getting colder by the minute.’  

Irith pressed down the last StikTite. Levi turned on his torch and shone it around the edges. 

Bragg said, ‘I can see the faintest glimmer up the top.’  

Irith fixed that. 

‘It’s good!’ Bragg called. ‘Now, let me in. I’m freezing.’  

Levi turned off the torch. Bragg came in, unfolded his own groundsheet and lay it on the floor. They all moved onto it. 

Levi had his portable open, the screen turned down to minimum. He waited for the program to update. ‘They’ve got a couple of choppers in,’ he said, indicating moving red traces. 

‘I can’t hear them,’ said Bragg. 

‘I imagine they’re staying at altitude, after the fate of the first one,’ said Levi. 

Irith took off her boot and studied the injury. Her foot and calf were still swollen, her skinned ankle and shin weeping, and the purple bruises extended up both sides of her leg halfway to the knee where they merged with older, yellowing bruises. 

‘War wounds,’ said Bragg. ‘How are yours, Levi?’  
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‘I’ve almost forgotten them.’  

Irith eyed him anxiously. He was still a bluish-grey colour around the lips, though he looked better than he had. 

‘How long have you had this problem, Levi?’ she asked. 

‘Oh, years,’ he said carelessly. ‘My father died of a heart attack when he was fifty, and his two brothers about the same age. I never expected to live this long.’  

‘But you take good care of yourself.’  

‘That only reduces the risk. It doesn’t eliminate it.’  

‘You need to reduce the stress in your life …’ Irith said without thinking. 

Bragg burst out laughing. ‘We all do, little Irith, but thanks for the good advice. I’m sure Levi would never have thought of that.’  
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Chapter 21 



Dinner  was  reconstituted  dried  soup,  cooked  over  a  tiny  gas  burner, followed  by  dried fruit and chocolate. Irith ate as much as she could fit in, then took off her boots and pulled up the sleeping bag they’d brought for her. Malati was already asleep, curled into a ball in the middle of her sleeping bag like a lamb in the belly of a python. 

Irith woke from a dream that was uncomfortably close to the hallucinations she’d had in  the  retraining  centre.  Levi  and  Bragg,  half  in  their  sleeping  bags,  had  their  heads together over the screen of Levi’s portable. Levi had some colour back in his cheeks at last. 

‘It’s no good,’ said Bragg. ‘They’re coming this way. I wonder – can they have one of those pilotless drones up, with infra-red scanners? They can circle for forty-eight hours on a tank of fuel and they’re almost undetectable.’  

‘I  wouldn’t  have  thought  they’d  be  able  to  get  one  here  this  quickly,’  said  Levi. 

‘Perhaps  it  was  already  here.  Maybe  the  Americans  have  been  spying  on  their  closest ally.’  

‘If  my  closest  ally  was  about  to  become  a  neo-fascist  state  controlled  by  bovver-booted  thugs,’  said  Levi,  ‘I’d  certainly  be  keeping  a  close  eye  on  it.  The  American President must be wondering what’s come over the world. Once Britain goes, the only moderate governments left in Europe will be Switzerland and Norway.’  

‘And Switzerland closed its borders to refugees three months ago,’ said Bragg. 

‘What’s  happening  in  the  US?’  Irith  said  sleepily.  ‘They’ve  got  refugee  problems too, haven’t they?’  

‘Of course, though we haven’t completely forgotten where we came from. “Give me your  tired,  your  poor,  your  huddled  masses,  etc.”  But  the  opposition  is  growing.  The Isolationists just want to wall America off from the world. The gun-toting right wants to turn the National Guard against the Canadian refugees –’  

‘Are there a lot of them?’ said Irith. 
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‘A  million  Canadians  crossed  into  the  States  last  year.  This  year  it’s  two  million already and there’s no end in sight. Add them to all the other refugees and Americans are fed up.’  

‘Jemma did mention something about that,’ Irith recalled. 

‘President Woolley preaches tolerance but he’s losing ground every day. The right accuses  him  of  giving  the  country  away  to  people  who  care  nothing  about  American values and want to corrupt it from within.’  

‘I  don’t  know  how  he  goes  on,’  said  Irith.  ‘He’s  in  a  wheelchair,  isn’t  he  –  quite disabled?’  

‘More than he used to be,’ said Bragg. ‘His enemies are doing everything they can to bring him down, but Woolley’s a wily old dog. He’ll fight off the impeachment push,  this time.’  

Irith didn’t much like the sound of that. ‘How long can  we  last, Levi?’  

He consulted his screen again, tapping away for several minutes before answering. 

‘They haven’t found us yet.’  

He paused as the wind shook the tent, then went on. ‘The weather’s getting worse. 

With any luck it’ll ground the choppers.’  

‘It’d want to be one hell of a gale for that,’ said Bragg. 

‘They won’t see much through a snowstorm.’  

‘How long, Levi?’ Irith asked again. 

‘They’ve already got dozens of men on the ground, and no doubt more are on the way. I reckon they’ll find us by sunset tomorrow.’  

‘What if we make a break for it now?’ said Bragg. 

Levi shook his head. ‘I can’t go any further and neither can Irith. I just don’t know what to do. We’re amateurs here, Bragg. We don’t know the country and we don’t have the equipment or supplies to hide until they move on.’  

‘So we haven’t got a chance?’  

Levi didn’t answer. 

Irith  crawled  outside,  packed  snow  into  the  pot,  brought  it  back  in  and  lit  the  gas burner. ‘Hot chocolate, anyone?’  

They all wanted some. When it was made, and the mugs handed round, she added, 

‘I’ve known you long enough to think you’ve got something in mind, Levi.’  
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‘What’s the one sure way to make the Americans go away?’ he asked. 

‘I don’t know,’ said Irith. ‘Contact the Government? The police …?’  

‘It  wouldn’t  surprise  me  if  the  Yanks  have  tacit  approval  to  be  here,’  said  Bragg. 

‘The PM must know about it.’  

‘Oh, I’m sure he knows,’ said Levi. ‘And I’m equally sure he prefers to turn a blind eye, as long as the Americans get what they came for and disappear with a minimum of fuss.’  

‘It’s a bit late for that,’ said Irith. ‘After they’ve shot up half the Western Highlands, it can hardly be a secret.’  

‘In this weather the Government could keep the lid on the story for days,’ said Bragg. 

‘Who’s going to be out to see it in this wilderness?’  

‘So what’s your plan, Levi?’ said Irith. 

‘What  if  we  were  to  tell  the  media  that  a  bunch  of  US  special  forces  jocks  are shooting up the Scottish Highlands?’ said Bragg. ‘The media would go into a frenzy. The Government would have to do something.’  

‘This close to the election?’ said Levi. ‘The PM would claim that it was a political stunt – a baseless lie put about by the BFB to embarrass the Government. He’d just deny, deny, deny. Besides, even if he did pressure the Americans, it’d be too late. They’d have us dead, or out of the country.’  

‘What do you have in mind, then?’ said Bragg. 

‘The only group in Britain that could get the Americans to pull back is the Yellow Armbands,’ Levi said quietly. ‘If I were to tip them off that the Americans are running around Scotland with armed helicopters and ATVs, it’d create a political firestorm.’  

For once, Bragg was too stunned to say anything. 

‘I can’t believe you’re talking about dealing with the enemy,’ Irith said hotly. 

‘Neither can I,’ said Bragg. ‘The BFB would accuse the Government of allowing the Americans to violate British sovereignty, and the PM could hardly deny it. If he claimed not to know, they’d accuse him of putting the security of the realm at risk. The election would be lost in a landslide.’  

‘The election’s unwinnable,’ said Levi. ‘Rationing is getting tighter and people are seeing  their  kids  go  hungry,  so  it’s  no  wonder  that  the  BFB  are  gaining  support  every day.  They’re  peddling  simple  answers:  that  it’s  all  the  fault  of  the  refugees,  and  the 189 
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Government for being soft on them. Solution – get rid of the Government. The BFB will take care of the refugees, and everyone will live happily ever after.’  

‘Except the foreigners,’ said Irith. 

‘And who cares about them?’ said Levi. 

‘How would you contact the Yellow Armbands?’ said Bragg. 

‘The BFB’s contact details are in the directory,’ said Levi. ‘I’d simply send a top-priority message addressed to the party secretary.’  

‘What if he doesn’t get it till the morning?’  

‘He’ll have it within ten minutes of my sending it, no matter where he is. They’re nothing if not efficient.’  

‘Have you thought what will happen then?’ said Bragg. ‘The Yellow Armbands are looking for Irith.’  

‘It’s the only way to save ourselves. They can have people here from Fort William within the hour. Within four hours, they could bring a hundred people from Edinburgh and Glasgow, all thirsting for foreign blood, and their leaders will be happy to lose half of them to stir up trouble on the eve of the election. The Americans will have to withdraw –they  wouldn’t  dare  be  caught  violating  British  sovereignty  at  such  a  time.  The  BFB 

would make such a media frenzy out of it that not even the US President could survive it. 

Then, as soon as the Yellow Armbands turn up, we take advantage of the chaos and sneak away.’  

Irith looked from one to the other. Levi’s cold calculation chilled her. Not to mention the thought of falling into the hands of the Yellow Armbands again. 

‘It’s  a  lunatic  idea,  Levi,’  said  Bragg.  ‘They  won’t  be  satisfied  with  driving  the Americans off. They’ll soon find out what they’re really doing here.’  

‘I’ve been thinking it through ever since we made camp,’ said Levi. ‘But what option do we have? If we stay here, the Yanks will have us before sunset. If we go out they’ll only find us quicker. This at least gives us a chance.’  

‘Even if we slip through the Yellow Armbands’ cordon,’ said Bragg, ‘every village in Scotland will be on the lookout for us. We’d just be jumping out of one disaster into an even worse one.’  

‘We’ve no alternative, Bragg.’  
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‘All right,’ Bragg said reluctantly. ‘I’ll go for it, as long as you’ve actually got some way of getting away afterwards.’  

‘I’ve the odd contact in the Western Highlands. I’m working on it.’  

Bragg caught Irith’s eye. ‘We’re forgetting something, Levi.’  

‘What’s that?’ grunted Levi without looking up. 

‘If the Yellow Armbands catch us, it’ll be a quick bullet in the back of the head for you, me and Malati, and our troubles will be over. It’s Irith that they want. Hadn’t we better consult her before we decide her future?’  

Levi looked mortified. ‘I’m sorry, Irith.’ He reached out and took her hands. ‘It’s up to you, of course. If you’d prefer to be taken by the Americans, just say so.’  

Irith wasn’t sure it was a better alternative. If, or  when, the Americans caught her, she’d have a hard time of it. There would be weeks of interrogation, a fixed trial under the draconian Anti-Terrorism Bill, then prison for the rest of her life, if not the electric chair. 

Dozens of offences had the death penalty in America now, and there were few successful appeals any more. 

Balanced against that, the Yellow Armbands didn’t seem significantly worse. Once they’d got what they wanted, she’d probably get a quicker death. The right hand pretty much balanced out the left. She’d just as soon be dead as spend the rest of her life in the violent hell of an American terrorists’ prison. 

She  looked  up  at  Levi  and  Bragg.  They  were  both  watching  her.  Malati  was  still asleep, which was probably just as well. ‘I trust you with my life, Levi,’ she said finally. 

‘If this gives us a better chance of getting away, let’s take it.’  

‘Thanks, Irith.’ Levi appeared moved. He bent over his portable. 

‘I  suppose  there’s  a  risk  you’ll  give  away  our  position  when  you  upload  your message,’ said Bragg. 

‘I’ll send it as an encoded microsecond burst. If they can locate us from that they’ve got better equipment than I’m aware of. Get some sleep, Irith. If this works, it’ll still be hours before we can make a move.’  

She was deep in a dream about diving on the Great Barrier Reef when Bragg shook her shoulder. ‘Irith. Better get up.’  

It took her a long time to rouse. ‘Are we moving?’  

‘Not yet, but it mightn’t be long. Cup of cocoa?’  
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‘I’ll slip out for a pee first. Morning, Levi. Have you had any sleep at all?’  

He was bent over his screen and looked as though he hadn’t moved. ‘I got an hour and a half, while Bragg stood watch. It was enough to perk me up.’  

She felt mortified. ‘You should have woken me for my turn.’  

‘We  figured  you’d  be  more  help  to  us  if  you  were  rested.  How’s  the  lower extremity?’  

Irith stood up, gingerly, and lowered her weight onto her foot. ‘Rather stiff and sore, but better than yesterday.’  

She  slipped  outside.  It  was  just  getting  light  and  the  forest  was  a  wonderland  of snow. She couldn’t see far for it was windy and blown snow was whirling about in the air. And it was perishingly cold. The tip of her nose began to sting. 

Irith hurried inside, adjusted the groundsheet and gratefully accepted a large mug of cocoa, warming her hands around it and allowing the chocolatey steam to drift over her face. 

Malati yawned and sat up in her sleeping bag. ‘That smells nice.’  

‘Here you go.’ Bragg handed her a mug. 

‘What’s happening?’ Irith said to Bragg, who was stirring another pot of soup over the gas burner. 

Levi answered. ‘So far everything’s gone to plan, which means that it’s bound to go off the rails by the time we’ve finished breakfast. The Yanks are still moving this way, quartering every peak and valley.’  

He  rotated  his  screen  so  she  could  see  it.  The  contour  map  was  overlaid  with numbered  red  marks,  many  of  them  moving.  A  fading  red  trail  behind  each  revealed where it had come from, while dotted lines showed the computer’s projections of where it would go next. 

Levi  rested  the  pointer  on  an  X  and  a  text  box  appeared.  ‘I’ve  labelled  each  mark according to what I think it is – in this case a small military chopper – and my guess as to what arms it carries and how many people. The red circles are the ATVs, and the small dots are men on the ground. See the search patterns they’re following?’  

The  fading  trails  formed  a  dense  network  to  the  rear.  ‘If  they  keep  to  the  same pattern, they’ll get here this afternoon, at the latest.’  

 

192 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

‘And the Yellow Arsebands,’ said Irith, ‘as I called them in an all-too-rare moment of levity they didn’t appreciate.’  

‘They’re not noted for a sense of humour.’ Bragg chuckled. ‘Yellow Arsebands – I like it.’  

Levi clicked to a news channel and brought up the headline story. 

 

 Prime Minister Madderer, speaking just an hour ago, vehemently denied claims by the  Leader  of  the  Opposition,  Joseph  Holbrook,  that  a  squad  of  American  special forces  troops  was  engaged  in  a  covert  operation  in  the  Western  Highlands  of Scotland.  Responding  to  statements  that  an  American  helicopter  had  been  seen machine-gunning an area of forest west of Fort William, and that the helicopter had subsequently been shot down, the Prime Minister said, ‘The Honourable Leader of the Opposition has not a scintilla of evidence for his claims, which are designed to distract attention from his party’s lack of credible policies. There are no American special  forces  in  Britain.  A  privately  owned  helicopter  did  crash  near  Glenfinnan yesterday, but there are no suspicious circumstances.’  

 Mr  Holbrook  stopped  short  of  calling  the  Prime  Minister  a  liar,  though  he stated, ‘If the Prime Minister has allowed this incursion to occur, he is no more than a  lackey  of  the  Americans.  However,  if,  as  seems  more  likely,  he  doesn’t  know, clearly  he  is  incompetent  and  has  placed  the  security  of  the  realm  at  risk.  Mr Madderer is not fit to lead our great and noble  country. I call upon him to  resign forthwith, and not contest the coming General Election.’  

 Mr  Holbrook  went  on  to  say  that  he  had  indisputable  proof  of  American involvement and would produce that proof during the day.  

 This could be a fatal blow to the Prime Minister and the future for conservative government in Britain. The Prime Minister stumbled badly in his early response to the  allegations.  If  Joseph  Holbrook  can  produce  the  evidence  he  claims  to  have, Prime Minister Madderer may be forced to stand down before the election. In such disarray, the BFB Party is expected to romp home.  

 

‘Crikey,’ said Irith. ‘That’s going to put a few noses out of joint.’  
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‘The media know the PM is lying,’ said Levi. ‘They’ve gone into a feeding frenzy. 

Even the ones that are vehemently opposed to the BFB, and they’re few and far between since the editor of  The Times  was assassinated last month.’  

‘I hadn’t heard about that,’ said Irith. 

 ‘You must have been on the bottom of the ocean. Marion Hamilton’s assassination sent  a  shockwave  through  the  whole  of  Britain.  Traditionally  the  press  has  been  off limits,  even  to  the  most  vicious  criminals.  Her  assassination  signalled  that  no  one  in Britain was safe.’  

‘How was she killed?’ said Irith. ‘On second thoughts, I don’t want to know.’  
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Chapter 22 



‘Any sign of the Yellow Armbands yet?’ said Bragg a couple of hours later. 

‘Something’s  coming  up  on  the  screen  now,’  said  Levi.  In  the  bottom  left  corner three red circles had appeared, close together. He changed their colour to blue and went into his monitoring program to see if he could identify them. 

‘All  I’m  getting  is  a  buzz  from  their  engine  electronics,’  said  Levi.  ‘They’re  not military vehicles – just trucks, I’d say. Heading straight up the road from Glenfinnan.’  

More circles appeared behind the first three, then a convoy edged onto the top corner of the map, coming down the track from the direction of Strathan. 

Bragg whistled. ‘Twenty-eight trucks. And if each only contains four people, that’s over a hundred.’  

‘Subtlety  sends  the  wrong  message,  or  –  worse  –  no  message  at  all.  The  Yellow Armbands believe in brutal force and as much of it as they can muster at any particular point.’  

‘Why pick the lock when you can drive a truck through the front wall of the house, right into the kids’ bedroom?’ said Bragg. 

‘Precisely.’  

Irith shivered. 

‘We won’t give you up that easily,’ said Bragg, pouring soup into a mug. ‘Get this into you. You’ll feel better when your belly’s full.’  

It would take more than a mug of instant soup to make any difference, but Irith took it gratefully. ‘What’s the plan?’  

‘We  wait  until  I’ve  got  a  better  idea  how  many  there  are,  and  where  they’re  all heading,’ said Levi. 

‘And how they engage the Americans,’ said Bragg. ‘That’s the critical part.’  
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‘They won’t all engage,’ said Levi. ‘If they know why the Americans are here, and surely they must by now, they’ll throw half their force at them and send the rest looking for us. As soon as they engage, we run.’  

‘We can be seen for miles on these bare peaks,’ said Bragg. 

‘Then pray for bad weather.’  

 

Irith  was  asleep  in  her  sleeping  bag,  curled  up  into  a  hard  little  knot  and  making whimpering  sounds.  Malati  knelt  beside  her,  stroking  her  brow.  Irith  uncoiled  like  a spring being released, moaned and knotted up again. 

‘I’ve got to do something, Levi,’ said Bragg. ‘I can’t bear it.’  

‘What do you have in mind?’  

‘Well … there’s something not quite right about this operation.’  

‘I don’t follow you.’  

‘Yesterday, those soldiers didn’t seem professional enough. I’m wondering if they’re special forces at all.’  

‘I wondered about that too,’ said Levi. 

‘But if they’re not, who the hell are they?’  

‘I don’t know. I’ve been trying to decrypt their communications but I’ve had no luck so far.’  

‘They acted like a bunch of grunts thrown together for the first time,’ said Bragg. 

‘They wouldn’t send –’ Levi broke off. ‘All their special forces units are tied up in the Middle East, and America pulled its last troops out of Europe a decade ago. So … 

when they finally realised that Irith had taken the code box to Scotland, they had to send in the closest people they had – probably troops in Britain on a training exercise.’  

‘That  would  explain  a  lot.  They  haven’t  worked  together  before  and  they  daren’t bring any equipment that would identify them, so they’re using gear they’re not familiar with.’  

‘And that gives me hope,’ said Levi. 

‘Levi, what if I were to sneak around the ridge to the north-east, say, as far as Bienn Gharbh, laying a false trail to make them think we’re heading for Loch Arkaig and the east?’  
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‘It’s too risky, Bragg. Why didn’t I realise we were facing a poorly equipped bunch of amateurs?’ said Levi, standing up in the cramped space and kneading his thigh. ‘We could have been over their horizon by now …’  

‘What is it, Levi?’  

‘I’m beginning to think that bringing in the Yellow Armbands was a very bad idea.’  

 

Irith crawled out of her sleeping bag, rolled it up and poked her head out the door. The snow had eased and visibility was good – not what they’d been praying for. 

Malati came out behind her and put a hand on her arm. ‘Are you all right?’ she said anxiously. 

‘I  feel  much  better  now,’  Irith  smiled,  touched  by  the  girl’s  concern.  ‘What  about you?’  

‘It feels good to be doing something at last.’  

Irith took a while to digest that. ‘What, running for our lives feels  good?’  

Malati’s brown eyes were on her. ‘My aunt and uncle … It feels really disloyal, Irith, for they did everything they could for me. And they died as they lived, for their ideals. 

They were pacifists, but those ideals are no good in  this  world – pacifists just get crushed. 

The Yellow Armbands will happily kill a million of them. It’s taken me a long time to shake their beliefs off. But we’re fighting for our lives, for what we believe in, and I feel so … alive.’ Malati was glowing. ‘You and Bragg and Levi have given me hope where I had none.’  

‘Well,’ said Irith, ‘I find you pretty inspiring, after all you’ve been through.’  

Malati brushed that aside. ‘I refuse to be a victim,’ she said passionately. ‘What I’ve been through is nothing special – lots of people have suffered more. It shouldn’t mean the end of  their  lives, and it’s not going to stop me.’  

‘We could all die up here.’  

‘At least it won’t be on our knees.’  

‘Gather round,’ said Levi. 

They went in. Levi turned his screen so they could all see the map. ‘It’s time to go, before  the  professionals  arrive.  We’re  here  on  the  eastern  side  of  this  peak,  Sgurr  a Choire Riabhaich. The Americans are arrayed to the south and west, and also coming up the valley below us. The Yellow Armbands are  moving down from the north-east, and 197 
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possibly following the Americans into the valley. That leaves just one gap – through the trackless country to the north-west. Here –’ He traced a route with his fingertip. 

‘Depending on what the Yellow Armbands do,’ said Bragg. 

‘That’s the big unknown. Come on.’  

They  crawled  out  and  Bragg  and  Malati  packed  up  the  tent.  ‘We’ll  go  left,  well below the top of the peak,’ said Levi. ‘Then follow the contour around.’  

It was windy here. They’d only gone about fifty metres when there came a muffled explosion from far below. 

‘Get down!’  

They scurried into the shelter of the rocks. Bragg snatched the binoculars off Levi’s shoulder  and  focussed  them  on  the  spruce  plantation  that  occupied  all  but  the  highest, steepest slopes of the valley. About a kilometre away, on the central road, a dark cloud of smoke was rising. 

‘I  can  see  two  ATVs  and  some  smaller  vehicles.  One  of  the  ATVs  is  burning. 

There’s a big hole in the right-hand side. It doesn’t look as though anyone got out. There are bodies inside. A lot of bodies.’  

‘Blown to bits, just like that!’ said Irith. It didn’t matter that the Americans had been hunting her. They were still people. 

‘The  Yellow  Armbands  have  a  vested  interest  in  mayhem,’  said  Levi,  ‘and afterwards  they  can  tell  whatever  version  of  the  story  best  suits  them.  How  can  the Americans  deny  it?  Either  they’re  here  illegally, in  which  case  they  can’t  admit  where they’ve come from, or the PM has given them permission to shoot up Scotland, in which case he’s a liar.’  

‘He’s a liar, then,’ said Bragg. 

‘PM  Madderer  should  have  seen  the  risk,’  said  Levi.  ‘He  should  have  told  the Americans to piss off, and sent the SAS in.’  

‘The wonders of hindsight,’ said Bragg. 

‘What was it?’ asked Irith. 

‘A rocket-propelled grenade,’ Bragg replied. ‘An ancient but deadly effective RPG-7, by the look of it. They can hit a stationary vehicle up to half a kilometre away. See the pale blue-grey smoke rising from behind that crag? Someone went in on foot to ambush them.’  
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Irith  took  the  binoculars.  An  unmarked  helicopter  swept  around  the  curve  of  the valley, firing at the crag from which the smoke had risen. Irith saw two flashes, a couple of hundred metres apart on the far slope. One grenade blew off the tail of the chopper, which spun out of control and slammed into the hillside, exploding in flames. The other grenade missed but self-destructed, as designed, in mid-air. 

Again the telltale drifts of blue-grey smoke. This time Irith saw one of the RPG-7 

gunners running, crouched low, through the heather. 

‘Rocket-propelled grenades are deadly against moving targets too,’ Bragg murmured. 

‘Poor bastards. They should have known better than to get that close.’  

‘Will the Americans retaliate?’ said Irith. 

‘Not  in  front  of  so  many  witnesses,  if  they’re  smart,’  said  Bragg.  ‘The  Yellow Armbands  will  be  recording  everything.  They’ve  probably  got  a  satellite  uplink  to broadcast it direct to the net.’  

‘But they fired first,’ said Irith. 

‘They’ll  claim  they  were  fired  on,  and  how  can  the  Americans  prove  otherwise? 

They’re not supposed to be here. The Yellow Armbands are the ultimate opportunists –this attack was designed to create an international incident.’  

A dull flash from the second ATV was followed by an explosion halfway down the valley,  where  the  Yellow  Armband  convoy  had  stopped  on  the  main  forest  road.  A covered truck went up in a fireball, flinging bodies into the air. 

‘That’s done it,’ said Bragg. 

‘It certainly has – it’s going live to the net,’ said Levi, watching it on his screen. ‘It’s what the Yellows were waiting –’  

The second ATV was torn apart by triple explosions that left nothing but the chassis and the wheels. 

‘Holy  shit!’  said  Bragg.  ‘Three  rocket-propelled  grenades  at  once.  They  were  just waiting for the provocation. They’ll blow away the grunts on the ground now.’  

‘No,’ said Levi, ‘they’ll take them prisoner  so they can parade them to the media. 

Destroying the American alliance is one of the planks of their manifesto. Keep a sharp lookout. If there are any other troops hidden, they’ll make their move now.’  

A second helicopter was circling over the valley, well out of range of ground fire. A third turned south and disappeared in cloud in the direction of Glenfinnan. The second 199 
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now  headed  for  Sgurr  nan  Coireachan,  the  tall  peak  north-west  of  last  night’s  camp,  a bare  kilometre  from  where  they  were  now.  Dropping  low,  the  chopper  hovered  as  if intending to land there, but suddenly flipped sideways, turned sharply and shot over the peak. A grenade exploded in the air beyond it. The chopper went around in a great circle before it, too, headed south. 

‘What was that about?’ said Irith. 

‘The  Americans  must  have  observers  there,  and  they  were  going  to  pick  them  up. 

Damn it!’  

‘What’s the matter?’ said Irith. 

‘North-west, past that peak, is the only way we can go.’  

They huddled at the base of their crag, a great fist of schist that was shiny with flakes of mica, keeping watch on the valley and the peak. They’d chosen this crag because it overhung enough to provide some shelter and prevent them from being seen from above. 

The light sleety rain had returned, though at least they were out of the wind. 

It  was  hard  to  tell  what  was  going  on  down  in  the  valley.  On  the  net  the  Yellow Armbands  had  just  paraded  a  dozen  prisoners.  Back  in  London,  Holbrook  was humiliating the PM. 

Irith slept most of the day, slumped on her pack against the damp crag, hood over her face. She could have slept forever. Bragg woke her a couple of times with scalding mugs of tea or sweet cocoa. She couldn’t get enough. Her body didn’t have the capacity to keep her warm. Beside her, Malati’s teeth were chattering. She didn’t look so confident now. 

Irith took her arm. 

‘Don’t worry,’ said Irith. ‘Levi will get us out.’ She didn’t believe her own words. 

Malati gave her a tentative smile. ‘Of course he will.’  

Irith tried not to think about the Yellow Armbands, so close. 

In the middle of the afternoon, without warning, there came a single shot that echoed across the valley, followed by a volley, then several more bursts. 

‘That wasn’t far away,’ said Bragg. ‘Should I go and see?’  

‘Stay down!’ Levi hissed, hand to one ear. ‘Sounds like it’s coming from the high peak.’ Ever so carefully, he eased up over the crag. 

Irith did too. She had to know what was going on. 
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‘The Yellow Armbands have attacked the observers on Sgurr nan Coireachan,’ said Levi. ‘They must have crept around the north side of the ridge from Sgurr Thuilm, that tall peak to our right.’  

‘Must have been a bit of a scramble,’ said Bragg, looking at the map. 

There was more shooting, a lull, then two men appeared on the peak, outlined against the grey sky. Irith, who had Levi’s binoculars, could see them clearly. ‘They’ve got their hands in the air.’  

A burst of gunfire toppled the two soldiers over the edge. Irith clutched at Bragg’s arm. ‘They shot them down in cold blood.’  

‘That’s the Yellow Armbands for you. Bastards.’  

‘What do we do? They’re bound to check down here.’  

‘We don’t move,’ said Levi. ‘We make not a peep until dark, and then we scarper as fast as our little legs will carry us.’  

‘And pray they don’t have night-vision gear,’ said Bragg dourly. 

‘They’ll find us before then.’ Irith felt like a rat in a trap. 

‘Irith,’ said Levi, the epitome of calm, ‘they don’t know where we are. They can’t, and as long as we keep still, they won’t.’  

‘What if they come down this way, to look over the land to the south?’  

‘There’s crag above us and crag below. They won’t see us.’  

Not long after that, with the sleety rain beginning to teem down, forming icy rivulets that tumbled off the rock onto their heads and shoulders, they heard it. The brittle snap of a flat piece of schist cracking underfoot. Someone was above them, not fifty metres away. 

‘Keep down. Keep still,’ said Levi. 

Pulling the grey coat around her, Irith tried to look like wet rock. A thread of water made its way down the side of her neck. She wasn’t game to wipe it off. The wind eddied around  the  peak,  flinging  drops  in  their  faces.  To  her  left  she  could  just  see  the  tip  of Bragg’s nose, and the barrel of his automatic. 

She  reached  for  her  own. The  sleeve  of  her  coat  rustled  against  the  crag  and  Levi caught her wrist. Irith went still. 

Another  crunch,  closer  than  before.  The  man  must  be  moving  down  their  way. 

Perhaps  he’d  seen  a  footmark  or  an  overturned  rock.  Irith’s  throat  had  gone  dry.  She 201 
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swallowed and felt an urge to clear it. The urge grew stronger; she swished spit around her mouth and swallowed again. 

Crunch, crunch. He wasn’t far away. Ever so slowly Irith dropped her hand to her pocket and slid it in. 

‘You seen anything, Bob?’ The man’s voice was only metres above them. 

The reply came from further up. ‘Nah. I’m going to take a look over the other side.’  

‘I’m going down this way a bit.’  

‘Keep a sharp lookout.’  

Another  squall  swept  in  from  the  west  and  the  rain  began  to  stream  down.  Irith’s shoulders and back were damp. 

She tried to follow the man’s footsteps, but they only sounded when he stepped on loose rock. He wasn’t being particularly careful. Crunch, a long pause, crunch-crunch. It sounded as if he was just above their crag. Should he lean right out and look down … 

Sliding her fingers along the automatic, she pulled it out and flicked off the safety. 

A  rollicking  fart  rent  the  air.  ‘Aaahh!’  the  man  said.  He  let  rip  with  another,  and another. A yellow stream arched over them. Another sigh. He was pissing off the crag, over their heads, the dirty bastard. Irith felt the touch of that paranoia she’d had days ago. 

Her hand shook on the automatic and she began to raise it. 

Levi  squeezed  her  wrist,  painfully  hard.  She  took  a  deep  breath,  realised  what  she had  been  doing,  and  lowered  the  gun.  The  steaming  yellow  stream  was  still  going.  It reminded Irith that her own bladder was overfull. 

The stream faltered, the last drops spattering on Bragg’s hood. He gave her a rueful smile. The man let rip another fart, a grunt, then moved along the top of the crag. They only caught an occasional step, but a minute later saw his head and shoulders pass the far side of another crag and turn away as he made his way down. 

After giving him a minute to get  clear, Levi said in a low voice, ‘The danger will come  when  he  heads  back.  If  he  follows  the  same  track  he’ll  be  facing  us  as  he  turns around the crag.’  

‘Let’s creep around to the left,’ said Irith. 

‘Should he come up to our left we’ll be clearly visible,’ said Bragg. ‘Irith, you’re the best shot. Keep watch and if he sees us, shoot him dead.’  

‘What do we do then?’ she said to avoid thinking about that. 
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‘We  go  after  the  other  man,  kill  him  if  we  can,  then  run  for  our  lives  and  pray they’ve no one on lookout on Sgurr nan Coireachan. Because if there is, we’re dead.’  

‘Shh!’ said Levi. ‘I think he’s coming back. Keep as low as you can.’  

Irith squeezed back against the rock and checked that the safety was off. Her hand was shaking and not just from the cold. She studied her slender fingers. They were blue. 

‘Irith!’ hissed Levi. ‘Are you sure you can do it?’  

She  nodded  stiffly,  not  meeting  his  eyes.  Bragg  took  her  left  hand  but  Irith  pulled away. It wasn’t what she needed right now. 

‘Keep  your  face  in  your  hood,  and  side-on  as  far  as  possible.  Your  pale  skin  will show up against the rock.’  

How the hell am I supposed to shoot the bastard if I can’t look at him? she thought. 

There came the faint sound of a boot scuffling on rock. The Yellow Armband appeared, less than twenty metres distant. 

Irith had the automatic resting on her knee. She aimed it at the centre of his chest and slowly  brought  up  her  left  hand  to  steady  it.  The  man  stopped  in  the  gap  between  the lower crags and the upper, panting. He looked up at the sky, turned to survey the valley behind him, then looked to his right, between the crags in their direction. 

Irith  could  sense  the  tension  in  Malati.  Irith  felt  quite  detached  now.  Her  finger tightened on the trigger. To shoot or not? Had he seen them? He gave no sign of it but was still looking in their general direction. 

She could hardly breathe, and that pain in the centre of her chest was back. If he saw them  he  could  duck  out  of  the  line  of  fire  with  a  single  movement.  Then  he  and  his partner would stand back, out of handgun range, and riddle them with their assault rifles. 

To her horror Irith realised that she was tempted to shoot. Pulling the trigger felt like the solution. It would be taking control of her life and there’d been precious little of that since Jemma had plucked her off the bottom of the Tasman Sea. 

She drew a deep, gasping breath. Whatever she did, it was bound to be wrong. 

‘Steady,’ Levi murmured. 

It  calmed  her,  then  the  man  looked  up  the  hill,  calling,  ‘Nothing  down  here,’  and continued up out of sight. 

Irith felt faint. ‘Oh!’ she said softly, and sagged forward. 

 

203 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

Bragg  threw  his  arms  around  her  before  she  hit  the  gravel.  ‘Just  give  it  another minute, Irith. Give the prick time to get out of earshot, then you can rest all you want.’  

She leaned back against him, feeling quite boneless. 

‘Well done,’ Levi said in her ear. ‘Very well done, Irith.’  

 

They  waited  until  dusk,  not  daring  to  move,  for  they  had  no  idea  where  the  Yellow Armbands were. If they carried communicators or other electronic gear they kept them turned off, so Levi’s RF scanner could not detect them. 

When  it  was  almost  fully  dark  and  the  mist  was  creeping  around  them,  Levi  said, 

‘Now we go. Bragg, take the goggles and lead the way. We’ll rope together so we don’t get lost. This is our route.’  

He traced a path down their mountain to the eight-hundred metre contour, then north-west, following it around Sgurr a Choire Riabhaich, then Sgurr nan Coireachan, along a ridge and over a saddle, then north-west down into a rocky, uninhabited landscape. 

‘This is hard enough country in daylight, Levi,’ Bragg said. ‘I don’t see how we’re going to do that trek in the dark.’  

‘We’ll  do  it  because  the  alternative  is  a  bullet  in  the  head,’  said  Levi.  ‘The  really tricky  bit  will  be  getting  by  Sgurr  nan  Coireachan.  If  they’ve  got  night-vision  gear  up there, they could spot us. On the other hand, we’ll be a few hundred metres down. They’d need first-class equipment to see us that far away, in this mist …’  

He didn’t sound all that positive, Irith thought. ‘Why don’t we go lower?’  

‘Because we’d have to climb back up to cross the saddle and I’m not sure you or I are up to it.’  

The night was heavily overcast and the spitting sleet seemed to drive right at them no matter  which  direction  they  were  facing.  Even  with  the  night  goggles,  Bragg  had difficulty finding his way, and was often forced to backtrack to avoid crags, steep drops and slippery inclines, and scree-slopes they couldn’t travel across for fear of  causing  a noisy rockslide. Even after her eyes grew used to the dark, Irith could not see where she was putting her feet. 

The  passage  below  Sgurr  nan  Coireachan  proved  particularly  nerve-racking.  The land was very steep, the ground slippery, and Irith kept thinking she was going to topple sideways and fall  all the way down. She didn’t  share her fears with Levi – she wasn’t 204 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

game to speak in case there was a sentry further up. She just stumbled on, clinging to the rope and longing for the interminable trudge to be over. 

Levi was in bad shape. Each breath made a crackling sound in his lungs. Had it not been for Malati stoutly supporting him every step of the way he would not have made it. 

The trip to the saddle was only a couple of kilometres but it took three interminable, exhausting hours, and they couldn’t stop there. The saddle was overlooked by Sgurr nan Coireachan and they would be seen if the weather cleared momentarily. They kept going for another hour, north-west, then west, stumbling through wet heather and, lower down, sodden grass, until they dropped into a deep cleft surrounded by crags. Here Levi judged that  they  were  well  beyond  sight  of  the  lookout,  even  in  daylight.  They  could  find  no better  shelter  than  the  lee  of  a  crag,  though  it  was  out  of  the  wind  and  an  angled groundsheet kept off the drizzle. 

Irith sat down on the wet grass and could not get up again. She simply had nothing left. Her shins had bruises upon bruises from cracking them against rocks in the dark. 

Levi was still breathing heavily ten minutes later. He’d taken aspirin at intervals, but aspirin could not give him back the strength that a weak heart robbed him of. Irith was terrified that he’d drop dead at their feet. Or even worse, have a stroke and be paralysed. 

What would they do then? 

Bragg  made  a  kind  of  stew  from  the  residue  in  various  food  packets  heated  over Levi’s tiny gas burner. The meal tasted of nothing much at all, though Irith was long past caring.  It  was  hot  and  provided  a  satisfying  amount  of  filling  for  her  stomach.  They washed it down with mugs of hot chocolate, the last of that as well. 

‘How’s the food holding out?’ said Levi. 

‘Three blocks of chocolate for breakfast.’  

‘That’s  all?’  said  Irith.  ‘I  never  thought  I’d  say  it  but  I’m  really  getting  sick  of chocolate.’  

Bragg ruffled her hair. ‘We had other stuff but …’ he shrugged. ‘The bag’s gone. I don’t know when we lost it.’  

‘I hope the Yellow Arsebands don’t find it,’ said Irith. 

‘Then we’ve got to get out tomorrow,’ said Levi, opening the battery compartment of his portable. ‘Did I bring a spare fifty-hour fuel cell? Yes, of course I did.’  

‘And you can get a signal here?’ said Irith. 
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‘It’s got the latest satellite phone built in – it should work anywhere on the planet.’ 

He waved a hand as though he didn’t want to answer questions, so Irith crawled into her sleeping bag. 

 

‘Further down,’ said Levi, as they prepared to set out in the foggy morning, ‘we should meet an overgrown track that runs into an old earth road. It wanders down towards Loch Morar which is, incidentally, the deepest lake in Scotland.’  

‘Your fund of obscure knowledge never falters,’ Bragg said affectionately. 

‘And the plan is?’ said Irith. 

‘I’m  hoping  that  my  contact  will  be  able  to  get  through  to  us,’  said  Levi, ‘though we’ll  have  to  go  carefully.  This  end  of  the  loch  is  almost  uninhabited,  but  the  Yellow Armbands could still have supporters in the area.’  

‘Could they turn up here?’  

‘It’s  possible.  There  are  bound to  be  supporters  in  Mallaig,  the  town  on  the  coast, down past the other end of the loch. And no end of boats around.’  

 

‘Quiet now,’ said Levi, finishing with his computer after their next rest stop. He’d been working for ages and Irith had been wondering what he was up to. ‘We should only be a couple of hundred metres from the road.’  

They  were  hiding  in  a  copse  of  birches  on  a  small  hill  surrounded  by  jagged,  up-jutting  rocks.  ‘We’ll  go  down  carefully  and  check  the  road for  tracks,’  he  went  on.  ‘If there are any tyre marks, we’ll keep well away and look for another route.’  

Malati stood up, sniffing the air. ‘I can smell smoke.’  

‘If  they’re  here,’  said  Irith,  ‘we  might  be  better  to  attack  them  rather  than  risk  an ambush.’  

‘Good idea,’ said Levi. ‘Though the smoke could just be from a hiker’s fire. People climb the high peaks here all the time. Munroes, they call the ones over three thousand feet,  and  climbing  one  is  bagging  a  Munro.  More  obscure  knowledge.’  He  smiled ruefully.  ‘Malati,  you’re  the  lightest.  Do  you  think  you  could  shinny  up  one  of  these birches and have a look?’  

‘I’ll try,’ she said stoutly. ‘I’ve never climbed a tree before.’  

‘Take these.’ He put the binoculars around her neck. 
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Malati went up slowly and came down in a rush. ‘I saw two cars, hidden off the road. 

And a man with a Yellow Armband.’  

‘The  bastards  were  expecting  us,’  said  Bragg.  ‘They  must  have  intercepted  your message, Levi. Or your contact has betrayed us.’  

‘Angus wouldn’t –’ Levi broke off, biting his lip. ‘I mustn’t assume. Every man has his price – or his breaking point. We’ll go carefully.’  

Bragg was studying the contour map. ‘We might be able to creep down this fold and get close to them.’  

‘How are we going to take two vehicles?’ said Irith. 

‘I’ve got another grenade but I’d prefer not to use it – too noisy. But I brought a few capsicum grenades.’ Levi passed two to Irith and the other to Bragg. ‘You unlock them by  twisting  this  ring,  then  push  the  button  down  until  it  locks,  count  “a-one,  a-two,  a-three, a-four, a-five”, then throw. That’s as long as the target’s within five to ten metres. 

If it’s twenty metres out, just count to four, and so forth.’  

They got down on all fours. Irith found it hard going down the steep slope, for the stony ground cut into her palms and knees. At the bottom the fold was no deeper than a gutter, and crusted with ice. 

After some twenty minutes they were  within fifty metres of the vehicles, a pair of Land Rovers, which stood together behind a stand of scrubby pines a few metres off the dirt road. 

‘Where are the Yellow Armbands?’ said Irith. 

‘Probably in the back, torturing dumb animals,’ said Bragg. 

Levi  raised  his  head.  ‘I  can  see  three  sitting  in  the  first  vehicle  –  looks  as  though one’s  asleep  in  the  back  and  the  other  two  are  playing  cards.  The  second  vehicle  is empty.’  

‘There are two more men by the campfire,’ said Irith. ‘They don’t look very alert.’  

‘Would you be, if you’d been here for a couple of days and absolutely nothing had happened?’ said Bragg. ‘They’ll be tired, bored and mean.’  

‘Keep a lookout; they may have sentries out,’ said Levi. ‘We’ve got to get closer.’ 

They crawled another ten metres, twenty, twenty-five. ‘Irith, you’ve got a good arm. Put one of your capsicum grenades in through the open door of the occupied vehicle. Bragg, 207 
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try to take out the two at the campfire, then get their communicators so they can’t call for help. Malati and I will keep watch for sentries.’  

‘What if I miss?’ Irith said. 

‘Don’t! But if you do, use the second grenade. Don’t get shot throwing it. Come on –another few metres.’  

They  crawled  another  five  metres.  Irith  peered  through  the  trees.  These  Yellow Armbands were a rustic group, garbed in scuffed work boots, laced halfway up the calf, baggy, faded brown dungarees and brown shirts. They all had stubbled heads. 

‘On the count of three,’ said Levi from behind, ‘rise up, aim and throw in the one movement. Ready? One, two, three!’  

They rose to their feet and threw. At least, Bragg did. Irith’s ankle protested at the sudden movement and turned under her. Her grenade bounced off the shaven dome of the man asleep in the back of the first Land Rover and landed in the road. He started up with a strangled cry and fell out the door just as the grenade exploded. 

Bragg’s grenade went off as planned, blasting a cloud of capsicum mist all over the skinheads at the campfire. Irith’s grenade sent a billow of mist in through the open door, causing the man in the passenger seat to double over, but the driver scrambled out and ran up the road, shouting. 

Irith fumbled for the second grenade, dropped it in the grass and by the time she’d found it again the man was out of range. Cursing her clumsiness, she thrust it back in her pocket. 

Levi was taking careful aim with his automatic. Crack. Blood flowered on the fleeing man’s buttock. He fell into an ice-covered puddle, crawled off the road and disappeared. 

‘Hurry up!’ hissed Levi. 

Irith ran. Bragg was already  at the campfire, going through the pockets of the two thrashing  men  and  gathering  their  weapons.  He  ran  back  and  threw  everything  in  the second Land Rover. 

‘Let’s  go,’  he  yelled.  Bragg  pushed  the  rear  door  open  for  Levi  and  Malati  then started the engine and sent the vehicle spinning backwards. ‘Shoot the tyres and be quick about it,’ he yelled to Irith as she scrambled into the front passenger seat. 

Irith took up one of the rifles and popped the tyres of the other Land Rover. Someone fired from up ahead – a third vehicle had been hidden around the corner, between them 208 
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and  the  loch.  Bragg  cursed,  hesitated  and  stalled  the  vehicle.  He  swore  loudly  and  re-started it. 

‘That way!’ cried Levi, pointing off the road to the right. 

Bragg  wrenched  the  wheel,  the  Land  Rover  spun  in  a  circle  and  roared  into  the forest.  A  bullet  ricocheted  off  the  side  as  the  other  vehicle  skidded  around  the  corner towards them. 

Levi fired a short burst. The pursuing vehicle swerved violently and then they were away, darting and weaving between the trees. 

‘Are they following?’ yelled Bragg, after a headlong dash down the slope. 

Levi had his head out the window. ‘They’ve turned back. I wonder what they’re up to … Look out!’  

The road had looped down the hill and the other Land Rover came skidding around the  corner,  just  thirty  metres  away.  The  vehicle  was  driven  by  an  expert,  and  the  man with  the  automatic  rifle  was  skilled  too.  He  put  one  bullet  right  through  Irith’s  open window,  just  missing  both  her  and  Bragg  and  shattering  Bragg’s  side  window.  Bragg swerved wildly, the Land Rover went up on two wheels, he jerked the steering wheel and the car slammed down again, tearing bark off an aged pine. 

Irith pulled down her seat belt and buckled it. Malati did the same. Levi took careful aim and fired twice. The other vehicle swerved, skidded sideways and went flying down a steep  incline.  The  driver  did  a  handbrake  turn  and  tried  to  start  up  after  them,  but  the wheels  spun  on  icy  grass.  Two  men  wearing  Yellow  Armbands  jumped  out  and  began firing. 

‘Get your heads down!’ said Bragg, turning the other way down the slope to put a rocky rivulet between them. 

He wove from side to side. A rifle chattered; glass flew everywhere. 

‘Christ!’ said Levi, rubbing at his cheek, which bore a curving cut from a piece of flying safety glass. ‘That was a bit close.’ Thrusting his rifle out the window, he fired a burst. ‘It’s next to useless when we’re bouncing up and down like this, but it’ll give them something to think about.’  

More bullets hit the back of the car, tearing in through one side and out the other. 

Bragg  swerved  even  more  wildly,  throwing  Irith  against  the  side,  then  back  the  other way. 
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‘Do something, Irith!’ he snapped. 

Irith tried to aim her rifle. Useless was hardly the word, but she fired a token burst anyway and one of the men fell, clutching at his thigh. The other ducked. She pointed the rifle at the enemy Land Rover and emptied the magazine. Satisfyingly, the vehicle burst into flame. Bragg shot over the crest of a rise and they were out of the line of sight. 

Bragg was sitting up very straight, his jaw set. He put his foot down and the car went over another rise, straight for a rocky outcrop. 

‘Hey!’ shouted Levi. ‘Slow down. It gets really steep down there.’  

Bragg jammed his foot on the brake and the wheels locked. The Land Rover skidded on wet grass, bounced across an ancient ditch and the back slammed sideways into a tree. 

Irith was thrown against the side again, cracking her head. 

‘Aah!’ she cried. 

The  vehicle  bounced  off,  Bragg  over-corrected  and  it  skidded  the  other  way,  now going  sideways  towards  a  log.  He  gave  it  full  throttle.  The  wheels  spun,  deluging  the bonnet  and  windscreen  in  chunks  of  sticky  clay and  torn-up  grass.  The  vehicle  slowed and  Irith  was  sure  it  would  sink  into  the  bog,  then  the  wheels  gripped.  The  vehicle scraped along the side of the log and out onto solid earth. 

Bragg seemed to hesitate for a moment. 

‘What’s the matter?’ said Levi. 

‘I – which way, Levi?’  

Levi pointed down to the right. ‘Down there, between the pair of upright rocks, then right again. Come on.’  

Bragg moved off slowly. He was very pale. ‘It’s pretty steep, Levi.’ He swayed in his seat. 

Levi didn’t answer. 

Irith tried to see out the back window but it was covered in mud. She put her head out her window and looked back. ‘There’s no sign of anyone following.’  

‘Let’s  just  hope  they  didn’t  get  a  message  off  first,’  said  Levi.  ‘Get  a  move  on, Bragg.’  

With a little sigh Bragg slumped over the wheel. 
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Chapter 23 



‘Bragg?’ cried Irith and Levi at the same time. 

He didn’t answer but his foot must have pressed down on the throttle, for the vehicle accelerated  sharply.  Irith  jerked  it  out  of  gear  and  pulled  on  the  handbrake.  The  car shuddered to a stop, the engine roaring. 

She  pushed  Bragg  back  against  the  seat,  bent  down  and  heaved  his  foot  off  the accelerator. His right arm was stained red. 

‘He must have taken a bullet early on,’ said Levi, leaning over the seat. ‘He’s lost a lot of blood and gone into shock. Can you two get him into the back seat?’  

‘Shouldn’t we stop the bleeding first?’ said Irith. 

‘The man we didn’t hit isn’t far away,’ said Levi, standing outside with the rifle as Irith  and  Malati  heaved  Bragg  out  and  laid  him across  the  back  seat.  ‘Irith,  get  in  and drive like you’ve never driven before.’  

He clipped a seatbelt around Bragg’s middle and began to tear his shirt away. ‘Get moving, Irith.’  

She hopped into the driver’s seat, adjusted it and fastened her belt. 

‘You know where to go?’ snapped Levi. 

‘Down the hill.’ She started off. 

‘That’ll do for starters.’  

‘Is he going to be all right?’  

‘I don’t know, do I? You’ll have to go faster than that, Irith.’  

‘I’ve never driven down the side of a mountain before.’  

Ahead the slope was very steep and littered with pointed rocks and fallen trees. She slowed down and wove her way around them. 

‘He’s been hit in the shoulder,’ said Levi. ‘Must have happened when they shot up the windscreen.’  

‘Is it bad?’  
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‘No, though he’s bleeding like a stuck pig.’  

‘Why didn’t he say anything?’ Irith fretted. 

‘Wasn’t time. And I suppose he thought it wasn’t serious.’ Levi grunted as he tried to lift Bragg. ‘Put your thumb here, Malati.’  

Irith took a swift glance over her shoulder. Malati, white teeth bared, was pressing hard just above the wound. Levi was rummaging in his pack. 

‘The bullet hit a vein. That’s what’s done the damage. Fortunately it’s gone straight through …’  

‘But  he  won’t  be  using  the  arm  for  a  while.’  Irith  looked  ahead.  ‘Brace  yourself, Levi. It’s going to get rough in a minute.’  

‘Just pull up until we get this bandaged.’  

She stopped and looked back. 

‘Jump out, grab my rifle and keep watch,’ said Levi. ‘Turn the engine off.’  

Irith  did  so.  The  trees  were  bigger  here  and  further  apart.  A ragged  layer  of  snow clung to the ground, so there would be no trouble tracking them. But of course the enemy didn’t  need  to  track  them.  The  road  only  went  to  the  loch  and,  while  they  could  drive down these wet, steep slopes, the Land Rover probably couldn’t climb the other side. 

Despair crept over her. Whatever they did, it wouldn’t be enough. Without Bragg, what were they to do? 

She heard the sound of an engine in the distance, a deep roar. Reinforcements. 

‘Get off me. I’m all right,’ said Bragg, weakly. 

‘Lie back until we get this done!’ Levi said sharply. 

‘It’s nothing.’  

‘You’ve been shot, you bloody fool.’  

‘I thought it was a bit of window glass.’  

‘You’ve lost the best part of a litre of blood,’ said Levi. ‘You fainted.’  

‘Very manly of me,’ said Bragg. ‘Can I get up now?’  

‘Wait till I tie this, damn you. Malati, hold the bugger down and don’t let him give you any cheek.’  

Malati pressed Bragg down against the seat, biting her lip. 

‘I’ve got to be able to use my arm,’ said Bragg. 

‘I don’t want to risk it. The vein –’  
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‘Fuck the vein, Levi! I might get a bullet in the head in half an hour. Just bandage the arm and let me up. I’m going to need it, no matter how much it hurts.’  

‘There you go.’ Levi jerked the knot tight. ‘All right, Irith. We’re ready.’  

She got back in the driver’s seat. ‘Where to?’  

‘Straight down.’  

‘What’s down there?’  

‘The road winds around. We’ll pick it up at the bottom of the valley.’  

He  pulled  out  his  portable.  Malati  was  sitting  next  to  Bragg,  staring  at  the  blood seeping  through  the  bandage.  Bragg  looked  embarrassed  by  her  concern.  Irith  grinned and headed down the slope, which seemed to have been going forever. Ahead it was so steep that she was afraid they would fall right off. 

‘Slow down and put it into low range and low gear,’ said Levi. 

She did so and the vehicle slowed to a crawl. Shortly a winding forest track appeared ahead. 

‘Go straight across and into the forest on the other side. Then stop and we’ll get out. 

Leave the motor running.’  

They got out and piled their bags in the patchy snow. Levi got in the driver’s seat and pointed the vehicle downhill towards a bog, then let the clutch out and jumped out as the vehicle began to move. They watched it sink up to the bottom of the doors. 

‘What the hell’s going on, Levi?’ said Bragg. 

‘We’re going to be picked up.’  

‘By whom?’  

‘My contact, Angus. An old friend.’  

‘How will he know where to come?’  

‘I confirmed the location just then.’  

‘Do I know him?’ said Bragg. 

‘I wouldn’t think so.’  

Irith  could  hear  a  vehicle  grinding  down  the  slope  somewhere  above  them, presumably the first Land Rover, running on flat tyres. ‘I sure hope he’s on time.’  

As  she  finished  speaking,  a  long  black  Mercedes,  dating  back  to  the  eighties  or nineties, appeared ahead of them, driving slowly along the track. ‘Is this him, Levi?’  

‘I’d say so.’  
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The vehicle approached. Its windows were tinted and they couldn’t see inside. Irith felt a prickle of unease but shrugged it away. 

As  the  vehicle  pulled  up  the  driver’s  window  came  down  a  fraction,  revealing  a thickset  man  in  a  chauffeur’s  cap,  and  a  grey-haired  man  sitting  beside  him.  The chauffeur looked steadily at them but said nothing. Under his cap his head was shaven. 

The boot popped. 

‘Chuck everything in,’ said Levi. 

They piled their bags in. 

‘The weapons too,’ said Levi. 

Again that prickle of unease. ‘But what if we’re stopped?’  

‘Just do it, Irith. People in the back of limos don’t carry automatic weapons.’  

She put the rifle in the boot, after checking that the safety was on, and went round the side  of  the  car.  The  chauffeur  didn’t  get  out  to  open  the  door.  Don’t  suppose  I  would either, she thought, for such a disreputable bunch. 

She slid in and across to the middle. Malati followed. Levi got in to her right, and Bragg squeezed in on her left. The locks went clunk and the car moved off. 

The  man  in  the  front  passenger  seat  turned  and  the  coat  he  had  draped  over  his shoulders slipped, revealing a yellow armband with the familiar red whirling sickles in the middle. Irith’s heart froze in her chest. Levi had betrayed them. 

She gave a little squawk, quickly muffled. What was she to do? From where he was sitting Bragg couldn’t see it. She tried to think of a way of alerting him without warning the men in the front. 

The  vintage  Mercedes  accelerated  smoothly  down  the  rutted  road.  The  rear  doors were locked and couldn’t be unlocked from the inside. There was nothing she could do. 

Malati’s cold hand slipped into hers. She was staring at the yellow armband, shaking her  head.  ‘No,’  she  whispered,  and  her  fingers  clenched  on  Irith’s.  Then  she  forced  a smile. ‘No, Irith –’  

‘Well done, Angus,’ said Levi. ‘Dead on time, as always.’  

‘I pride myself,’ the man said in a deep, rumbling burr. ‘You know that, Levi.’  

‘Well, it was a lifesaver this time. It’s good to see you again. Now, about getting out 

–’  
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‘It’s all taken care of.’ Angus turned around – his face red, wind-burned, as craggy as the hills – and inspected them one by one. ‘Your little friend looks a mite uncomfortable.’  

Levi  laughed.  ‘She’s  had  some  bad  experiences  with  people  wearing  yellow armbands.  Irith, this  is  Angus  McNeal.  We  worked  together  a  long  time  ago.  And  this would be your son, Hamish, would it not?’  

‘Fergus,’ said the chauffeur, pulling off his cap to reveal a round, stubbled head that would have fitted in perfectly on any Yellow Armband rampage. ‘Hamish is working the Norway rigs at the moment.’  

Irith shivered at the sight of him. 

‘Nice Merc,’ said Levi. 

‘We borrowed it from the local laird; he’s down in London.’  

‘I can’t imagine why he wants a Mercedes here,’ said Levi. ‘This is the only road on his estate.’  

‘The silly old bugger collects them. Can’t imagine why.’  

The car pulled off the road into the trees and stopped. 

‘You’d better hop in the boot for a bit,’ said Angus. ‘There’s a checkpoint down the road.’  

‘Won’t they open it?’ said Bragg, who was very pale. 

‘I’m  a  senior  officer  in  the  Yellow  Armbands,’  said  Angus.  ‘I’ve  got  all  the  right papers.’  

‘The  ones  we  ran  into  back  up  the  hill  might  have  got  a  signal  off  a  few  minutes ago,’ said Levi. 

Angus frowned. ‘Ah! Well, we should still be all right.’  

They got out and squeezed into the boot. Bragg had to be helped in. Though it was capacious,  the  four  of them  filled  the  boot  completely.  Irith’s  face  was  pressed  against Bragg’s  muddy  coat.  The  lid  closed  gently  and  it  was  completely  dark.  She  began  to breathe heavily. 

‘Steady,’ said Levi from behind her. 

‘I get claustrophobia.’  

‘You’ll have to fight it.’  

Irith did her best. She still wasn’t sure they were safe. The rescue seemed a little too good to be true and, once the doubt had been raised in her mind she could not overcome 215 
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it, not even considering all Levi had done for her in the past. This might still be a trick. 

What if, improbable as it seemed, he’d betrayed them and the explanation was to get her to go quietly? The BFB Party was notorious for its seductions and betrayals. 

After  bumping  along  the  road  for  what  must  have  been  a  few  kilometres,  the Mercedes  slowed  and  stopped.  Irith  heard  a  harsh  voice,  then  the  vehicle  rocked  as someone got out and rocked again as the door was closed. There was a loud exchange at the front, though she couldn’t make out the words. 

Irith  could  hardly  breathe.  She  tried  to  fight  down  her  panic,  which  was  rising inexorably.  She  tried  to  distract  herself  by  thinking  of  a  plan  in  case  they  were discovered. One of the rifles was digging into her hip but she’d never get it out in time. If the boot was opened, they were done for. 

‘Steady,’ Levi repeated, and Irith realised that she was panting. Her heart felt about to explode. 

Malati slid an arm across her shoulder and Irith was glad of it. Gravel crunched as several people walked down the side of the car and around the back. There was more talk, then something went thump on the boot lid. Malati’s hand clenched on Irith’s shoulder. 

Irith almost cried out. 

The moment seemed to stretch out to eternity. Irith got her other hand over her nose and breathed into it, which seemed to help. There was more talk outside, more crunching of gravel, and another thump on the boot as if someone had banged a fist on it. 

Gravel  crunched  the  other  way;  the  car  rocked.  The  motor  started  and  then, blessedly,  they  moved  off.  Irith  held  her  breath  but  the  car  accelerated  away  without further incident. 

No one spoke. Irith could feel Bragg wince with every bump on the rough road. 

‘How’s the arm?’ came Levi’s muffled voice. 

‘More than painful.’  

Eventually  the  Mercedes  pulled  up  and  the  boot  was  opened.  The  car  stood  by  a small  timber  jetty  jutting  into  a  loch  so  long  Irith  couldn’t  see  the  other  end.  A  small fibreglass motorboat, so old that furry fibres stuck out of the resin on the edges, was tied to one of the piles. They got into the boat, Fergus took the wheel and the motorboat took off, cruising into a stiff westerly. 
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‘Sorry about that,’ said Angus. ‘We couldn’t just drive through the checkpoint. They wanted to know if we’d heard anything, since their radio was out.’  

‘That’s lucky,’ said Bragg. 

‘Lucky we jammed it,’ grinned Fergus. ‘The people you ran into called for help just after you got into the boot.’  

Halfway down the northern side of the loch they disembarked at a battered, rotting jetty. They were ushered into a rusting Standard 8 sedan, nearly ninety years old, which rattled across a winding dirt road, up a steep range and down the other side to another jetty. 

‘This is Loch Nevis,’ said Fergus, ‘though it’s not a lake but an inlet of the sea.’  

They  boarded  a  somewhat  larger,  though  equally  decrepit,  motorboat  and  headed north-west into the mist. 

‘Where are we going?’ said Levi. 

‘To a hideout until it’s safe, then north, up through the isles,’ said Angus. ‘And after that, it depends. Do you care?’  

‘Not as long as it’s well out of here,’ said Levi with a heartfelt sigh. ‘Heard the news lately?’  

‘You  can’t  get  away  from  it,’  said  Angus.  ‘They’ve  been  replaying  footage  of yesterday’s  battle  all  day.  The  Prime  Minister  is  shattered.  His  senior  colleagues  are calling upon him to resign as leader to avoid an electoral wipe-out. But, with the election called, that would be worse than him staying on.’  

They watched every bulletin on Levi’s portable, hoping against hope that Jemma had the surveillance tape and that she’d given it to the media, but it wasn’t mentioned. 

 

They  were  taken  that  foggy  night  to  a  lonely,  cramped  isolated  farmhouse  beyond  the northern side of Loch Nevis. It proved to be at the end of a long, winding drive through forest,  with  the  car’s  lights  out.  Angus  left  them  there,  promising  to  send  Fergus  back with supplies in due course. The place was small and cold, and so long abandoned that trees had grown up around it. They weren’t allowed to go outside or light the fire, or do anything else that might attract attention. 

Fergus appeared the next evening with the promised supplies and spare batteries for Levi’s equipment, though he wasn’t able to tell them how long they’d have to hide. 
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In  the  end,  they  spent  a  little  over  two  weeks  there.  There  was  nothing  to  do  and Irith,  who  was  used  to  being  busy,  felt  as  though  she  would  go  out  of  her  mind  with boredom. Levi worked on his portable most of the time. Malati was unfailingly cheerful and optimistic, but Malati didn’t talk much at the best of times. 

Irith thought that, after all they’d been through, she and Bragg might have got back together, at least for the time they had here. Unfortunately Bragg had withdrawn again. 

His wound became infected, it was extremely painful and took a long time to heal. He lay on his bed most of the time, staring at the ceiling or writing in a battered journal. Perhaps he was afraid to reach out to her, afraid of committing himself again after being so hurt seven years ago. Or perhaps it was the pain of his injury. Whatever it was, the stalwart companion of the past days had vanished. Bragg was completely closed off from her and she had never felt more lonely. 

 

Finally Fergus picked them up and took them back to the motorboat, which subsequently rendezvoused  with  a  fishing  boat  in  the  middle  of  the  Sound  of  Sleat  on  yet  another windy  sleeting  day.  Angus  said  goodbye,  shaking  their  hands  and  telling  them  to  stay below  as  much  as  possible.  He  waved  and  the  motorboat  turned  back  as  their  vessel turned north-west around the Isle of Skye. 

The  following  morning  was  the  day  of  the  General  Election  and  Irith  watched  the coverage,  on  a  small  screen  in  a  corner  of  the  cabin,  with  increasing  despair.  The  exit polls were uniformly disastrous, showing swings of up to fifty percent in many seats. The members  of  the  Government  said  little,  though  the  looks  on  their  faces  when  they appeared at their local polling booths said it all. They were going to be annihilated. 

‘After  today  there  will  be  no  true  government  in  the  home  of  parliamentary democracy,’ said Levi. ‘The PM could concede as early as 7 pm. Holbrook will be giving his victory speech within the hour and the Cabinet will be making executive decisions by 10.’  

‘What’s Holbrook going to do?’ said Irith. 

‘First he’ll purge the remaining unsympathetic officers in the police, Special Branch, intelligence and security agencies, and the armed forces. That’ll be done tonight – they’ll already have a list.’  

‘How could they possibly act so quickly?’ Irith said. 
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‘It’s been long in the planning. This revolution, if you want to call it that, began in the security services about fifteen years ago. They’d gained sweeping powers earlier in the  century,  when  we  allowed  governments  to  take  away  our  rights  in  the  cause  of combating terrorism. A cabal of mid-ranking officers took the view that the Government was  full  of  bleeding  hearts  leading  Britain  on  a path  to  disaster. They  decided  that the whole political landscape had to be transformed. 

‘They already had the dirt on everyone and used it ruthlessly to bribe, intimidate and corrupt  their  fellow  officers,  then  the  police  and  even  the  intelligence  agencies.  They hadn’t  forgotten  the  politicians  either.  Liberals  and  middle-of-the-roaders  were  bribed, corrupted  or,  if  they  proved  incorruptible,  destroyed  in  one  scandal  or  another  –fabricated when a politician had no skeletons in his or her closet. 

‘Soon there were no liberals left. The cabal used the same methods against business leaders, the civil service, even charities. Over a decade they moved the country massively to the right so, when the time came, their racist, neo-fascist policies would seem just one small but necessary step. 

‘At the same time, they established links with similar groups elsewhere in Europe. 

They sponsored other groups like the BFB and the Yellow Armbands, allowed them to grow of their own accord, and waited. By the time the European dominoes began to fall Britain  was  within  their  sights  and  they  were,  essentially,  uncontrollable.  They  knew everything. They controlled security and they controlled information. No rebellion could get started, for no one knew who to trust. For a moment, when we got into Angus’ car, you even thought I’d betrayed you.’  

‘I’m sorry, Levi,’ said Irith in a tiny voice. ‘I couldn’t –’  

‘I perfectly understand. Anyway, after the purges, the new government will bring in martial law. That won’t occur for a few days, not until their control is complete. And then they’ll  implement  the  policy  they’ve  been  planning  all  along.  Every  refugee  in  the country will be rounded up and interned, pending expulsion.’  

‘They can’t have built camps already,’ said Irith. 

‘There are plenty of secure places – mothballed military bases, empty institutions and prisons, closed-down factories. 

There are enough abandoned mines in this country to pen in half a million people.’  

‘They’d be hell on earth.’  
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‘Intentionally. It’s the ultimate deterrent.’  

‘Not quite the ultimate deterrent,’ said Bragg. ‘They’re not death camps.’  

‘Not even the BFB could get away with that,’ said Levi. ‘Not yet, at any rate.’  
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Chapter 24 



They  spent  the  night  glued  to  the  screen,  unable  to  look  away  as  the  foundations  of British democracy collapsed. By 7.30 pm it was all over. The BFB Party had won in a landslide, with over sixty percent of the vote and ninety-seven percent of the seats. The Labour  Party  had  won  seven  seats,  the  Conservatives  five,  and  the  Liberals  had  been wiped out. 

Malati took it the hardest of any of them. Her optimism, that had sustained them for weeks, ran out of her. She sank lower in her seat as the night progressed, and closer to Levi, as if he were her only protection. 

‘Now what?’ Irith said when Levi finally turned the screen off at midnight. 

‘Get out of Britain, quick,’ Levi said. 

‘We’ll be at the top of their list.’  

‘I doubt that, Irith. The enemies of the new state form a mighty long list. Let’s see what Angus can come up with.’  

‘I’m going to bed,’ said Irith. ‘The rest of the world can go to hell.’  

She climbed into her bunk, wriggled into her sleeping bag and turned her face away from the light. She didn’t sleep a wink. 

 

The fishing boat chugged up the Little Minch between Skye and the Western Isles, but Irith saw little of it, for she spent her time dozing in the tiny cabin filled with diesel fumes and  the  stink  of  fishy  bilge  water.  They  had  been  due  to  board  a  second  boat,  first  at Ullapool, then at Stornoway across the Minch on the Isle of Lewis, and finally at Durness on the north-western tip of the mainland, but each time Levi received an urgent call from Angus, telling them to keep going. Now that the purges were underway it seemed that not even his staunchest allies could be trusted. 

Finally, however, days after the election, they were picked up after dark by another trawler,  near  Thurso  on  the  northern  coast  of  Scotland.  The  vessel  then  headed  north, 221 
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though they had been sailing across  empty seas for some hours before Irith discovered that they were making for Shetland. Levi hadn’t worked out what to do once he got there 

– he’d been shaken by the betrayals and spent most of the time in his bunk, staring at the heaving ceiling. 

He  was  even  more  shaken  the  following  morning  when  he  heard,  via  a  call  from Fergus, who had fled to Norway, that Angus had been taken. 

‘Poor  devil,’  Levi  said,  gathering  everyone  around  him  at  the  stern  of  the  tossing trawler, where they couldn’t be overheard. ‘They’ll kill him. Angus is such a gentle man. 

He won’t be able to take torture.’  

They considered his fate in silence. Angus had done all he could for them, and had condemned himself in the process. 

‘And when they torture him, he’ll reveal where we are and where we’re going,’ said Irith. 

‘He doesn’t know,’ said Levi. ‘Fergus organised this trawler before he fled. Angus refused to hear about the details – he must have known they were closing in. He gave us the best chance he could. Ah, poor Angus – he was the best friend anyone could wish for. 

I hope his heart gives out before they … do too much to him. We often used to talk about our  dicky  hearts,  over  a  port  or  two,  and  wonder  which  one  of  us  would  go  first.’  He turned away, wiping tears out of his eyes. ‘The whole bloody world is falling to pieces.’  

Malati put her arm around him and helped him below. 

 

A day later, Irith came up on deck to find the trawler wallowing in heavy seas. There was no  land  to  be  seen.  She  went  into  the  wheelhouse  where  Levi  was  standing  beside  the captain. 

‘How much longer?’ said Irith. 

Levi glanced at the captain. 

‘Two  hours,  more  or  less,’  the  captain  said  without  looking  around.  His  white-bristled jaw worked a few times. He swallowed, then looked at Irith. ‘Been to Shetland before?’  

‘No,’ said Irith. ‘Have you been there, Levi?’  

Levi shook his head. ‘Not even close.’  
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They  stood  there  for  a  while,  not  speaking,  until  the  captain  said,  ‘Getting  a  bit crowded on the bridge.’  

Calling it the bridge implied a grandeur that the smelly little craft certainly did not have. It was no more than a cramped wheelhouse packed with ancient fish-finding sonars, three of them, two echo sounders, a radar receiver and various other pieces of electronic equipment, all long out of service. They took the hint and went out, to lean on the stern rail and stare at the grey water. Irith’s stomach was churning. Even after all her time at sea, she’d not got used to the rolling. 

‘Where  do  we  go  from  here,  Levi?’  she  said  quietly.  She  looked  around  but  the solitary deckhand was up at the bow. Malati stood a few metres along the rail, gazing into the distance. 

‘I don’t know …’ Levi replied. 

Levi always knew what to do, so this current malaise was particularly disturbing. ‘Do you mean you don’t know, or you’d prefer not to say?’ she asked. 

He tried to smile but it didn’t work. Levi scrubbed his fingers over his bald dome, making trails through its crusting of salt. ‘Both.’ He looked out to sea. ‘We’ve got to get right away from Britain. Not even Shetland is safe. There’s practically nowhere in Europe that is. But where we go, and how we get there, will depend … Oh heck, Irith. You might as  well  know.  The  new  regime  isn’t  just  targeting  refugees  and  foreigners.  They’re rounding  up  all  kinds  of  “undesirables”.  Their  planning  was  more  advanced  than  I’d thought.  They’ve  already  taken  three  people  from  my  network,  apart  from  Angus,  and are, no doubt, torturing them to find out what they know – by methods you’ve already been acquainted with.’  

‘Will that damage your group?’ Whatever it was. Levi had always been cagey about who his associates were. 

‘Terribly. We saw it coming, months ago, and moved most of our information and assets  out  of  reach.  But  it’s  never  been  that  easy  to  move  our  most  important  assets  –people. I make sure my friends know no more than they need to, but put enough of them together and skilled interrogators could form a good picture of our little operation.’  

She didn’t speak, just waited for him to go on, and eventually he did. 

‘But … they haven’t taken a couple of people that they must know were part of my network.’  
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‘You think they’ve been turned?’ said Irith. 

‘Yes,  or  left  in  place  under  surveillance,  to  catch  me  if  I  contact  them.  And  then again, the Yellow Armbands aren’t  just  a bunch of street thugs. That’s the face they show to the public, because it works. They’re like secret police, and they can get to anyone. For the first time in my life I no longer know who to trust. It’s a scary feeling.’  

His thin brown hands gripped the rail. ‘But I have to trust someone. More than one person. What am I to do?’  

‘You’ll have to take a chance on human nature,’ Irith said. 

‘There’s precious little of that left in Britain, and it’ll dwindle every day the BFB’s in power.’  

‘Then the sooner you get away and set up anew, the better.’  

‘You’re right. We must be positive.’ He looked forward to the horizon, where a small flat expanse of land had appeared. ‘Won’t be long now. Is Bragg up?’  

‘He was still sleeping a while ago. Should I wake him?’  

‘Let  him  sleep  while  he  can.  We  mightn’t  get  much  of  a  chance  in  the  next  few days.’  

They stood companionably at the rail, swaying with the waves. There was no living thing in sight, in any direction. Malati kept glancing at Irith and Levi as if looking for the opportunity to join them. Irith hoped she wouldn’t. It was rare that she and Levi got the chance to talk; even rarer for him to be in the mood for personal revelations. 

‘What makes you do it, Levi?’  

‘What’s that, Irith?’  

‘For as long as I’ve known you – no, as long as Mum’s known you – you’ve been fighting against the system, for underdogs like me. What makes you keep going, knowing you’re risking everything, even your life?’  

‘That’s just the way I am,’ he said dismissively. 

‘Does it come from your family?’  

He laughed. ‘Hardly. The rest of the Seths are as conservative as they come. Family, tradition, cricket and business were their goals. My father and his brothers were masters of making money, for all the good it did them. They all died early, as I mentioned once. 

Heart troubles.’ He shaded his eyes, staring at that little patch of land. 
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‘I was born the way I am, Irith. I’ve always been against the system – by which I mean the bad aspects of the system, not the entirety of it. I was a hacker when I was a kid, back in the nineties. Not a malicious one, nor out for what I could get – I just wanted to crack  into  what  was  forbidden  and  get  out  again  without  anyone  knowing.  I  didn’t  do anything there. I used to pride myself on leaving no trace.’  

‘There’s got to be more.’ Irith rubbed her red cheeks. The spray was blowing right over the boat and it was so cold that every surface was glazed with ice. 

‘I suppose there was one incident that precipitated it. Thirty-odd years ago a friend –later  she  became  my  wife,  but  it  couldn’t  last  –  got  caught  up  in  one  of  those  acts  of violence that occur from time to time. It had nothing to do with her. Katlyn was just in the  wrong  place  at  the  wrong  time,  but  she  was  kidnapped,  tormented  and  abused  to extract a secret she never knew. She never got over it. Later, much later, she cracked up, blamed me and I lost her, and the kids. My own flesh and blood, my twins, and I haven’t seen them for ten years.’  

He broke off, gripping the rail hard. ‘It’s funny how life turns out. I hadn’t planned on marriage, and most of our time together was torment, but I miss her companionship. 

Friends aren’t quite the same. 

‘I don’t blame Katlyn for blaming me, though I was blameless. I don’t even blame her for turning the kids against me. She was so deeply traumatised that she didn’t know what was going on. That’s what turned me into a crusader for all that’s right and decent and fair – there seemed no fairness left in the world.’  

Bragg came up, rubbing his eyes. ‘I needed that.’ He scanned the horizon. ‘There we are. Not long now.’  

‘Where in Shetland are we heading for?’ said Irith. 

‘Scalloway,’ said Levi. ‘A town halfway up the western side of Mainland – that’s the main island. Should be there within the hour.’  

‘We’d better get ready then.’ Bragg went below. 

‘Malati looks as though she wants to say something to you, Levi,’ said Irith. 

Levi glanced at her and his face grew fond. ‘She’s such a generous, grateful child, and so loyal. So giving. Malati has worked her way into my heart, and now I’m terrified. 

It’s almost like having a child again. What if they …’  

‘What if you lose her too?’ Irith said softly. 
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‘If I’m the cause of another precious young life being lost, I truly won’t have the will to go on.’  

 

‘We’ll  be  there  in  half  an  hour,’  Irith  said,  carefully  descending  the  steep  steps  to  the cabin. Bragg was massaging his upper arm. ‘How is it?’  

‘The infection’s gone and it’s slowly healing, but there’s not a lot of strength in it.’  

‘Hopefully you won’t need to use it in the next few days. Do you know what Levi’s got in mind?’  

‘He hasn’t said, but I suspect we’ll be flying to Norway.’  

‘Norway’s safe, isn’t it?’  

‘So I’m told, but I’ll be getting the first plane home. I’ve got to find a job.’  

‘Come back to Australia with me,’ she said impulsively. ‘Spend a few weeks in the sun, recuperating.’ He didn’t reply. He was staring at her and there was a strange, longing look in his eyes. 

‘Bragg?’ she said. 

‘Is that an offer?’  

‘It’s the offer of a holiday. You can stay at my place.’  

‘You may not be able to get home.’  

‘Why not?’  

‘There are escorted flights to the States, but not anywhere else.’  

‘That’d  be  right,’  she  muttered.  ‘The  whole  world  is  conspiring  against  my  ever getting home.’  

‘Well,  let’s  worry  about  that  once  we  get  to  Norway.  We  may  be  able  to  get  to Australia from the States. And then, I may even take up your offer.’  

They went up on deck. Levi was at the rail with Malati, staring intently at the shore through his binoculars. The land was low, rounded and there wasn’t a tree in sight. 

‘Amazing!’ Levi said. ‘I can see a flock of sheep grazing on the shore. They seem to be nibbling at the rocks.’ Bragg started, then said out of the corner of his mouth to Irith, 

‘Go below. Right away.’  

She might have protested, but the tone of his voice stayed her. ‘We’d better get our gear,’ Bragg said loudly. ‘Come on, you two.’  
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Levi’s  eyes  met  Bragg’s  and  some  understanding  passed  between  them,  for  Levi gave an almost imperceptible nod. 

They went below. ‘What’s the matter?’ Irith said. 

‘That’s  not  Scalloway,’  said  Bragg.  ‘We’re  coming  into  the  eastern  side  of  the island.’  

‘How do you know?’  

‘I’ve been here many times. I worked on the oil rigs for a while. Those sheep graze on the seaweed on the  eastern  side of Mainland.’  

‘So that’s why the captain asked if we’d been to Shetland before,’ said Levi. ‘He’s betrayed us. There’ll be a reception committee waiting.’  

‘And there’s no way out.’ Bragg knotted his fingers together then tore them apart. 

‘Why do they want us so desperately?’ said Irith. ‘Is it the code box?’  

‘I expect so,’ said Levi. ‘What would that be worth to their mates in the US? The Yellow Armbands could name their price. Get rid of it, Irith.’  

‘How?’  

‘Pull the coding mechanism out of its box and drop it over the side.  Now! ’  

‘I didn’t know it came out,’ said Irith. 

‘Give it here,’ said Levi, and had the box open  and the mechanism out in under a minute. 

‘Wait  a  sec.  I’ve  still  got  one  of  those  capsicum  grenades  in  my  pack,’  Irith  said thoughtfully. 

‘It’ll take more than that to save us,’ said Levi. 

‘What if I put the grenade inside the empty box, rigged to go off when it’s opened? It might give us a chance.’  

‘They’ll take it back to HQ and open it there,’ said Bragg. 

‘Is the water deep here?’ said Irith. 

‘No more than fifty metres. If they know where to look, they’ll find it.’  

‘Then they mustn’t know.’ Irith put the coding mechanism in her pocket. ‘Levi, go and  distract  the  captain.  Bragg  and  Malati,  stand  behind  me.  I’ll  slide  it  over  the  side when no one’s looking.’  
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They went back up on deck and down to the stern. Irith casually leaned over the stern and dropped the coder into the trawler’s wake. She stood there, watching the sea, then went below and spent ten minutes rigging up the booby trap inside the box. 

Bragg came running down. 

‘There’s a motorboat coming out fast. My guess is they plan to take you and the code box here, and get rid of us out to sea. If our bodies do float ashore, who’s to say how we got the bullets to the back of the head?’  

They  went  up  again.  The  trawler  slowed  and  the  captain  put  his  head  out  of  the wheelhouse. He didn’t meet Levi’s eyes. ‘A launch is coming to take you off. Better get ready.’  

‘I’m ready,’ said Irith, putting on an innocent smile and hefting her bag. ‘Thank you for everything.’  

She  watched  the  launch  curving  round  to  meet  them.  It  was  a  big,  powerful motorboat, about fifteen metres in length, and solidly built for the rough conditions of the North Sea. The captain hove to and the motorboat came alongside. It had a crew of three men, made shapeless by wet-weather gear. 

‘They’re not wearing yellow armbands,’ said Irith. 

‘They’re not the only thugs the BFB has at its disposal,’ Levi replied. 

The launch touched and the crew lashed it fore and aft. The trawler’s captain went into the wheelhouse and slid the door closed. The deckhand had disappeared below. The three on the launch reached into lockers beneath the rail, pulling out assault rifles, which they pointed at Levi and Bragg. 

‘Hands behind your heads. Don’t move.’  

They slid yellow armbands up their arms and the air suddenly became a whole lot colder. 

 

228 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

 

 


Chapter 25 



‘Don’t try anything,’ Levi said quietly. 

‘I wasn’t planning to,’ said Bragg. 

Two  men  clambered  over  the  side.  One  was  short  and  pale,  with  a  five  o’clock shadow  as  dense  as  charcoal,  fur  sprouting  from  under  his  collar,  and  bad  teeth.  The second was tall and muscular, and would have been handsome but for a broken nose that looked  as  though  it  had  been  flattened  with  a  mallet.  The  third  man  remained  on  the launch, covering them with his rifle. 

‘You!’ the small, hairy man snapped at Levi and Bragg. ‘Down on the deck. All your clothes off. Now!’  

They stripped naked and lay on the icy deck. Malati, watching Levi shuddering from the  cold,  clenched  her  little  fists.  The  man  with  the  broken  nose  went  through  their clothes, expertly, while the hairy one kept his assault rifle trained on them the whole time. 

There  was  not  the  slightest  chance  given.  Finally  the  man  with  the  broken  nose  went below and came back up carrying their belongings. 

Their automatics were taken, along with Levi’s computer, their packs and everything in  their  pockets,  then  Levi  and  Bragg  were  allowed  to  put  their  clothes  on.  Irith  felt  a trace  of  hope.  If  the  Yellow  Armbands  had  been  planning  to  execute  Levi  and  Bragg, they wouldn’t have bothered letting them get dressed. 

‘Your turn,’ said the hairy man to Irith and Malati. ‘Everything off.’  

Irith  stripped.  Malati,  with  a  shudder  of  mortification,  did  too.  The  cold  was unrelenting, a killing cold. 

‘Lie down on the deck, hands behind your heads.’ They did so. The second man went through their packs and, with a cry of triumph, came up with the code box. 

Unfortunately he put it in a canvas bag without opening it. The short, hairy man with the bad teeth gestured to Irith with the point of his gun. ‘Get dressed.’  
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She  scrambled  for  her  clothes,  but  she’d lost  that  carefully  nurtured  body  warmth, and once she was dressed the clothes made no difference. Her feet were so cold that she couldn’t feel them. 

Malati reached for her own clothes but the rifle swung at her. ‘Not you!’  

Irith turned around. ‘What –?’  

‘Malati  Mehra  is  an  illegal  immigrant.  A  non-person.  She  doesn’t  have  rights.’ 

Malati  was  now  giving  convulsive  shivers  and  her  brown  skin  had  gone  grey-blue. 

‘Where’s the tape?’ said the tall man with the flattened nose. 

‘What tape?’ said Levi, so furious that he was having trouble breathing. 

The man thrust the muzzle of his assault rifle into Levi’s belly, doubling him over. 

‘Shut the fuck up, unless you want to be classified as a refugee as well.’  

‘I am,’ said Levi, standing beside Malati, and her listless eyes shone for a moment. 

The hairy Yellow Armband struck him down with the barrel. Malati fell to her knees beside Levi, trying to cradle his head in her arms, but was forced away at gunpoint. The hairy man stormed across to Irith. ‘The tape you stole from the retraining centre,  now!’  

The man on the launch sprang lightly up onto the side of the fishing boat. He was lean and stringy, with big angled teeth and his left eye turned outwards. He raked the boat with his odd glare, jumped down and backhanded Irith across the face. 

Her  feet  went  from  under  her  and  she  landed  hard  on  the  deck,  a  piercing  pain running from one side of her jaw to the other. Her mouth began to fill with blood. She’d bitten her tongue. 

‘The tape, bitch.’  

Blood trickled down her throat. She gagged. In one swift movement he jerked her to her feet, drawing back his fist. 

She spat blood on the deck. ‘I – I hid it inside the code box,’ she said. 

‘Why?’  

She licked her lips, glanced at Bragg, then away hastily in case the enemy became suspicious. ‘I didn’t want Levi to know about it,’ she lied. 

The hairy man laughed. ‘We could use her in the Yellow Armbands.’  

‘Be fucked,’ their leader said coldly. ‘Check the code box. We can’t take anything for granted.’  
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It  was  taken  out  of  the  canvas  bag  and  set  down  carefully  on  the  benchtop  in  the wheelhouse.  Bragg  and  Levi  were  hauled  in  with  Irith.  Malati  was  left  outside  in  the wind, swaying on her feet and on the verge of collapse. Hypothermia was setting in. 

‘How does it open?’ the stringy, cross-eyed leader said. 

‘I’ll show you.’ Irith reached for it. 

‘Don’t let her touch it or she’ll have it overboard,’ he snapped. 

The hairy man pulled Irith away and twisted her arm up hard behind her back. ‘Don’t move or I’ll break it.’  

Irith glanced at Levi, who was supporting himself on a shelf. His eyes were dull –she didn’t think he’d recovered from the blow. Bragg was looking at her, but giving no sign of his thoughts. He would be ready, though, should a chance come. 

The leader checked the code box carefully, found the locking buttons and unlocked them one by one. He did not open the box straightaway but hefted it in his hands, staring at it. His other eye seemed to be looking straight at Irith. Mistrust was a state of mind in the Yellow Armbands. 

‘Do you want us to search the trawler?’ said the tall man with the flattened nose. 

‘Let’s make sure the tape isn’t here first,’ the leader replied. ‘This boat would take days to search properly.’  

He rotated the top half a turn, then stopped, wary of booby traps. Irith prayed that she’d fixed the grenade properly. If it went off now, inside the case, it’d do no damage at all. She’d attached a wire to the inside, with enough slack that the top could be lifted a couple  of  centimetres.  The  grenade’s  timer  would  begin  to  run  as  soon  as  the  top  was lifted any further. 

Would  the  time  delay  be  enough,  or  too  much?  If  he  lifted  the  top  off  slowly  the grenade would explode while it was still partly covered and the capsicum mist might not disperse properly. If he did it quickly, he might recognise the grenade and slam the top down.  How  much  explosive  force  did  a  capsicum  grenade  have,  anyway?  She  had  no idea. 

He lifted the cap vertically, met resistance and stopped. Irith held her breath. 

He pulled it the rest of the way. The top came up, revealing the plastic lid she’d put over the grenade to partly conceal it. Irith thanked her foresight for doing so, for he didn’t see anything amiss. Irith closed her eyes and lowered her head. One, two –  

 

231 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

Boom!  Something  struck  her  on  the  top  of  the  head,  hard  enough  to  sting.  She wrenched  her  arm  free  of  the  hairy  man’s  grip  and  threw  herself  out  the  door  of  the wheelhouse, to land hard on the wet deck. Her eyes were burning. 

Inside,  someone  was  screaming.  The  tall  man  staggered  out  of  the  wheelhouse, clutching at his eyes. Green liquid was dripping off his face and chest. He dropped the assault rifle and fell down, eyes streaming, flat nose running, mouth dripping. Angry red blotches sprang up all over his face. 

Irith grabbed the assault rifle and trained it on the tall man. He didn’t even notice. He was incapable of taking in his surroundings. Bragg came crawling to the door. Capsicum mist belched out over his head. She took his wrist and pulled him out. 

‘Are you all right?’ she croaked. Her nose was burning in a track that went halfway down her throat. The membranes felt as if they were swollen shut. 

He shook his head, unable to speak, and lay on the deck. Levi must be even worse, for he’d been further inside. Irith snatched a coil of cord off a hook, wrenched the tall man’s hands behind his back and tied them tightly. She ran a loop down to his feet, bound them together, and dragged him out of the way. 

Knife, knife, she thought.  Quickly. This is a fishing boat – they must have millions of knives. She couldn’t see one. 

‘Bragg? Have you got a knife?’  

‘Look – pockets,’ he slurred. 

She found one on the tall man’s belt, snapped the blade open and cut the cord. She had  to  immobilise  the  others,  quickly.  The  mist  was  starting  to  clear  inside  the wheelhouse and they could begin to recover within a few minutes. 

And then she noticed Malati, still naked and shuddering in violent spasms. She was far gone with hypothermia. Irith ran down to her. ‘Get dressed, quickly.’  

Malati stared at her dazedly, but didn’t move. 

‘Bragg,’ Irith yelled. ‘Help me.’  

He  didn’t  react.  He  couldn’t.  If  she  left  Malati,  the  girl  might  die.  If  she  didn’t immobilise the rest of the Yellow Armbands, they all would. 

No  time  to  dress  her.  Irith  threw  a  seaman’s  coat  around  the  girl,  thrust  a  pair  of seaboots onto her feet and pushed her down out of the wind. She could do no more for the moment. 
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Irith ran back to the wheelhouse. The hairy man was lying by the door, thrashing. 

She caught him by the feet and tried to drag him out. He was heavier than he looked. He rolled over, clawing at his eyes. The capsicum liquid had caught him directly in the face, which was a hideous red swollen mass, quite unrecognisable. His fingernails had torn the skin off his cheeks and his rotten teeth were bared. 

Irith tied him up and looked in the door for the stringy leader. He was lying on the far side of the wheelhouse, his hands over his face, gasping. The captain had fallen partly on top of him. Levi was closer. 

The mist burned her nose and eyes, making them water uncontrollably. It was still too  concentrated.  Irith  ducked  outside  and  took  deep  breaths  of  sea  air.  Fixing  Levi’s position in her mind, she closed her eyes and darted in. She took him under the arms and began to drag him out, but after a few seconds had to back out for another breath. Her exposed skin felt as if it was burning. Even her ears hurt. 

Irith hung over the rail, head into the icy wind, for a few precious moments. ‘Bragg?’  

He groaned. 

‘Bragg? I need a hand to get Levi out.’  

It was like speaking to the dead. He gave no sign that he’d heard. 

She went in again, this time getting Levi almost to the door before she had to let him go. Eyes streaming, she wove across to the rail. As she was blotting the tears with her sleeve, she caught a movement on the other side of the boat. The tall man was testing his bonds. 

Better hurry. Irith was no master of knotcraft. She took deep breaths until her head spun, dashed into the wheelhouse and caught hold of Levi’s outstretched arm. He looked ghastly. Bragg had managed to protect his face a little but Levi seemed to have taken as much of the blast as the hairy man. He was incapable of recognising her. 

She got his head and shoulders out the door and had just turned to snatch a breath of sea air when she was struck hard in the middle of the back, driving her to her knees. A hard arm went around her neck. She went down, trying to roll so she wouldn’t be trapped under her attacker. 

It was the stringy leader. His red nostrils were running with bloody fluid, his lips so swollen that they appeared to have been turned inside out. His eyes were puffed up like 233 
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mushrooms but he could see out of the turned one. He must have got his arm across his face as the grenade went off. 

He looked deranged. Mucus dripped from his nose onto her face. He tried to punch her but she turned her head and his fist slammed into the wooden deck. He was still half out of it. 

Irith head-butted him on the jaw, a weak blow but enough to make him let go. She scrambled to her feet. He threw out a long arm and caught her by the ankle. She kicked with her other foot, catching him in the belly. He tightened his stomach muscles, braced himself with one foot and heaved her ankle out from under her. 

Irith landed so hard on the deck that it knocked the breath out of her. He began to struggle to his knees. His mouth gaped open and Irith could see that he was in a bad way 

– the roof of his mouth was blistered, his tongue swollen and protruding. 

He  wasn’t  giving  in,  though.  He  pulled  her  towards  him.  Irith  tried  to  dig  her fingernails into the deck but couldn’t get a grip on the smooth timber. She kicked in the direction of his testicles with her free foot but he got his thigh up to protect himself. She kicked again but this time he wrenched her ankle around, hard. It was the one that had been hurt in the car crash and it was still a little tender. 

Irith  shrieked.  This  had  to  end  now  or  he’d  overcome  her.  He  was  one  of  those people who never gave up. 

She hit the deck, pushed herself to hands and knees and when he jerked again she went with it, landing across his chest. For an instant their faces were close together. He gritted his teeth and went for her throat with his free hand. Irith head-butted him again, square on the nose, with all the strength she had left. 

Such  a  blow  might  have  knocked  a  man  out,  even  killed  him.  This  one  did  not, though  she  felt  his  nose  crack  under  her  forehead  and  his  head  slammed  back  into  the deck. 

As his grip relaxed momentarily, she tore her ankle free and threw herself out of the way. 

‘Levi!’ she gasped. ‘Bragg.’ They had to help her. Her muscles didn’t want to work properly and her knees had gone wobbly. 
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Neither answered. To her left, the tall man was straining to get his long fingers to the knots. Over by the wheelhouse wall, the short, hairy one hadn’t yet stirred but she’d soon have to contend with him as well. And then there was the treacherous captain. 

Irith looked for the assault rifle she’d had earlier. It was lying in the middle of the deck, sliding back and forth as the vessel rolled. 

She went for it at the same moment as the stringy leader snatched up the other gun, which had been out of view behind him. Irith’s finger curled round the trigger and she swung it onto him as he pointed his weapon at Levi’s head. 

‘Put it down or I’ll shoot,’ she snapped, trying to keep the quaver out of her voice. 

‘Try it and you’ll be picking his brain cells out of your hair for a fortnight.’ His voice was so thick that she could barely make out the words. 

Irith  froze.  She’d  seen  this  situation  a  hundred  times  in  movies,  and  the  woman always gave in because she was too soft-hearted to do what had to be done. Could she shoot him down? 

Irith  wasn’t  sure  that  she  could.  But  if  she  gave up  the  gun, Levi  and  Bragg  were dead. They all might be. 

She looked into the leader’s turned eye. ‘Put down the gun,’ she repeated, but this time her voice cracked. She’d done it deliberately – it would confirm his impression of her. 

He gave a savage grin. His lips looked like sausages that had burst in the frying pan. 

He motioned with the barrel of the gun, no more than a twitch. 

She had to do it now, without giving herself away. She had to take the risk, even on Levi’s life. Irith dropped her head, as if in resignation, so her eyes wouldn’t betray her, then  squeezed  the  trigger  and  held  it  down.  The  rifle  jumped  in  her  hands  and  bullets sprayed across the wall of the wheelhouse. 

The stringy man didn’t get a chance to pull his own trigger. The impacts drove him into  the  wheelhouse  wall,  he  folded  up  in  the  middle  and  fell  beside  Levi,  quite  dead. 

Blood smeared down the wall behind him and ran out of his belly across the deck. 

She spun around, so full of adrenalin that she felt nothing at all. The tall man had gone very still and his eyes were wide and fixed on her. ‘Well?’ she said, pointing the gun at him. 

‘I won’t move,’ he whispered. 
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‘See that you don’t.’  

The short, hairy man lay still but she kept well clear of him, just in case. 

Bragg was sitting up now. ‘We’ve got to get moving,’ she said. 

‘I’ll be all right in a minute.’  

‘See to Levi. He’s in a bad way. No, check Malati first. She’s got hypothermia.’  

Bragg dabbed at his eyes and got up. ‘How did you know he wouldn’t shoot Levi?’  

‘I didn’t,’ said Irith. ‘I had to take the risk.’  

Bragg shook his head, staggered past her and bent down beside Levi. Coughing, he dragged the smaller man out to the side of the boat and washed his face with a wet rag. 

Levi groaned. 

Bragg left him for Malati, who was huddled against the side, blank-eyed. 

‘Get her dressed and get a hot drink into her,’ Irith said. 

She checked on the tall man again. He was watching her warily but making no move to free himself. Inside the wheelhouse, the captain was twitching on the floor. His face was blotched and his nose flowing, but he wasn’t in as bad a way as Levi or the others. 

He must have turned away at the critical moment. The deckhand still wasn’t in sight. She thought he must have hidden in the hold. 

‘Have you got any ideas, Bragg?’ she said quietly. 

He finished dressing Malati. ‘I don’t know what to do,’ he croaked. 

She checked on the two prisoners again. Neither had moved. Irith lowered her voice further, not wanting the enemy to hear how uncertain they were. ‘These people must have allies on Shetland.’  

‘You  can  bet  on  it,’  said  Bragg,  carrying  Malati  into  the  wheelhouse.  He  put  the kettle on. 

‘So we can’t go there,’ said Irith. 

‘What are you thinking?’  

‘If the launch is fuelled up, what if we take it  and run for Norway? It’s not much further than the mainland of Scotland, from here.’  

‘How far is Norway?’ said Bragg quietly. 

‘I don’t know, but there are bound to be charts somewhere.’  

‘The North Atlantic can be pretty rough at this time of year. Hell, it can be pretty rough at any time of year.’  
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‘Where else can we go?’ said Irith. 

‘Have you ever done any ocean boating?’  

‘Only on research cruises.’  

‘Boat handling?’  

‘Not much.’  

‘I’ve done a fair bit, though I’m not keen to take on one of the roughest seas in the world. But as you say, we can’t go back, and with Levi out of action we’ve got to decide for ourselves.’  

‘And quick,’ said Irith. ‘If the launch doesn’t go back soon, they’ll send someone out to investigate.’ She checked on the prisoners. The tall man’s fingers were plucking at the knots. She put the barrel of her gun against his head for a moment and he desisted. 

She put her head into the wheelhouse just in time to see the captain reaching for the microphone of the radio. Irith pointed the gun at him and he fell back with his hands up. 

‘Don’t shoot, don’t shoot.’  

‘Why  not?’  she  snarled.  ‘You’ve  already  betrayed  us.  We  paid  you  to  take  us  to Scalloway. How much did the Yellow Armbands pay you?’  

‘They threatened my ex-wife and kids,’ he said. ‘Threatened to cut my kids’ feet off. 

What was I to do?’  

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘What  are  you going to do?’  

‘Let me go. I won’t tell them anything, I promise.’  

‘Of course you will,’ she said. ‘They’ve got your kids. How much fuel have you got in your tanks?’  

‘Enough for about a hundred miles. Why?’  

‘I’m  thinking  of  tying  you  up  and  pointing  your  boat  towards  Iceland,’  she  said. 

‘Bragg, how do you disable the radio?’  

Bragg had made hot tea with about ten spoons of sugar, and was holding the mug to Malati’s  lips.  After  several  sips  she  was  able  to  hold  it.  He  stood  up.  ‘Like  this.’  He unplugged the cables of the radio, lifted it out of its bracket, carried it outside and tossed it into the sea. 

‘Might be an idea to  see how much fuel the launch has before you get too  carried away,’ she said quietly. 
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He  crawled  over  the  side,  shortly  returning  to  say,  equally  quietly,  ‘The  tanks  are full. About a thousand litres.’  

‘How far will that take us?’  

‘Haven’t got a clue. But it wouldn’t be hard to find out.’  

‘All right,’ said Irith. ‘Tie this gentleman up. We’ll take it.’  
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Chapter 26 



Bragg tied the captain up, then carried Malati and Levi on board the launch and laid them on bunks in the forward cabin, below. Irith handed their bags and gear over, plus a couple of containers of water, and boxes of food from the galley. She couldn’t look at the mess she’d made of the stringy leader, whose frozen blood covered several square metres of deck. 

She held her rifle on the prisoners while Bragg went through their pockets, including the dead man’s, removing weapons and several communicators, which he threw into the sea. Bragg did a quick search of the trawler but could find no other radio. He pointed the trawler  south-south-east,  lashed  the  wheel,  tightened  the  bindings  on  the  prisoners  and locked them in the hold with the deckhand. He gave the trawler half throttle and hopped over the side into the launch. Irith came last. 

‘What’ll  happen  to  them?’  said  Irith,  cutting  the  lashings  that  tied  them  to  the trawler. They were taut and she wasn’t going to risk her fingers by attempting to untie them under such a strain. 

Bragg started the engines and took the helm. ‘They’ll free themselves within an hour or two. Or three. As many hours later, they’ll be back in Shetland, if the fuel lasts.’  

‘And if it doesn’t?’  

‘They’ll  use  the  emergency  flares.  It  won’t  take  long  to  find  them,  and  then  the search will be on. We’ve got to be well out of sight before that.’  

‘Go south-east until we’re out of sight of land,’ said Irith. ‘So they don’t know where we’re headed.’  

‘Good  idea,  though  they  can  probably  make  a  pretty  good  guess.’  He  pushed  the throttles forward and the launch took off. ‘Powerful little beast!’ He throttled back. 

‘If they’re watching from the shore they’ll have a chopper up after us shortly.’ She put the kettle on in the galley and filled mugs with cocoa. 

‘Assuming they have one,’ said Bragg. 
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‘There must be lots serving the oil platforms.’  

‘Most of the oil was pumped out of the North Sea twenty years ago. There are only a few platforms left in the British Sector and they’re serviced from Aberdeen these days. 

Of course, they could get a chopper up from Aberdeen in an hour and a half.’  

‘It’ll take a lot of choppers to search for this little boat, surely. And it’ll be dark in an hour and a half. Not so easy finding us then. Could they track us by satellite?’  

‘Not in this overcast. No, unless there’s a transponder aboard, they’ll only find us by sheer luck.’  

‘Then we’d better make sure there isn’t,’ said Irith. ‘Do you want to see to it?’  

‘Can’t do that and drive this at the same time,’ he said. 

‘Hasn’t the launch got an autopilot?’  

‘Wouldn’t have a clue, and I wouldn’t know how to set it if it had.’  

‘I’ll have another look at Levi. He must have copped the capsicum liquid right in the face. Is there any treatment for it?’  

‘None that we’ve got, apart from washing his face and leaving him to recover.’  

The  kettle  boiled.  She  made  two  mugs  of  cocoa  and  carried  them  below.  Setting them on the floor, she checked on Malati, who was wrapped in a blanket. 

‘How are you?’  

‘So very cold,’ said Malati dully. ‘I was sure I was going to die.’  

‘Get  this  into  you.  The  best  way  to  warm  up  is  from  the  inside.  You’ll  soon  feel better.’  

‘I was afraid for Levi.’ Malati gulped the hot cocoa. ‘And you and Bragg.’  

‘But not for yourself?’  

Malati shook her head. ‘I would have killed them all to save you. You three are all I have.’ Irith gave her an impulsive hug. ‘I’d better see to Levi.’ She wet a cloth in the tiny bathroom and dabbed it over Levi’s inflamed face. His eyes were swollen shut. 

‘Is that you, Irith?’ he rasped. 

‘How did you know?’  

‘I just knew. When you put your mind to something, you don’t muck about, do you?’  

‘What are you talking about?’  

‘That capsicum grenade was set perfectly. They didn’t have a chance.’  

‘Why didn’t you close your eyes?’  
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‘I  did,  but  it  blew  the  liquid  right  in  my  face.  Once  it’s  on  you,  it  doesn’t  matter whether your eyes are open or not. It gets in everywhere.’  

‘Well, it did the job … You’re feeling better now, I hope?’  

‘Much. I’ll be up in a while.’  

‘I hope so. We need you to search the boat for a transponder.’  

‘We’re in the launch, right?’  

She explained what had happened. ‘We’re heading for Norway. Did we do the right thing, Levi?’  

He tried to smile. ‘If we get there, it’ll have been the right thing. If we don’t, it’ll have been a stupid decision.’  

‘What would you have done?’  

‘The same, but I’d have gone for one of the oil rigs.’  

‘Because they’re in international waters?’  

‘That wouldn’t save us if it’s in the rig superintendent’s best interests to hold us for the Yellow Armbands. No, from any of the rigs we could get a chopper to Norway. Could you bathe my eyes till the swelling goes down?’  

She  did  so,  and  after  about  ten  minutes  he  was  able  to  open  them.  They  were  so bloodshot that he appeared to be bleeding tears. 

He  blinked  at  the  light,  groped  for  the  cloth  and  lay  it  over  his  face,  pressing  it against his eyelids. 

‘Can you see?’ Irith said anxiously. 

‘More  or  less.  I’ll  be  all  right  in  a  while.  What  have  we  got  to  do  –  it’ll  give  me something to think about while I’m recovering.’  

‘Firstly, how we find out if there’s a beacon or transponder on board.’  

‘I should be able to find that with my scanner. What else?’  

‘How much fuel would it take to take to sail this launch to Norway?’  

‘Bergen is due east of here,’ said Levi. ‘It’d be three hundred kilometres, perhaps a little more. How much is in the tanks?’  

‘About a thousand litres.’  

He thought for a moment. ‘We’ll have to look at the manual. I expect that would be enough in flat seas, but they’re pretty big, and will be a lot bigger once we get out of the lee of the Shetlands into the swell driving in from the North Atlantic. We’ll use more fuel 241 
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in heavy seas.’ He ruminated for a minute or two. ‘My guess is, based on the look of the launch, and cruising at, say, twelve knots, the twin diesels would use about thirty litres an hour each.’  

She converted knots to kilometres an hour. ‘We’d be there in about fifteen hours, so that’s at least nine hundred litres. Just enough.’  

‘It would be if we travelled in a straight line. But with the wind pushing us one way, and the current another, we could easily travel another three hundred kilometres.’  

‘So we’ll run short?’  

‘That’s my guess, but let’s look in the manual. The fuel consumption may be lower than that. And the wind will be at our backs, so we’ll get a bit of benefit there.’  

‘And from the North Atlantic Current,’ said Irith. ‘It flows up the coast of Norway.’  

‘You can’t always rely on currents, as you’d know. They can have eddies and gyres that can even go the other way.’  

‘So we shouldn’t aim for Norway, then?’ said Irith. 

‘I  didn’t  say  that.  Let’s  head  for  Bergen,  the  closest  point,  and  measure  the  tanks halfway. Then, if the fuel’s going to hold out, we keep going. If not, we make for one of the  rigs  in  the  Norwegian  Sector.  They  won’t  have  any  love  lost  for  the  Yellow Armbands.’  

‘And maybe not for us, either.’  

‘Norway  still  has  a  moderate  government  and  it’s  not  been  getting  any  refugees lately, apart from Laplanders. Too damn cold. What time is it?’  

She glanced at her watch. ‘Four o’clock.’  

‘I’d better get moving. It’ll be dark soon.’  

‘Is there anything to run into out here?’  

‘Only a whale.’  

‘And an oil platform. But they’ll be lit up, I imagine.’  

‘We won’t run into an oil platform by accident,’ he said drily. 

 

Malati recovered quickly and was up in the cabin in an hour, though the haunted look was still in her eyes. 
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‘Lucky you had that snooze earlier, Bragg,’ said Levi, after they’d eaten dinner. He was starting to look human again, though his face was still badly swollen. The light was fading. ‘It’s going to be a long night.’  

‘Do you think we’re up to it?’ said Bragg. ‘Getting to Norway, I mean?’  

‘I haven’t done a lot of sailing, and never this far out to sea. But if I had to guess, I’d say no. Not the way the weather’s looking.’  

‘Bad?’  

Levi paused as the launch heeled over in a gust of wind. ‘It could be worse. They’re forecasting a gale further north during the night, and North Atlantic gales can be pretty stiff.’  

‘The  temperature’s  dropping,’  said  Irith,  who  was  wearing  all  the  clothes  she  had, plus a waterproof coat, and still couldn’t get warm. 

‘Ice is starting to accumulate on the front deck,’ said Bragg. ‘It’s making her bow-heavy. We may have to get out there and chop it off, or eventually we’ll drive into a wave and keep going down.’  

‘I wouldn’t have thought that much ice would make any difference,’ said Levi. 

‘Neither would I, but she’s more sluggish than she was, and definitely bow-down.’  

‘Well, make sure you clip your harness on tight,’ said Levi, who was sitting at the wheel. He cocked his head. ‘Did you hear something?’  

‘No,’ said Bragg. ‘I can’t hear anything over the engines.’  

Irith slid open the door a fraction and put her head out. The air was perishing. ‘I can’t 

–’ She held onto the door handle as the launch climbed the back of a long, deep swell. At the top, the wind heeled the boat over to the right. It plunged down the other side into the trough and as Irith watched the dark water coming towards the bow, she couldn’t help thinking of Bragg’s words. 

The bow crashed into the trough with a great burst of spray which was lashed against the screen by the wind. Another layer congealed on the ice on the front deck. The bow rose sluggishly and they headed up the back of the next swell. 

Outside, something clattered above them in the gloom. ‘It’s a chopper!’ she cried. 

‘How the fuck did they find us?’ said Bragg, starting up from his seat. 
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‘They  haven’t  yet,’  said Levi,  turning  off  the  cabin  light.  ‘Don’t  panic.  They’ll  be hard  pressed  to  see  anything  through  the  overcast.  The  cloud  base  is  only  a  hundred metres up.’  

A floodlight fingered the water some way ahead, then disappeared. 

‘They’ll see us. They’ve got to,’ said Bragg. ‘I thought we’d have a bit longer than this.’  

Irith  was  thinking  the  same  thing.  She  stood  at  the  door,  listening  hard,  but  the chopper’s engines blurred into the beat of their own twin diesels. 

‘Did they see us?’ Irith whispered. 

‘I don’t know. They came close but the launch wouldn’t be easy to see in this light.’  

‘They might have seen us and not be letting on.’  

‘There’s no way of telling,’ said Levi. ‘Shut the bloody door, you’re letting all the warmth out.’  

Irith came inside and slid the door closed. Her hands, inside her inadequate gloves, were so cold she couldn’t bend her fingers. She made mugs of cocoa, as much to warm her hands as her insides. 

They didn’t see the floodlight again, and fifteen minutes later it was completely dark. 

‘What do we do now?’ said Bragg. ‘We’ve got to see where we’re going.’  

‘Could you get me the night-vision goggles, Irith?’ said Levi. ‘They could see our lights from a long way away if they come below the overcast.’  

‘Better pray for the weather to pick up,’ said Bragg. 

The  boat  crashed  down  into  another  trough,  shaking  the  whole  vessel.  ‘Not  too much!’ said Levi, throttling back. ‘She’s a solid boat, but old. I wouldn’t want to subject her to another fifteen hours of this.’  

‘Looks pretty well built to me,’ said Bragg. 

‘She’s a good thirty years old, and the pounding’s only got to damage one vital part of the hull, the engines or the steering, and we’re stuffed.’  

They pounded on. Within an hour the build-up of ice on the bow had begun to cause serious  stability  problems.  Each  time  they  plunged  into  the  trough  of  a  wave  the  bow seemed to go further under, and take longer to come up again. 

‘It’s no good,’ said Levi. ‘We’ve got to do something about the ice, Bragg.’  

‘You’d think they’d have a de-icer for the bow,’ said Bragg. 
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‘There hasn’t been a year this cold since the last ice age,’ said Irith. 

‘Irith, I might need you to give me a hand out the front,’ said Bragg. He gave her a glance that said, ‘What about Malati?’  

‘I’ll go,’ Malati said at once. 

Levi shook his head. ‘You were nearly dead from hypothermia a few hours ago, and I’m not letting you get cold again today. You can give me a hand here.’  

Irith  and  Bragg  put  on  wet-weather  gear  and  seaboots,  then  their  safety  harnesses, tightened the straps and secured their lifejackets over the top. Bragg clipped a safety line to his harness. Irith did the same. 

‘Use two safety lines,’ said Levi. ‘Short ones. Clip them on either side of the deck.’  

‘That’ll  make  it  difficult  to  move  around,’  said  Bragg.  ‘Could  you  hang  onto  this, Irith?’ He passed her a mallet. 

‘That’s the idea,’ said Levi. ‘In this weather, if you go flying you’ll break bones. And if you’re thrown overboard, Irith won’t be able to get you back in by herself. I can’t leave the wheel for a second.’  

They  went  out  onto  the  deck,  which  was  not  quite  as  black  as  pitch,  but  almost. 

Bragg took two steps, the launch bucked then dropped sharply, and he went flying across the deck. 

Irith cried out, thinking that he was going to smash into the side, but the deck rose under him and he gained his balance. Taking three running steps, he caught the rail and clipped a line to it. Irith did the same. 

He  moved  along  the  portside,  sliding  his  line,  clipping  and  unclipping  it.  Irith followed, carrying the mallet. The boat dived into a trough, shuddered, then groaned up again. Water surged across the bow and down the sides. Spray whipped into their faces, stinging like barbed wire coated with ice. Irith wiped it away and ice crackled and fell down her front. 

‘Ready?’ she yelled. 

Bragg didn’t look around. He climbed up in front of the cabin, reaching out to clip on his second line. His feet skidded on the ice and he went flying across the deck to slam into the starboard railing. 

‘Bragg!’ Irith screamed. 
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Bragg  went  ‘Oof!’  She  saw  it  but  couldn’t  hear  a  thing.  He  slipped  beneath  the railing and would have gone under but was brought up by his short safety line. 

He clipped on the second line and made his way around via the bow, holding the rail with  both  hands  as  he  surveyed  the  deck.  By  the  time  he  reached  her,  his  coat  was glistening with fresh ice. 

‘I don’t think we can do it,’ he said, reaching for the mallet. 

She handed it to him, turned her back to the spray and hung on. He went around the bow, cracking ice off the railing, the sides and the anchor chain. It was done quickly but the deck would be a different matter. 

This  time  Bragg  didn’t  try  to  stand  up.  He  went  onto  his  knees,  lifted  the  mallet above his head and gave a measured whack. As far as Irith could tell, it didn’t even make a mark, but he winced as the shock went up his injured arm. He gave a harder whack. A few  small  pieces  of  ice  flew  up.  He  gave  a really  hard  whack  and  a  small  plate  of  ice cracked  off,  but  the  following  surge  filled  in  the  indentation,  which  froze  over  within seconds. 

Bragg gave her a look of despair and jerked his head back at Levi. She went aft and into the cabin. The warmth inside was lovely. 

‘The ice is as hard as iron, Levi.’  

‘I can see.’  

‘Are we likely to break a hole in the deck?’  

‘It’s solid aluminium,’ said Levi. ‘You can’t do it any harm.’  

‘The mallet’s no good. Do they have such a thing as an ice axe?’  

‘They must do. Have a look below.’  

She  rummaged  through  the  lockers  and  found  a  pair  of  ice  axes.  Irith  went  up, handed one to Bragg and thrust the other through her harness, for when it was her turn. 

Bragg kept on his knees, chopping diamond patterns in the ice ahead of him, then whacking  out  sections  of  ice  with  the  back  of  the  axe.  He  was  working  along  the starboard  side  when  Levi  banged  on  the  windscreen,  waving  his  hands.  They  couldn’t hear what he was trying to say. 

The  bow  dropped  into  a  trough  and  the  boat  corkscrewed.  Bragg  threw  his  arms around  the  rail  and  held  on  as  water  washed  right  across  the  front  deck,  almost  to  the windscreen. 
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The bow came up, very slowly. ‘Bragg!’ Irith roared. 

He turned to her. 

‘Work  across  and  back,  not  down  one  side,’  Levi  called.  ‘The  weight  of  ice  is unbalancing the boat.’  

He began hacking furiously on the portside, cutting into the ice then wedging up the layers  and  knocking  them  over  the  side.  In  another  ten  minutes  of  furious  work  he’d cleared nearly half the ice off the foredeck, but his blows no longer had much force. Irith was surprised he could work at all, with his arm not fully healed. 

‘Let me have a go,’ she said. 

‘I’ll just finish this bit.’  

Bragg held onto the port rail while they passed over an exceptionally large wave. The wind,  which  seemed  to  be  strengthening  all  the  time,  caught  the  launch  side-on  at  the crest and pushed it to starboard. When it dropped into the trough, it wasn’t cutting across the  wave  at  an  angle  but  fell  almost  perpendicularly.  The  bow  went  under,  knee-high water foamed across the deck, the boat wrenched sideways and Bragg lost his footing. He came down on the blade of the ice axe and let out a cry that made Irith’s hair stand on end. 

He lost his grip on the rail and skidded across the deck. The ice axe slid with him, over the side. Bragg  went under the rail near the bow, where the  safety rope was long enough to let him through. He caught hold of the rail and hung there, his back cracking into the side with every motion of the boat. It was now climbing the next wave, but when it went over the top it’d plunge him beneath the water hard enough to break bones. 

Irith didn’t stop to think how afraid she was, how precarious the footing. She had to get him back on deck before the next trough. She flung herself through the railing and stepped onto the ice, trying to keep to the rough patches he’d hacked out. They were no longer very rough, for ice was already glazing every cavity. 

The  crest  was  coming  up.  She  was  too  slow.  Irith  ran  the  last  three  steps,  braced herself against the rail with her knees and put her arms around Bragg’s chest. She heaved, though it was like trying to lift a filing cabinet. 

She  could  feel  him  shuddering  under  the  strain  as  he  tried  to  pull  himself  up.  She wondered  if  his  seaboots  were  full  of  water.  He  was  incredibly  heavy.  Irith  had  often 247 
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envied men their sheer physical strength, but never had she wished more that she was not so small. 

She got him halfway up but could not get his bottom onto the bow before it dropped into the trough. This was a  smaller one, fortunately, and Levi turned to port at the last moment, heeling the boat over and lifting the starboard side a fraction. It was just enough. 

The water broke over Bragg’s knees, which he’d drawn up as far as he could. 

Bragg  strained  and  Irith  heaved,  and  between  them  they  got  his  backside  onto  the bow. ‘How are you?’ she shouted in his ear. 

‘I’ll have to go inside,’ he said. ‘The ice axe …’  

‘I saw. Come on.’  

Irith unclipped the starboard line and helped him across, she on her knees, him on his backside. He seemed loath to stand up. He slid off the bow onto the portside deck and could barely stand, though in the dim light she couldn’t see how badly he was hurt. 

Irith and Malati dragged him back to the cabin, somehow, but once inside he just lay on the floor. Blood was dripping out of his leg. 

‘What happened?’ said Levi. ‘I couldn’t see.’  

‘I landed right on the blade of the bloody axe,’ he gritted. ‘Lucky it wasn’t that sharp, but it went into the back of my thigh.’  

Irith pulled his trousers off. There was a long gash on the back of his thigh, halfway between the buttock and the knee. ‘It’s deep,’ said Levi. ‘Lucky it runs lengthwise, not across, or you might never walk again. You’ll have to sew that up, Irith, before you go out and hack the rest of the ice off.’  

‘Terrific,’ she said. 
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Chapter 27 



It hadn’t taken long to sew Bragg’s leg up, though it proved one of the more unpleasant things  Irith  had  ever  had  to  do.  There  was  morphine  in  the  medicine  chest  but  Bragg wouldn’t  take  it,  saying  he’d  need  his  wits  about  him  over  the  next  few  hours.  Irith couldn’t argue with that. She gave him the best painkillers she could find and did the job. 

It hurt him a lot, and of course he couldn’t go out again. 

Poor Malati held his leg while Irith passed the needle through the flesh. Tears were running down the girl’s cheeks by the time it was done. 

Irith dragged herself to the bow, knowing that there was no one to look after her if she fell. She was terrified of going up there again. In the three-quarters of an hour she’d been  inside  attending  to  Bragg,  the  wind  had  come  up  and  the  waves  grown  larger. 

According to Levi it was now Force 7 out in the Atlantic, a near gale. The launch was more bow-down than before. Every exposed surface had a crust of ice. And it was only the beginning of October. 

I  can’t  do  this,  she  thought,  clinging  to  the  rail  beside  the  cabin  while  the  boat corkscrewed down into the deepest trough she’d yet seen. Spray burst over the bow and the wind flung it against her cheeks like pellets of ice. Her fingers could barely feel the rail. If she climbed onto the foredeck, Irith felt sure she was going to die. 

There  was  no  choice.  If  she  couldn’t  get  rid  of  the  ice,  sooner  or  later  the  launch would  founder.  But,  even  if  done  successfully,  it  would  have  to  be  done  again  within hours.  They  should  never  have  come  this  way.  They  should  have  checked  the  weather first. No experienced sailor would have taken this craft so far out to sea in a season like this, worse than the worst of normal winters. 

Better get on with it. She’d brought three safety lines this time, carefully measured to hold  her  in  place  on  the  front  deck.  Irith  clipped  the  first  to  the  port  rail  opposite  the cabin. Levi turned on the deck light as she climbed onto the front deck. The deck tossed, slamming her back into the rail. Irith wrapped her arms around it and hung on as the bow 249 
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went  the  other  way. It  swung  her  around  and  she  saw  Levi’s  worried  face  through  the windscreen, and Malati’s wide eyes beside him. 

They were relying on her. Without her, none of them would survive. She let go and used the motion of the boat to slide across in front of the windscreen, timing it perfectly so  she  reached  the  starboard  rail  as  the  deck  heaved  again.  She  clipped  on  then  went forward, reaching out for the anchorage point at the bow, beside the anchor chain. The bow  thrust  up  and  she  went  skidding  back  towards  the  windscreen.  Irith  hoped  it  was made of strong stuff. She thumped into it. Its de-icer was going full bore and ice cracked off under the impact. 

The launch angled up a long swell. There was just enough time to reach the bow, if she hurried. She ran, skidded but stayed upright. Catching hold of the anchor chain with one hand, she clipped on with the other. 

The third line made her feel much more secure, though she could still be flung about hard enough to break bones. And she could still go overboard when working close to the bow, but that couldn’t be helped. 

Irith began to hack at the thick layers of ice, beginning at the portside of the bow and working across then back. It would have been less miserable if she could have turned her back to the spray, but she dared not. She had to see each wave as the launch headed into it or she was likely to break her neck. 

After twenty minutes’ work, during which she’d fallen seven times and was covered in a new layer of bruises, Irith could take no more. She could barely hold the ice axe. She had, however, worked out a system. It didn’t require brute force, just a good eye for the right place to strike. 

She stood up, checking the deck. It was almost clear. Just one small patch to go, up near the windscreen. She moved towards it, planning the blows. One, two three. 

Something screamed past, only a few hundred metres away, so loud that Irith almost wet herself. The deck lights went off. She couldn’t see it, but it had sounded like a jet. 

She unclipped and fled down the side and into the cabin, not even noticing where she was putting her feet. ‘What the bloody hell was that, Levi?’  

‘Sounded like a jet fighter.’  

‘Looking for us?’  
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‘Beyond  doubt.  The  RAF  has  fighters  and  maritime  patrol  aircraft  at  Lossiemouth and  Kinloss,  near  Inverness,  and  fighters  at  Leuchars,  further  south.  They’ve  also  got helicopters there – ancient Sea Kings, though they’ll do the job on us.’  

‘How did it find us?’  

Levi  shrugged.  ‘They’ve  a  very  considerable  capacity  to  find  anything  in  these waters.  They  might,  possibly,  have  picked  us  up  from  the  RAF  radar  station  at  Saxa Vord, on the northern tip of Shetland, when we were closer in.’  

‘Do fighters have radar on board?’  

‘Of course, though I don’t know if they could find a small vessel like this in heavy weather.’  

‘What about an RF scanner?’  

‘The  launch  doesn’t  emit  much,’  said  Levi.  ‘I  already  checked.  It  must  have  been shielded for some sneaky purpose.’  

‘Will they try to sink us?’  

‘Only as a last resort. They’d want to eliminate the possibility that we still have the code box. To say nothing of that tape you stole.’  

‘I wish I knew where I’d lost it,’ said Irith. ‘I suppose it was at Mum’s flat …’ She bit her lip. 

‘What’s the matter?’  

‘I haven’t given her a thought in ages. What if –?’  

‘The  US  began  pulling  their  people  out  as  soon  as  the  no-confidence  motion succeeded. She’d have been back in the States ages ago.’  

‘I hope so.’ Irith’s anger with Jemma had faded long ago, replaced by a deep shame at all the trouble she had caused her. ‘You mentioned a last resort. If they can’t take us, the RAF will blow us out of the water, right?’  

Levi thought before answering. ‘They’ll do their best … though we’re a small target, and the weather isn’t favourable.’  

‘Let’s pray that it gets worse in a hurry.’  

‘It’d be an all-weather fighter,’ Bragg said from the bottom of the stairs. ‘It can take worse weather than we can.’  

‘What are you doing out of bed?’ said Irith. ‘You need to give that leg time to heal 

…’  
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‘And we’ve got plenty of time, haven’t we?’ he said. ‘Do I smell soup?’  

‘I opened a can a while back,’ said Levi. ‘Do you want some?’  

Irith took the top off another can of beef and vegetable stew. She couldn’t see any beef in it, nor anything identifiable as a specific  vegetable. She shrugged, added water, stirred and put it in the microwave. Bragg hauled himself up the stairs by his arms and hopped into a chair. 

‘Irith chopped the ice away while you were resting,’ said Levi. 

‘Well done,’ said Bragg. ‘How did you manage it?’  

‘I developed a system,’ said Irith, pleased to hear his praise. It reminded her of the good times they’d had together. 

‘She still seems to be rather bow-down,’ said Bragg a while later. 

‘She does, doesn’t she?’ said Levi. ‘As if she’s taking water.’  

Bragg and Levi stared at one another. 

‘A well-built aluminium boat shouldn’t be taking appreciable water,’ said Bragg. ‘I’ll take a look downstairs. Could you give me a hand, Malati?’  

She sprang up at once and they went down. Hatch covers were raised and dropped again. Malati came running up for a torch. 

Shortly  Bragg  reappeared.  ‘I  didn’t think  ice  could  be  the  problem.  There’s  half  a metre of water in the forward compartment. It’ll be coming into the cabin in a minute.’  

Levi reached up to the rows of switches above his head and turned on the forward bilge pump. ‘How did it get there?’  

‘A couple of bullet holes in the hull, low down. We couldn’t get to them.’  

‘I must have done it when I fired,’ said Irith. ‘Bullets seemed to go everywhere.’  

‘Those steel-jacketed rounds will go straight through sheet aluminium,’ said Bragg. 

‘The pump will deal with it,’ said Levi. ‘Hopefully.’  

The fighter roared overhead twice more but after that they didn’t hear it again. It was now  11  pm  and  the  bilge  pump  was  still  going.  The  water  level  wasn’t  rising,  but  it wasn’t falling either, and Levi was starting to worry. 

‘What happens now they’ve found us?’ said Irith. ‘Assuming that they have.’  

‘They’ll  send  out  a  fast  patrol  boat,  if  they’ve  got  one  handy,  or,  more  likely,  a chopper full of commandos.’  

‘We must be well outside British waters by now.’  
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Levi  consulted  the  satnav.  ‘We’ve  been  in  international  waters  for  hours,  but  that won’t make a jot of difference. If they find us, they’ll take us.’  

‘Isn’t there anything you can do, Levi?’ said Irith. 

‘You seem to have an inflated idea of my capabilities.’  

‘I’ve known you for a long time. I know what you can do. Can’t you get into their computer systems …’ She trailed away, aware that she didn’t know what she was talking about. 

‘I can’t get into military systems, Irith. Well, that’s not strictly true. I have got into some  systems, though not safely, and not from a portable in the middle of the sea.’  

‘What about getting into the BFB’s systems?’ said Bragg, hopefully. 

‘And doing what?’  

‘Countermanding their orders to find us?’  

‘They’ll  be  using  secure  government  systems  now,  not  ramshackle  private  ones. 

Besides, I don’t know the passwords and have no way of discovering them.’  

‘Could you insert false echoes into their radar so they can’t tell which is us?’ Irith asked. 

Levi  sighed.  ‘Look,  Irith,  I  know  you’re  trying  to  be  helpful,  but  you’re  talking nonsense.  They’ve  found  us  and,  within  an  hour,  max,  they’ll  be  here  to  take  us  into custody. Or otherwise.’  

‘Only an hour?’ she said. 

‘It could be as little as ten minutes, if they’ve got a Sea King in the vicinity with the requisite armed party on board.’  

‘Ten minutes!’ she squeaked. ‘What do we do, Levi?’  

‘We abandon ship,’ said Bragg. ‘We take to the life raft and throw ourselves on the mercy of the winds and currents.’  

‘There’s a packed-up inflatable down the back,’ said Levi. ‘I saw it earlier.’  

‘But is there an outboard motor for it? And petrol?’ said Bragg. 

‘Yes and yes.’  

‘How big a motor?’  

‘Thirty horsepower, as I recall.’  

‘That’s  awful  big  for  an  inflatable,’  said  Bragg.  ‘On  full  throttle,  it’d  go  into  the stratosphere. And it’ll use a fair bit of fuel.’  
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‘There were a couple of tanks.’  

‘Two  tanks  won’t  take  us  to  Norway,’  said  Bragg.  ‘Even  at  half  throttle,  we’d  be lucky to get an hour and a half out of a tank. And I’ve never been keen on inflatables in the open sea. In a high wind they can blow right over, and then we’d be well and truly fucked.’  

‘If they catch us, we’re fucked,’ said Levi. ‘If we stay here, we’re fucked. I’ll take my  chances  with  the  sea,  thank  you.  Jump  into  these  waters  and  you’ll  be  dead  in  ten minutes – painlessly.’  

‘Let’s get it done,’ said Bragg. 

He  stood  at  the  wheel,  wincing  every  time  the  weight  came  down  on  his  injured thigh, while Irith, Malati and Levi donned waterproof gear and manhandled the inflatable up the stairs and onto the rear deck. 

‘Will it fit when it’s inflated?’ said Irith. 

‘It’s a fifteen footer.’ Levi paced the deck. ‘And the deck is six metres – twenty feet. 

Easily.’  

They  unfolded  the  inflatable  and  tied  it  down  so  it  wouldn’t  blow  away.  Levi attached a hose to the air compressor and blew up the floatation chambers, checking the valves and seams carefully afterwards. ‘It all looks sound.’  

They  locked  the  marine-ply  transom  in  place,  and  the  seats,  and  lugged  the  heavy outboard up. Levi tightened its clamps, sat back on his haunches, his head to one side, then tightened them a bit further. 

‘I might get Bragg to give them another turn or two. The last thing we want is for the engine to come off when we’re bouncing around in this sea.’  

‘Quite,’  Irith  said  drily.  She  went  down  and  laboured  up  with  the  first  of  the  fuel tanks. ‘They’re full – twenty litres each. Doesn’t seem like a hell of a lot.’  

‘It  isn’t,’  said  Levi  dourly.  ‘Malati,  could  you  fill  a  crate  with  supplies  from  the galley, and a couple of thermoses with hot chocolate? We’ll need it out there.’  

Malati headed for the cabin. Irith went back for the second tank. She couldn’t stop thinking  about  a  Sea  King  full  of  commandos  dropping  on  them  out  of  the  overcast without warning. When she returned, Levi had the motor running and was listening to the sound. 

‘Is everything all right?’ she said. 
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‘It’s a bit ragged. Could be a bit of water in the petrol.’  

‘Pour in some metho and shake it up,’ said Irith. ‘The water mixes with the metho and the mixture will go through without forming bubbles.’  

‘Assuming there is any metho.’  

‘I saw a plastic bottle of it in the back of the kitchen cupboard.’  

‘Get a wriggle on. They could –’  

‘I know!’ she snapped. 

She fetched it, sniffed to make sure it  was  methylated spirits this time, and poured half into each tank. Levi shook them up, blew out the fuel line and tried again. After a minute of ragged running the motor roared into tuneful life. 

‘That’s better. Shall we go?’ said Levi. 

‘How are we going to get the inflatable over the side?’ she said. 

‘With considerable difficulty. Can you tell Bragg to throttle right back, turn on the autopilot and come aft?’  

‘I don’t think he knows how.’  

‘I showed him already. Call Malati too.’  

‘Won’t it be dangerous?’ said Irith. ‘Having no one at the helm in these conditions?’  

‘What isn’t, Irith?’ he said wearily. ‘We can’t do it any other way.’  

Shortly Bragg hobbled out. 

‘Any thoughts on putting it over without losing it?’ Levi yelled over the wind. 

‘First we take the fuel tank out,’ said Bragg. ‘Lock the motor in position and lash it down to make sure. We tie down the inflatable fore and aft, then lift it onto the side of the launch, the lee side, and ease the ropes out. The wind will take it over – right way up, hopefully – then we tie it down. We load in the fuel tanks, our supplies and piss off.’  

‘What about taking the life raft?’ said Levi. 

‘Belt and braces? Why not? And it’ll help to weigh it down.’  

‘All right. Let’s get it done. We’re running out of time. We’ll need a hand with the ropes, Bragg, then get back to the helm before we broach.’  

They heaved the inflatable onto the side without drama, whereupon a gust of wind lifted it into the air like a parachute and Irith’s feet left the deck. For a few seconds she thought she was going to be carried after it, but Bragg threw a bight of his rope around a 255 
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cleat and pulled it tight. The inflatable came down hard against the side, bounced off and slapped into the water. They lashed it tight against the side of the launch. 

‘Bragg!’  Levi  cried  as  the  launch  went  side-on  to  a  huge  wave.  ‘Get  back  to  the helm.’  

He lurched for the cabin like a broken-legged robot. Once the wave passed, Irith and Malati climbed into the inflatable. That proved more than hazardous with the two vessels bucking on the giant seas, but it had to be done. Levi heaved in the tanks and Malati held them while Irith lashed them down. They loaded in the rest of the gear. Lastly, Malati and Levi lifted the life raft in. Irith tied it between the front seat and the bow, and clambered back onto the launch. 

She looked down at the frail little craft bobbing on the huge seas and felt a pang of dread. The inflatable was virtually unsinkable, but that didn’t mean they would survive in it. Even with the life raft wedged between the bow and the front bench seat, and all their gear  aboard,  it  rode  on  top  of  the  water  rather  than  in  it.  And,  inside,  they  would  be completely exposed to the weather. 

‘What about the launch?’ said Levi. ‘Do we sink it or let it go?’  

‘Put it on half throttle, turn the bilge pump off and let it go,’ said Bragg. ‘If we sink it, it’ll disappear off the radar and they’ll know where to look for us.’  

‘All right,’ said Levi. ‘Get in. I’ll set it up.’  

Irith climbed over the side. Bragg tried to follow. Malati had to help him and, when the sea moved the boats apart, his injured leg slipped between them. Irith heaved him in. 

He thumped down on the seat and a shiver of agony crossed his face. 

‘What’s the matter?’ she said. 

‘I think I’ve popped some of the stitches.’  

‘Are you all right?’  

‘No. Let’s get going.’ Bragg tilted the motor down and pressed the ignition. It started straightaway. He revved it a few times. It ran smoothly. ‘This is a really dumb idea.’  

‘You’re telling me. There’s only one consolation.’  

‘What’s that?’  

‘It’s scared my seasickness away.’  

‘Good for you.’ Bragg put an arm around her shoulders. 
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Levi was a long time coming. ‘I hope nothing’s gone wrong,’ said Irith, standing up to see. 

‘I wish he’d get a move on.’ Bragg checked his watch and stared up at the sky. ‘It’s close to midnight. They could turn up any second.’  

The launch’s engines rumbled and it accelerated. ‘He’s coming,’ said Malati. 

Levi passed various waterproof cases over the side, containing his portable and other gear. Bragg tied them down. Last of all, a big plastic crate that rattled. 

‘What’s this?’ said Irith. 

‘Malati’s made us a three-course dinner. Always start a sea voyage with a full belly.’  

He  climbed  in  and  settled  down  on  his  seat.  Bragg  put  the  outboard  into  forward. 

Irith unfastened the ropes and the inflatable curved away. 

They  watched  the  launch  disappear  into  the  darkness.  ‘Just  us  and  the  empty  sea,’ 

said Levi. ‘Let’s eat.’  

Away from the shelter of the launch the wind was savage. They ate the sandwiches and the hot soup, leaving two large thermoses of cocoa for later. It was one of the most welcome meals of Irith’s life. 

‘We’ll need that cocoa before the night’s out,’ said Levi, clapping his gloved hands together. 

Irith didn’t answer. Speaking wasted heat and she had none to spare. In the howling wind it felt colder than the night she’d escaped from the retraining centre. 

About half an hour after dinner they heard the jet fighter again, and saw a light in the distance, high up. 

‘They’ve found the motorboat,’ said Bragg, throttling back. ‘That’s a parachute flare. 

They’ll be sending the commandos in shortly.’  

‘And when they discover we’re gone?’ said Irith. 

‘They’ll come looking for us.’  

‘And find us!’  

‘They’re a fair way away. You can see parachute flares for miles. How far would you say the motorboat is, Levi?’  

Levi was already doing the calculation. ‘It was heading north at ten knots, and we’re going  east  at  about  the  same  speed.  We  separated  thirty-eight  minutes  ago,  so  we’re  a good 8.8 nautical miles apart – a bit over sixteen kilometres. That gives them a big area to 257 
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search, since they don’t know precisely when we left the motorboat. With luck, they’ll never find us.’  

‘They’ve had more luck than we’ve had, lately,’ said Bragg. 

The  flare  drifted  away  with  the  wind  and  disappeared.  They  didn’t  see  another, though several times they heard jet engines, north and south, and, once, the engines of a helicopter. 

‘Do you think we should let go the life raft as a decoy?’ said Irith. 

‘Not unless they’re onto us,’ said Levi. ‘It’ll also tell them where to look.’  

The helicopter cruised by a kilometre or two away, its searchlight scanning back and forth. 

‘Seems to me they’ve got a pretty good idea,’ said Irith. 

‘Under these conditions it’s hard enough to find a small boat even if you know where to look,’ said Levi, ‘especially a black inflatable. They’re flying a search pattern but their passes will be kilometres apart and they can only see what’s in their floodlights. And that ain’t much.’  

‘I reckon their next pass will be just about on top of us,’ said Bragg. ‘Then prepare to defend  us,  but  don’t  look  up.  Pale  faces  can  be  seen  at  a  distance.  Cover  everything reflective.’ Irith drew her assault rifle out of its waterproof wrapping. ‘How far are these good for?’  

‘About eight hundred metres. Less if you’re shooting up at a steep angle.’  

‘Could I bring down a Sea King with one?’ Irith could hardly believe she was saying it, but they were waging war on her and she was going to defend herself any way  she could. 

‘Only if you’re very lucky.’  

The  chopper  disappeared  to  the  north. ‘Should  I keep  on  this  heading,  Levi?’  said Bragg.  Forced  to  face  into  the  spray,  he  was  coated  with  ice.  Icicles  in  his  three-day growth of beard made him look like a frost giant. 

‘Yes, but throttle back so we don’t leave a wake.’  

‘Not much chance of it being seen,’ said Irith. The surface of the sea was streaked with blown foam. 

‘Just do it,’ Levi said wearily. He fumbled in his coat and passed something into his mouth. A heart pill, she thought. Angus must have given him some. 
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The  inflatable  rose  up  on  the  crest  of  a  huge  swell  and  they  saw  the  lights  of  the chopper ahead, beating into the wind, coming their way. 

‘Throttle  back!’  Levi  said  urgently.  ‘Stay  in  the  trough  if  you  possibly  can.  The spume will help to hide us.’  

Bragg eased off and they crept along in the trough. It wasn’t easy to stay there but at least they were out of the wind. 

‘Keep your heads down!’ said Bragg. 

The chopper went by, a few hundred metres to port, the searchlight beam passing not far from them. 

‘That was close,’ said Levi as it dwindled into the distance. ‘Too close.’  

They watched it all the way, but this time it didn’t quite disappear. ‘It’s coming back on the same track,’ cried Irith. 

‘Chuck out the life raft,’ said Levi, ‘and go the other way. Not too fast.’  

They undid the straps and heaved the life raft over the bow. It inflated automatically on contact with the water and began to drift north-east. ‘Go south!’ said Levi. ‘Stay in the trough.’  

The inflatable chugged away. ‘The chopper is coming back awful quick,’ said Irith. 

‘They must have seen us.’  

‘Their image-scanning software may have picked up a reflection and they’ve decided to check it out,’ said Levi. ‘If they’d seen us they would have turned straightaway. The life raft should satisfy them.’  

They were only a few hundred metres away when the chopper reached the life raft. It hovered there, the searchlight fingering the life raft; though, being down in the trough, they could no longer see it. 

‘They’ll  drop  commandos  into  the  water,’  said  Bragg.  ‘Divers  in  dry  suits,  just  to make sure.’  

The chopper didn’t drop anyone. It hovered fifty metres up and machine-gunned the life raft until there was nothing left of it. 
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Chapter 28 



Malati let out a whimper and slid closer to Irith. Irith put her arm around the girl, unable to speak. That cold, bloody end could have been theirs, turning them from living people to shredded flesh in a few vicious seconds. If the chopper found the inflatable, that would be their fate. 

‘They weren’t taking chances on another booby trap,’ Levi said finally. 

The chopper circled the remains of the life raft several times, before drifting away to the east and continuing its search pattern. 

‘It was looking for bodies,’ said Bragg. ‘The lack of them will give us away.’  

‘Bodies might have sunk under such a barrage,’ said Levi. ‘They may not be sure.’  

‘Which means they’ll keep searching.’  

‘Oh yes.’  

They watched the helicopter out of sight. Bragg gave the outboard half throttle – any more and the inflatable would have become airborne – but a quarter of an hour later the motor sputtered and died. 

‘That’s the first tank gone,’ said Bragg. 

‘It didn’t last long.’  

‘Big outboards burn fuel.’ He lifted the tank to make sure. ‘Completely empty.’  

Irith hefted the other tank onto the seat. Bragg slid it into position and clicked the fuel line connector onto the fuel intake. He squeezed the bulb a few times and pressed the starter. The motor turned over but didn’t fire. He squeezed the bulb again, and pressed the starter, with the same result. 

Bragg looked at Levi, just an outline in the darkness. Levi opened the cap of the fuel tank, careful to shield it from the spray, and took a careful sniff. ‘It’s definitely petrol. 

Must be the fuel line.’  

Bragg unclipped it. ‘Got a light?’  
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Levi found a pencil torch, which he shielded in his hands so that the light went down, not  up.  Bragg  held  the  line  in  the  little  pool  of light,  and  chuckled.  ‘It’s  all  right. The connector’s just crusted over with frozen spray.’  

He picked the ice out with a tool on his Swiss army knife, held the valve open and squeezed the bulb. Petrol squirted out. Pushing the connector onto the fuel intake he gave the  bulb  two  careful  squeezes,  pressed  the  starter  and  the  motor  roared  to  life.  Bragg dropped it into gear with a thunk and turned east. 

‘The  problem  is,’  said  Levi,  as  though  he  didn’t  have  a  care  in  the  world,  ‘we’re going to run out of fuel about a hundred kilometres short of the coast.’  

‘Where will we end up?’ said Irith. 

‘Depending on the balance of wind and currents,’ said Levi, ‘on the coast of Norway somewhere between Trondheim and Stavanger.’  

‘That’s a big area,’ Bragg muttered. ‘And most is too rugged to land on, even in a powered vessel.’  

‘I presume you have some plan in mind,’ Irith said irritably. She was freezing, and exhausted in body, mind and spirit. 

‘There are still a few oil rigs in the Norwegian Sector,’ said Bragg. ‘We might have enough fuel to reach the nearest.’  

‘Is there any reason why we’re not going there now?’ said Irith. 

‘Only that the search will be keeping watch in that direction. But we no longer have a choice.’  

‘Give me a course,’ said Bragg. 

‘North by north-east,’ said Levi. 

‘Weather’s getting worse,’ said Bragg later. 

Irith,  taking  her  turn  at  the  outboard,  didn’t  answer.  She  couldn’t  –  she  was practically frozen solid. She picked shards of ice off the scarf wrapped around her face, exposing  only  her  eyes  behind  Levi’s  night-vision  goggles.  Malati  was  completely wrapped in waterproof gear but was still shivering. 

‘What time is it?’ said Bragg. 

‘2.15 am,’ said Levi. 

‘And how far to go?’  

‘The rig’s about half an hour away. I’d better take over. Irith?’  
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She  didn’t  answer,  she  didn’t  have  the  energy.  Feeling  nothing  but  a  creeping lethargy, she no longer cared what happened. 

‘Time for that cocoa, Levi,’ said Bragg. 

‘A fair way past time.’ Levi slid onto the seat and eased the tiller out of Irith’s claw-like grip. ‘Take her.’  

Bragg lifted Irith in his arms and set her beside him on the seat. He slid his fingers into her gloves and felt her hands. ‘They’re like ice. Can you sit up, Irith?’  

She gave the tiniest movement of her head. He linked his leg through hers, in case a wave threw her in the air, and reached into the crate for the big thermos. Unwrapping it from its insulating layers he poured a third of a mug and hastily screwed the stopper in. 

The warmth must be preserved at all costs. 

‘Take this.’  

Her eyes moved but her hands did not. He held the mug to her lips and tilted it. She took a tiny sip, licked her lips and smiled. It wasn’t much of a smile but it warmed his heart, and he fed her the rest of the hot, sickly sweet brew. 

‘More,’ she said faintly. 

He gave her half a mug this time, and then another. ‘More, Irith?’  

‘After you and Levi.’  

‘We’re all right,’ said Levi. ‘We haven’t been facing the spray for the last half hour. 

Besides, there’s another thermos.’  

She took another big mug. ‘Thanks, Bragg,’ she said. ‘I thought I was going to freeze solid.’  

‘You should have said something.’  

‘You’ve all had your turn. And you’re injured.’  

‘I  can  barely  feel  it,’  Bragg  lied.  ‘Besides,  we’re  bigger  than  you  –  we  stay  warm longer. How are your feet?’  

‘I stopped feeling them twenty minutes ago.’  

‘Then you’re a bloody idiot. You can get frostbite here, you know.’  

‘The water’s above freezing!’ she said sarcastically. ‘Obviously.’  

‘The air isn’t, and the wind-chill factor makes it at least minus twenty.’  

He took off her right boot, and her two layers of socks, and felt her feet. ‘Levi, got that torch handy?’  
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Levi fished it out. Bragg checked Irith’s feet. Her toes had tiny patches of white on the tips. He hastily pulled her socks on again. 

‘She’s just started to get frostbite. What do we do now?’  

‘Failing any other source of warmth, I suggest you put her feet in your armpits.’  

Irith gave a muffled snort. 

‘I’m serious,’ said Levi. 

‘I had a feeling you might be,’ Bragg muttered. 

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Irith, pulling away from him. 

‘Do it right away, else you’ll lose your toes, if not your feet.’  

‘But … it’s … I can’t, Levi. It’s too embarrassing.’  

‘That’s why I didn’t suggest the other warm place – his crotch.’ Levi chuckled and so did Bragg. 

Irith’s  cheeks  flamed.  Malati  looked  over  the  side,  and  for  the  first  time  since stripping on the trawler she was smiling. 

‘I’m sure you’d do it for me,’ said Bragg. ‘Well of course I would, though your huge clodhoppers wouldn’t fit in my little armpits.’  

‘Then aren’t you lucky it’s me?’ said Bragg. ‘Come on. Don’t muck about. Sit there and put your feet in my lap.’  

She did so. Bragg stripped off her socks and handed them to her. ‘Put these in  your armpits. It’ll warm them up a bit.’  

She sniffed her socks and grimaced. Bragg pulled up his coat and jumpers, drew her feet into his armpits, then wrapped his clothes tightly around them both. ‘Holy shit!’ he roared. ‘If I’d realised they were that bloody cold I’d never have offered.’  

‘You  didn’t  offer,’  she  said,  embarrassed  and  amused  in  equal  proportions.  ‘Levi volunteered you.’  

‘He’s good like that. I don’t see him volunteering himself.’  

‘I’m driving the boat,’ said Levi sententiously. ‘We’ve all got to pull our weight, you know.’  

‘Very noble of you. I’d be only too happy to take your turn at the helm.’  

Levi laughed. Irith felt warmed by it. 

‘Is that better?’ said Bragg. 

She wiggled her toes. ‘I can definitely feel something.’  
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‘Don’t do that. It tickles.’  

‘Sorry,’ she said, smiling to herself. It had broken the reserve that had been between them all this time. Reserve was a hard thing to maintain with someone else’s smelly feet in your armpits. 

‘Next time, Irith,’ said Levi, ‘take better care of yourself and we won’t have to resort to such heroic measures.’  

‘Sorry,’ she murmured. 

They went along like that for a while before Irith said, ‘I think they’re OK now.’  

‘I’ll  just  check,  if  you  don’t  mind,’  said  Bragg.  ‘I  don’t  want  to  go  through  that again.’  

He  felt  her  feet,  which  were  cool,  though  not  cold.  ‘All  right.  Put  your  socks  and boots on, damn quick. I think I’ll have some of that cocoa now.’  

They all had a warming mug. ‘Do you want to change over, Levi?’ said Bragg. 

‘I’ll be right for a while.’  

‘We must be getting close now.’  

‘Ten or fifteen minutes, if the fuel lasts that long.’  

Irith checked the gauge, which was below a quarter. 

It had begun to snow and the wind was driving it into clouds that clotted on every surface. Visibility was dropping by the minute. They could just make out the sea a few metres ahead. 

‘I don’t know how you can see to point the boat,’ said Bragg, reaching across to wipe Levi’s night goggles for the fourth time in as many minutes. 

‘It’s adequate. I’ll have to use the torch to check our heading, though.’  

Bragg drew his coat around so no light would get out. Levi checked the compass and turned fractionally to port. The wind died a little, but the snow thickened. 

‘We  could  sail  right  past  the  bloody rig  in  this  and  we  wouldn’t  see  it,’  Levi  said shortly. 

‘We could sail right between the legs,’ said Irith. 

‘Oil rigs are noisy places. If we get that close, we’ll hear it,’ said Bragg. 

The snowstorm passed. The sky cleared in a patch to the west, revealing nets of stars and the moon not far above the horizon. It cast a trail across the rough water, turning the foam on the crest of each wave to whipped cream. 
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‘There it is,’ cried Irith as the rags of mist tore apart ahead of them. A small dark shape, festooned with lights, stood a few degrees off the port bow. 

‘It should be the Troll South Platform,’ said Bragg. 

‘And it can’t be more than a couple of kilometres away,’ said Levi, flicking off the torch.  ‘We’ll  make  it  yet.’  He  twisted  the  throttle  and  turned  the  boat  onto  the  new heading.  ‘If  you  could  just  take  over  for  a  few  minutes,  Bragg.  I’ll  contact  the  rig superintendent and let him know we’re coming, otherwise they might act first …’  

He didn’t need to say any more. Terrorism was an ever-present threat, even in the middle of the North Sea in the coldest autumn in a millennium. 

Bragg slid into his place. Levi got out his weatherproof portable and tapped away. 

‘I’m asking for sanctuary,’ he said. 

‘There’s  no  love  lost  between  Britain  and  Norway  at  the  moment  –  the  two governments  are  too  far  apart  ideologically  –  so  that  might  swing  it  if  there’s  any difficulty. There shouldn’t be – the remoter you get, the more hospitable people are, in my experience. Especially to stricken sailors.’  

‘I hope so,’ said Irith. ‘I’ve seen precious little hospitality since I left home. Apart from you two gentlemen, of course,’ she amended hastily. 

‘I should think so!’ said Levi, mock seriously. 

The moon appeared and disappeared. They drove through patches of mist clinging to the water and out into bright moonlight again. The wind had died down. The swell was still huge but no longer so menacing. 

‘I don’t believe it,’ said Bragg, standing up and staring over his shoulder. ‘Throttle back, Levi.’  

‘What  …?’  But  Irith  could  hear  it  too,  when  Levi  slowed  the  craft  to  idle.  A helicopter, coming fast and low out of the north-west. 

‘It stands to reason they’d be waiting for us,’ said Levi. ‘The Norway rigs were the logical place to head for, once we’d made it halfway. Take over, Bragg. You’re a better boat driver than I am.’  

‘And they won’t be taking prisoners,’ said Bragg, sliding into Levi’s vacated place. 

‘Get your rifles ready. I’ll make for that fog bank off to the left.’  

Irith readied her weapon. 
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‘I’m  sending  a  mayday,’  said  Levi,  ‘that  we’re  under  attack  just  south-east  of  the Troll South Platform, by an unidentified helicopter.’  

‘They haven’t attacked us yet,’ said Bragg. 

‘When they do, it’ll be too late to call for help. Bragg, it occurs to me that Angus’ 

other son, Hamish, was working the rigs. It may have been this one. I’ll contact him as well.’  

‘There it is,’ cried Irith. ‘There! See it?’  

The  setting  moon  reflected  off  glass.  The  helicopter  was  coming  straight  for  them and it was only a couple of kilometres away. 

‘I’ll copy this mayday to the Norwegian Air Force Command,’ said Levi. ‘You never know, it may do some good.’  

‘Not unless they’re already patrolling out here,’ said Bragg. 

‘They probably are. They must be concerned about all the British craft crisscrossing the area.’  

‘The  chopper  doesn’t  look  like  a  very  big  one,’  said  Irith,  staring  through  the binoculars. 

‘It’s probably come off a patrol boat. There may be backup nearby. Malati, have you ever fired a gun?’  

‘No,’ she said, ‘but I’m prepared to.’  

‘I’m not sure …’ Bragg began. 

‘I am,’ said Levi, handing her Bragg’s weapon. ‘Here’s the safety catch. It’s on – can you feel it?’  

‘Yes, Levi.’  

‘You switch it off this way, but leave it on for the moment. Then, hold the butt firmly to your shoulder and, if you have to fire, track the target like this, squeeze the trigger and hold it down. But always point it out, away from the boat. Don’t fire across the boat. Got that?’  

‘Yes, Levi.’  

The  race  continued,  though  it  was  clear  that  the chopper  would  reach  them  before they  reached  the  safety  of  the  fog  bank,  which  itself  lay  about  a  kilometre  from  the nearest leg of the oil rig. 

‘If they shoot first,’ said Bragg, ‘we’re dead.’  
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‘Depends  what  they’re  armed  with,’  said  Levi.  ‘But  they  won’t  dare  shoot  before they  identify  us.  We  could  be  from  the  rig,  after  all.  They  won’t  risk  an  international incident on a mistaken identification.’  

‘When military types have guns in their hands, they don’t always act logically.’  

The chopper roared around to the left, a hundred metres away and about the same height above the water. Its floodlight came on, blindingly. By squinting hard, Irith could make out the pilot and two other figures in the cabin. 

‘Do we wait for them to shoot?’ she yelled to Levi. 

‘The  helicopter  is  a  search  and  rescue  model,’  said  Levi,  following  it  with  the binoculars, ‘not an attack craft. It’s not armed with a fixed machine gun. The people on board will have weapons but they’ll have to fire from the doorway, and that’s not as easy as it might seem. If they fire, shoot back for all your worth. Bragg, throw the boat about.’  

‘Levi Seth,’ a loudspeaker boomed. ‘Irith Hardey. Heave to or we’ll fire.’  

‘Heave  to  and  we’ll  fire,’  Irith  muttered,  hooking  her  feet  under  the  seat.  She adjusted the sights and sighted on the open door of the chopper. 

‘Malati,’ said Levi. ‘Point your rifle outwards and be ready to fire if it comes past.’  

The  chopper  began  to  turn  and  it  came  around  much  more  quickly  than  Irith  had expected. Before she had a chance to fire, it was heading for them. 

‘Hang on!’ roared Bragg. He gave the outboard full throttle and flung the tiller over hard. 

The inflatable took off like a rocket then turned in its own length. Irith nearly went over the side – she hadn’t realised that any boat could turn so fast and tight. The inflatable skidded sideways and shot beneath the chopper as someone fired from the doorway. The shells went well over their heads to tear up the dark water. Bragg turned again and as they came around, Irith sighted on the door of the chopper, tracked its flight and squeezed off a long burst. Malati fired too. 

Irith  didn’t  see  any  result,  for  they  were  on  the  dark  side  of  the  chopper,  but  it swerved left, then climbed rapidly. 

‘Don’t shoot,’ said Levi. ‘It’s above effective range. Wait till it comes down again.’  

Bragg was now streaking towards the fog bank. The chopper dived, hit them with the floodlight again and fired. Bragg swerved left, left and right. Shells plucked at the water 267 
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all around them. Irith aimed at the blinding light and let off another quick burst. The light went out. 

‘Great  shooting,’  said  Bragg,  skidding  the  inflatable  across  the  water  and  into  the safety of the fog bank. 

‘Don’t stop,’ snapped Levi. ‘Zigzag away. He’ll fire at our entry point.’  

Bragg curved away and slowed down. Behind them they heard firing again. 

‘Now what?’ said Bragg, throttling the engine back and flicking it into neutral. 

‘How far are we from the rig, Bragg?’ said Levi when they were well inside the fog bank. 

‘Just under a kilometre.’  

‘And the fog is drifting which way?’  

‘Not towards it, unfortunately. More parallel.’  

‘Stay in it while I think.’ Levi sent out his mayday call again. 

Malati was rubbing her shoulder. Irith could hear the chopper circling. The floodlight came  back  on  and  its  glow  lit  up  the  fog  above  them.  ‘If  I  were  the  pilot  I’d  fly  right through,’ said Irith. ‘The downdraught of its rotors might be enough to cut paths through it.’  

‘But we’d see it coming before it saw us,’ Levi reminded her. ‘Not a good option when your opponents are as good a shot as you are, Irith.’  

She looked over Levi’s shoulder. He had a map of the oilfield on screen, showing the rig and the sea around it, and had marked their position with a little green diamond. 

‘So close,’ she said. ‘It’d almost be worth making a dash for it when we go past the southern leg of the platform.’  

‘That’s what I was thinking,’ said Levi. ‘We’d only have half a kilometre to go.’  

‘The chopper could travel that distance in about twenty seconds,’ said Bragg. 

‘But it’ll take a while to react, unless we’re really unlucky. How fast can this thing go?’  

‘At full throttle, fifty kilometres an hour,’ said Bragg. ‘Maybe more.’  

‘So it’d take us a minute to get there.’  

‘If we don’t crash first. Inflatables sit on the water, not in it, and at full speed the prop is the only thing in the water. That’s fine on a lake in calm weather, but in a swell this big 268 
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we’ll take off. One miscalculation – a bigger wave than I anticipated, a gust of wind –and we flip at high speed.’  

‘Better to die that way than be machine-gunned to rags by those bastards,’ said Irith. 

‘Do you want me to make a break for it?’ said Bragg. 

‘Keep going round a bit longer,’ said Levi, eyeballing the satnav on his screen. ‘The fog may drift a bit closer.’  

‘We’re almost out of fuel,’ said Irith. 

Bragg lifted the tank and gave it a swirl. ‘Can’t be more than a cupful left.’  

‘Then go,’ said Levi. ‘Irith, try to track the chopper by its sound. I’ll do the same. 

And be ready to fire the second it comes at us. You OK, Malati?’  

She gave him a tremulous smile. 

Bragg twisted the throttle and curved round in a gentle circle. 

‘More that way,’ said Levi, pointing a little to the left. ‘Go!’  

The inflatable took off. The fog whipped past and they burst out into the open just as the crescent moon tipped the horizon. The chopper was off to their right, going the other way. 

The inflatable was up on plane in seconds. It rocketed up the crest of a swell and took off,  flying  about five  metres  through  the  air  before  crashing  down  into  the  next  trough with a jolt that almost had Irith overboard and the rifle out of her hands. 

‘Not so fast,’ roared Levi, struggling to stay aboard as the boat soared up the next wave. 

The  chopper  was  already  turning,  coming  round  impossibly  quickly.  It  was  about half  a  kilometre  away,  no  more  than  twenty  seconds’  flight.  The  leg  of  the  rig  was roughly the same distance, a minute for the inflatable. 

The  distance  narrowed  rapidly.  The  chopper  roared  towards  them.  Bragg  swerved left,  then  right.  An  automatic  weapon  flamed,  the  shells  hitting  the  water  to  their  left. 

Bragg throttled back and turned sharply at the same moment. 

Shells carved the water in front of them and then to their left. There came a hissing roar  from  the  back  of  the  inflatable,  then  the  chopper  had  gone  flying  past.  Bragg accelerated  again,  swerving  wildly  left,  left,  right,  then  left  again,  trying  to  be  as unpredictable as possible. 
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Irith tracked the turning helicopter, fired and had the pleasure of seeing pieces fly out of the fuselage. The chopper swerved but recovered and began to turn again, though it stayed within range. Irith and Levi fired again and someone fell out the open door. 

But the inflatable had been hit – the portside rear compartment was deflating rapidly. 

Bragg  turned  the  other  way  to  compensate  for  the  drag  and  kept  going.  They  shot  off another wave, hit hard and the remaining air hissed out. The inflatable skidded sideways then turned in a full circle, Bragg cursing as he struggled to control it. 

Floodlights  came  on  all  over  the  vast  oil  rig,  lighting  up  the  sea  as  bright  as  day. 

There was a great beating roar in Irith’s ears. Water slopped over the side into her lap. 

The other side was leaking as well. The inflatable was going down. 

The chopper turned again. At this range it couldn’t possibly miss. Irith fired until her magazine was empty, but didn’t seem to be doing any further damage. 
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Chapter 29 



As the chopper straightened up, Bragg swerved then gave the outboard full throttle. The half-deflated craft lumbered forward, crabbing to the left, then became airborne as it went over the crest of a wave. The chopper was lining itself up and in the bright lights Irith could see the gunner clearly, leaning out the door. 

The outboard screamed as the propeller came out of the water. The inflatable hit the water  like  a  brick,  skidded  around  180  degrees  and  stopped  dead.  The  chopper’s  burst went over their heads, then it hurtled above the boat. 

The outboard missed a beat, roared, then stopped suddenly. The inflatable was awash at the back and the next wave would send it to the bottom, for two-thirds of its buoyancy was gone. 

Bragg  pressed  the  starter  frantically. The  motor did  not  fire.  He tipped  up  the  fuel tank, squeezing the bulb over and over, but could not get a single bark out of the engine. 

The chopper turned, lined them up and Irith caught her breath. It couldn’t miss. It could hover there until there was nothing left of them. 

There  came  a  great  roar  from  behind  them,  then  the  chopper  rolled  sideways  and turned away at full speed. Irith turned to see another helicopter, a huge two-rotored beast, racing in their direction. 

Levi  dropped  his  rifle  into  the  water  and  slipped  his  precious  portable  into  a waterproof case. He snapped it shut and locked it to his wrist. She couldn’t work out why. 

‘Chuck the guns over,’ he rapped. 

‘But –’  

‘This one’s friendly, Irith.’  

Irith dropped her rifle over the side and held onto her pack, since it contained all she had on this side of the world. The helicopter shot past, banked and circled back. It was huge, a commercial machine. To her left a motor launch thundered out from beneath the rig. 
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The helicopter hovered overhead, its twin blades flattening the sea all around them. 

The downdraught pushed the inflatable into the sea and suddenly, in a burst of bubbles, it was  gone.  The  frigid  water  went  through  Irith’s  garments  in  a  second,  like  an  electric shock. 

The launch pulled up beside them and within a minute they had been plucked out of the water. The little chopper that had attacked them had already disappeared to the south-west. 

Half an hour later they were in the overheated sickbay of the oil rig. Irith stood in a hot  shower,  until  every  vestige  of  the  cold  was  gone.  It  was  the  most  blissful  twenty minutes of her life. 

They  were  fed  until  their  stomachs  were  bursting,  then  taken  before  the superintendent  of  the  platform,  who  asked  surprisingly  few  questions.  He  was  furious about the incursion, however, and kept talking about violation of Norway’s sovereignty. 

They didn’t get a chance to sleep, for two hours later an even larger chopper landed on the pad of the platform, disgorging a squad of heavily armed soldiers. No sooner had they  unloaded  their  gear  than  Irith,  Malati,  Bragg  and  Levi  were  ushered  in  and  the chopper took off. In less than an hour they were in Oslo, where they were questioned at length by officers in uniform. 

A man in a grey suit came in and questioned them further. Shortly Levi went away with him. Irith lay slumped in her chair, desperate for sleep, but she wasn’t to get any. 

She had no idea what Levi told them, but an hour later the four of them were in an official limousine  on  their  way  to  the  airport,  where  they  were  whisked  through  Customs  and Immigration and put on an airliner. 

‘What’s going on?’ Irith said quietly to Levi once the plane had taken off. 

‘We’ve created a serious diplomatic incident – at least, the chopper’s attack on us, so close to the rig, has. The Norwegian PM felt that the best thing to do was to get us out of the country as soon as possible.’  

‘Why?’  

‘Because, according to the British Government, we’ve stolen state secrets, among a host of other crimes. This way, the Norwegians can say they have no idea where we are.’  

‘Where are we going?’  
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Levi looked over his shoulder, though there was no one seated immediately behind them, or ahead. ‘Montreal. And after that, I’ll tell you when we get there.’  

At Montreal they were met by a man who didn’t identify himself, escorted through VIP  Customs  and  Immigration  and  taken  to  a  waiting  limousine  with  tinted  windows, which  set  off  at  once.  Some  hours  later  they  were  whisked  through  US  Customs  and Immigration  at  an  obscure  checkpoint  on  a  minor  road  that  led  into  Vermont.  The  car continued south. 

As soon as they drew away, Malati, who had hardly spoken since the attack, threw her arms around Levi and each of them in turn. She was beaming from ear to ear. 

‘I knew you would do it,’ she said to Levi. ‘I never lost faith in you for a second. 

And when –’ Malati choked, ‘– when you stood beside me on the boat, Levi –’ Her eyes flooded. ‘I – I can’t begin to tell you –’  

‘How could I do else but stand with you?’ Levi said simply. ‘My friends are my life.’  

Malati looked as though she was going to float out the window. 

Tears welled in Irith’s eyes at the girl’s joy. Though, for herself, the overwhelming relief  was  numbed  and  Irith  couldn’t  work  out  why.  She  felt  as  if  she’d  been anaesthetised. Perhaps her emotions had simply been overloaded for too long. 

‘There’, about ten hours later, turned out to be Boston, a city Irith did not know at all. 

They drove into the city after dark and were taken to the underground car park of a tall apartment building, and from there to a tenth-floor apartment, without seeing a soul. 

‘Well, we’re here,’ said Levi, going in and looking around. ‘I haven’t been to this place in years. Irith, you can have the first door on the left. Bragg, you take the second, Malati, you the third, and I’ll have the one down the end.’  

‘Thanks,’ said Irith, unable to make sense of anything that had happened since they had been picked out of the water. ‘I’m going to bed. Don’t call me for a month.’  

She didn’t sleep much that night. From the moment they’d reached the United States border Irith had expected a tap on the shoulder and a ‘Come with us, please’. There was no reason to suppose that the Americans had given up. 

And  then  there  was  her  mother,  only  a  few  hours  away  in  Washington.  After demolishing Jemma’s office and stealing the code box, and all the trouble that must have caused, Irith couldn’t face her mother. But sooner or later she would have to. 
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Chapter 30 



The first Irith heard of the momentous news was when Bragg pounded on her door, two days after they’d arrived at the Boston apartment. She’d spent the entire time in her room, which fortunately had an ensuite, taking showers for as long as the hot water lasted. That wasn’t  long  at  all  –  America  had  energy  rationing  too.  The  rest  of  her  time  she  either stared out the window at the distant harbour and the great concrete sea wall that kept the Atlantic out, or lay on the bed, trying to keep at bay the past weeks’ nightmares, which intruded on her waking hours as well as her sleeping. She felt sure she was doomed to relive them for the rest of her life. Malati had knocked on her door several times, trying to get her to come out, in that quiet way of hers. Though she knew Malati was worried about her, Irith had refused. She didn’t want to see anyone, talk to anyone or do anything. She felt drained dry. 

‘Irith, Irith!’ It was Bragg again. He’d also been at the door a lot. 

‘Go away, Bragg. I’m not feeling at all sociable.’  

‘This news is going to make your day.’  

‘I don’t want to hear it.’  

‘Hell, Irith, this is historic! It’s going to make your  year!’  

Bragg wasn’t given to hyperbole. Irith felt a teasing thread of curiosity. Unlocking the door, she opened it a crack. ‘What?’  

‘Remember  how  everyone  sneered  at  the  former  British  PM,  Philip  Madderer,  for being such a gutless incompetent?’  

‘Yes?’  

‘You’ll never guess what he did, last thing before the election.’  

‘What, Bragg?’ She put her head out. 

‘It  appears  that  Britain’s  four  nuclear  submarines  were  already  out  at  sea  on  an exercise. When Madderer realised that the election would be lost he ordered them to sail 274 
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secretly  for  the  United  States,  and  there  to  put  themselves  at  the  service  of  the Commander-in-Chief.’  

‘The American President.’  

‘President  Woolley,  and  they’ve just  arrived  in Boston  Harbour,  carrying  Britain’s entire  nuclear  arsenal  with  them,  two  hundred  warheads.  They’ve  moored  at Pier  One, alongside  the  restored  USS   Constitution,  “Old  Ironsides”.  The  media  are  going  wild, making all sorts of parallels with the War of Independence, the Boston Tea Party and the defeat of the British in 1776. Come and see.’  

‘Good, you can make me a cup of tea to celebrate.’ She followed Bragg down to the living room. ‘The new PM must be furious.’  

Bragg laughed and it was good to hear it. ‘Holbrook was told the news while he was giving  a  speech.  He  didn’t  have  an  inkling  that  the  submarine  captains  were  going  to defect, and he lost it. He literally, without exaggeration, foamed at the mouth,  on air. It was a beautiful thing to see, Irith.’  

‘How could he not know?’ Irith said wonderingly. ‘The nuclear arsenal would have been the first item on his briefing, once he got the keys to Number 10.’  

Bragg put the kettle on and took teabags and cups out of the cupboard. ‘All the subs were  out  in  the  Atlantic  on  an  exercise  organised  weeks  before.  That  should  have bothered Holbrook, if he’d had time to think about it – you never have all your capital ships in service at the same time.’  

Irith managed a smile. ‘Go on.’  

‘They sent back false position reports while they were sailing to the States. Not even the Ministry suspected. The nuclear subs were due back in port this morning. Holbrook was about to fly to Scotland to welcome them home, and make a statement about their vital role in the defence of Britain in these troubled times. The usual sort of thing, only with  his  particular  brand  of  xenophobic  overtones.  Then,  without  warning,  up  they popped at the entrance to Boston Harbour.’  

‘President Woolley agreed to it weeks ago, of course, and this afternoon he’s going to officially welcome them. Not just to the United States, but to the “free world”, as he intends to put it. It’s the greatest coup of his political life. His InstaPoll popularity has jumped from thirty-four to fifty-three percent in the past two hours.’  

‘Bully for him,’ Irith said sourly. She hated politicians. 
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‘No, it’s important, Irith. President Woolley’s enemies are uniting against him, and popularity with the people is the only thing he’s got on his side right now. He needs that desperately …’  

‘Why? What else has happened?’ said Irith, picking up a strained note in his voice. 

‘The  Lone  Star  Militia  and  the  Buffalo  Army,  two  of  the  biggest  militias,  have secretly decided to amalgamate. Between them they’ll control five states – Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, Montana and Wyoming – and parts of Texas and Nevada, and they’ll form a heavily armed force of seventy-five thousand men that no one will be game to take on.’  

‘I thought the militias were just a few thousand people – boys playing with guns on the weekend.’  

‘That couldn’t be further from the truth. They’ve got a lot of land and a lot of money, and they’re increasingly well armed and disciplined. The militias have been bickering for decades, Irith. Turf wars and tribal battles between them have become so common that the media don’t even report them unless there’s more than a hundred dead. But if they sort out their differences and join forces, they’ll create a new power in America, one that not even the President is equipped to deal with.’  

‘It’s hard to believe,’ said Irith, though her mother had also talked about this growing threat. 

Bragg took her hand. Irith allowed it to lie in his, wondering if he wanted more. She half did, though she wasn’t sure how to go about it. It had been too long. 

‘You’d  better  believe  it,  Irith,’  he  said.  ‘President  Woolley’s  been  under  siege  for months,  and  his  opponents  aren’t  much  better  than  Britain’s  BFB  Party.  The  Post-Democracy League, they call themselves in private.’  

‘Never heard of them,’ said Irith, pouring water into the cups and jiggling the bags. 

The tea was a horrible yellow colour and smelt like slightly mouldy straw. 

‘The PDL has links to the militias and the NRA, and their credo is that democracy simply can’t deal with the complex challenges of the modern world. They aim to replace it with a system that has the capacity to make the tough decisions – in short, a one-party state led by an all-powerful President, like most of the nations of Europe. And the rest of the world, for that matter.’  

‘Surely Americans will never vote for a system that smacks of communism?’  
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‘This has got absolutely nothing to do with communism, Irith – it’s far-right politics, not left, if such terms have meaning any more. The PDL are deadly serious, and they’re also powerful and well funded. They’ve gone close to impeaching the President twice this year, on evidence that was almost certainly faked. If he goes, it’s hard to see democracy surviving anywhere. 

‘Woolley’s  a  very  ordinary  man,  a  bumbler  in  some  respects.  He  only  became President because the people behind him believed he’d be easy to control. But he does have a mind of his own, and he does believe in democracy. He’s got to survive because he’s all we’ve got.’  

She  looked  up  at  the  screen,  which  showed  a  ranting  Prime  Minister  Holbrook  in merciless close-up, stalking back and forth across the stage of a public hall, brandishing black-haired  fists.  There   was   foam  in  the  corners  of  his  mouth.  His  advisers  were  in  a huddle off to the left, whispering urgently to each other or speaking into communicators. 

Irith sat down and sipped the revolting tea, feeling good for the first time in ages. 

‘Thanks, Bragg. I really needed some good news. What a fool he looks, like some third-rate little Hitler.’  

‘It’s a national humiliation,’ agreed Bragg, ‘and there’s nothing he can do about it. 

President  Candide  of  France  is  laughing  himself  sick.  He’s  still  got   his   three  hundred warheads, as he’s pointed out a dozen times already, and no Frenchman would ever give them up to the damned Yankees.’  

‘Holbrook looks afraid,’ said Irith. 

‘Well  he  might.  Without  its  nuclear  arsenal,  Britain  is  just  another  middle-sized country  with  an  under-fed,  under-trained,  rundown  army  whose  equipment  is  a  decade past obsolescence. And with a mighty, resurgent Germany setting the foundations for a new Holy Roman Empire in Europe, and an equally xenophobic, nuclear-armed France next door, there’s not a lot Holbrook can do if there is war in Europe.’  

‘What is it with these psychos,’ Irith burst out, ‘appropriating history as if it’ll make their squalid power grabs seem noble?’  

‘Exactly,’ said Bragg. ‘And that’s not Holbrook’s only problem. Lowther, the leader of the Yellow Armbands, has already made clear his contempt for the Prime Minister he worked so hard to get into power. Lowther is saying that it’s time for Holbrook to go.’  
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‘There was a lot of ill-feeling between the two groups when I was at the retraining centre,’ said Irith. If only she hadn’t lost that tape. 

‘Blood is being spilled in back rooms.’  

‘Already? The BFB have only been in power a week and a half.’  

‘The  Yellow  Armbands  are  really  pissed  off  about  being  sidelined  as  soon  as  the election  was  won.  Lowther  wants  power  and  he  wants  it  now.  The  struggle  is  getting vicious, and he hasn’t forgotten the BFB’s bloody raid on the retraining centre.’  

‘That was the  BFB?’ Irith cried. 

‘Apparently. They thought Lowther was getting too uppity and decided to teach him a lesson.’  

‘When thieves fall out.’  

‘Yeah. Anyway, Holbrook will have to retaliate to get any credibility back.’  

 

Three days later, mines carried along the bed of the harbour by suicide divers tore open the  pressure  hulls  of  two  of  the  four  British  nuclear  submarines,  sinking  them  at  their moorings at Pier One. The containment shell around the pressurised water nuclear reactor of the  Vigilant  was breached, releasing a burst of radioactive iodine and other particles into the air and spewing radioactive water into the harbour. 

The whole of Charlestown and the North End and waterfront district, up to the John Fitzgerald Expressway, had to be evacuated, as well as half the financial centre. The slug of contaminated water drifted out into Massachusetts Bay, its progress displayed hourly on the news, along with images of dead fish and seabirds, and dire warnings about eating seafood. 

A daring attempt by a second team of divers to steal a Trident V missile during the attack had been foiled by the submarine crews. None of the intruders were captured alive, nor  did  any  of  the  dead  bear  identifying  marks,  though  no  one  was  in  any  doubt  that they’d come from Britain. A separate attack at the same time had destroyed the Boston Tea Party Ship anchored on Fort Point Channel. 

‘That was a short-lived rise in popularity,’ Bragg said as they watched the reruns that night.  ‘Woolley’s  gone  from  sixty-one  percent  to  twenty-two  percent  on  the  InstaPoll today – his lowest-ever reading.’  

‘And it isn’t as if the attack was on American ships,’ Irith replied. 

 

278 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

‘It’s still a mighty blow to national self-esteem, and a violation of US sovereignty. If Woolley  could  strike  back  it  would  be  different,  but  he’s  trying  to  look  a  statesman  – 

“Our struggle is not with our British cousins, etc”.’  

‘And as far as the public is concerned, the radiation is a killer. Are we going to be all right here?’  

‘Who  knows?’  said  Bragg.  ‘We’re  a  good  distance  away,  and  the  wind’s  blowing seaward, but that doesn’t mean a lot in a built-up area.’  

‘How  did  naval  security  allow  divers  –  even  suicide  divers  –  to  get  so  close?  The Americans must have known Holbrook would strike back, if for no other reason than to save his reputation. Did the President’s enemies in the military allow the divers through?’  

He  studied  her  for  a  long  while.  ‘That’s  a  very  interesting  question.  It’s  hard  to credit, but … maybe they did.’  

‘Where’s Levi, anyway? I haven’t heard a peep out of him.’  

‘He’s been meeting solidly with his American contacts – or counterparts – since we got here. I haven’t seen much of him either.’  

For some reason, that bothered her. ‘So there’s no news about when I can go home?’  

‘No,  but  if  I  were  you  I’d  lie  low  until  we  find out  how  the  authorities  feel  about you.’  

‘I can’t lie much lower than I have been.’  

‘Have you contacted Jemma yet?’  

Jemma had called several times in the first two days but Irith had not come out of her room. ‘I’m too ashamed.’  

‘I never thought of you as a coward, Irith.’  

‘Well I am,’ she said, not meeting his eye. 

‘She must be frantic about you.’  

‘Levi’s been in touch with her. He pushed a note under my door the night we got here. She knows I’m all right.’ She changed the subject. ‘How’s your job hunting going?’  

‘Miserably.  I’ve  put  in  forty-three  applications  already,  though  I  can’t  say  I’m hopeful about any of them. There are a quarter of a million unemployed engineers in the States right now.’  

Irith felt for him. It was the first time she’d been capable of thinking about anyone else since she’d arrived. She stood up on tiptoe and kissed him on the mouth. 
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‘You taste nice,’ he said, disengaging for a moment before kissing her back. ‘So do you.’ She pointed him towards her door. Perhaps it wasn’t as hard as she’d thought. ‘Why don’t you come in?’  

 

The following afternoon someone rapped on the front door. Irith, feeling very cheerful, opened it to be confronted by a man and a woman, both uniformed, both armed. 

‘Can I help you?’ she said. 

‘Immigration Police.’ They presented smartcards. ‘May we see your passport?’  

Irith  got  it  out  of  her  handbag.  The  woman  ran  it  through  a  portable  scanner, consulted the readout and handed it back to her. 

‘That seems to be in order. Would you be so kind as to ask Levi Seth, Eustace Power Bragg and Malati Mehra to come out, please, with their identity cards?’  

‘Levi and Bragg are out. I’ll call Malati.’  

She knocked on Malati’s door. Malati opened it. 

‘The Immigration people are here,’ said Irith. ‘They’d like to see your passport.’  

Malati paled. ‘I don’t have one.’  

‘Well, whatever identity papers you presented to get into the country.’  

‘Levi did all that. All I have is a British ID card.’  

‘You’d better show them that.’  

Malati came out, dragging her feet. She handed her card to the woman, who scanned it. 

‘You’re not a British citizen. Where is your passport?’  

‘I … don’t have one.’  

‘Then you’re in the country illegally. Come with us, please.’ The woman took Malati by the arm. 

‘But …’ said Irith. ‘At least let her get her things.’  

‘No personal possessions are permitted. All she needs will be provided.’  

‘Where are you taking her?’  

‘Immigration prison.’ The woman gave Irith a card. 

‘But she’s a minor.’  

‘We’re aware of that. She’ll be in the juvenile wing.’  
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The man said over her shoulder. ‘We’ll be back to see Levi Seth for violation of the Immigration and Nationality Regulations.’ 

As they took Malati away, her big dark eyes looked pleadingly at Irith, but there was nothing she could do. She called Levi. He was in a meeting so she left an urgent message, though it was hours before he called her back. She told him what had happened. 

‘I was afraid of that,’ he said. 

‘You might have warned me.’ 

‘You haven’t exactly been available, Irith,’ he said mildly. ‘I told Malati and Bragg. I 

– unfortunately I had to take some shortcuts getting her into the country.’  

‘What’s going to happen to her?’  

‘They could hold her for a while, though I’m … fairly sure we can sort it out. She won’t be treated badly.’  

‘What if they don’t let her stay?’  

‘She’ll be deported.’  

‘They can’t send her back to Britain, Levi. She’ll be killed.’  

‘It may not be Britain. She doesn’t have British citizenship.’  

‘She doesn’t have any citizenship, Levi! She was born on a refugee boat on the high seas. Once she leaves America, no country will take her in. She’ll be stateless.’  

‘I know that, Irith. I’m doing all I can.’  

‘Can I visit her?’  

‘Once it’s arranged. That could take a while. They don’t make it easy these days.’  

 

‘Any news about Malati?’ she said to Bragg that night. 

‘Immigration are still interviewing her.’  

‘I would have thought her facts were pretty self-evident.’  

‘Ha!’  

‘Is there anything you can do? You’re an American citizen.’  

He  laughed  hollowly.  ‘I  can’t  even  get  a  job,  and  in  America  the  unemployed  are beneath  contempt.  But  don’t  worry,  Levi  is  leaving  no  stone  unturned.  He’s  even recruited your mother.’  
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The following day, unidentified terrorists attempted to set fire to the Treasury Building in Washington,  in  a  partial  re-enactment  of  the  burning  of  Washington  by  the  British  in 1814. The attack was only foiled by a power failure that left three trucks full of jellied fuel stalled in traffic on 17th Street NW. The terrorists set off the fuel when approached, killing  themselves  and  creating  an  inferno  that  coated  the  Fenwick  Gallery,  Lafayette Square  and  the  White  House  in  greasy  black  soot.  President  Woolley  was  hastily evacuated and central Washington cordoned off for days. 

The organisation behind the attack was never identified, though subsequently a poor-quality  videotape  surfaced,  showing  Prime  Minister  Holbrook  ranting:  ‘We  burned Washington in 1814 and this time we’re going to do it properly.’  

The tape was never authenticated and officially was described as a crude fake, but relations  between  the  two  nations  fell  to  their  lowest  point  since  that  war.  Woolley’s popularity  dropped  even  lower.  Demonstrations  for  his  impeachment  grew  larger  and louder every day. 

Not  long  after  the  sinking  of  the  submarines,  Irith  was  flicking  through  the  net channels  when  she  discovered  a  wild  gun  battle  taking  place  between  rival  militias  in Washington’s  Constitution  Gardens.  It  was  so  real,  so  compelling  that  it  took  several minutes before she realised that it was actually happening, live. The fight lasted for an hour  and  three-quarters  and  took  143  lives,  of  whom  37  were  innocent  bystanders. 

Broadcast live from beginning to end in prime time, the firefight achieved the network’s highest ratings in thirty years. 

The following day, President Woolley publicly rebuked the president of the network after  a  rival  network  revealed  that  the  leaders  of  the  militia  groups,  who  had  both survived, had secretly been paid substantial lump sums and were to receive residuals. 

An  outraged  President  Woolley  ordered  the  National  Guard  to  disarm  the  militias, which created a furore. Jefferson Jackson, the president of the National Rifle Association, to  great  acclaim  and  brandishing  an  assault  rifle  in  each  hand,  chained  himself  to  the Washington Monument and declared in ringing tones for the network cameras:  
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 right. The streets of Washington will run with blood before we allow the President to disarm the least of us.’  

 

His choice of words was particularly unfortunate. Woolley was largely confined to a wheelchair due to a bullet lodged in his spine, having been shot by a longstanding NRA member  three  years  ago.  This  was  taken  as  a  direct  threat  on  the  President’s  life  and Jefferson Jackson was arrested. 

After several bloody but inconclusive battles at remote militia hideouts, and one in St Louis,  Missouri,  that  left  corpses  piled  in  the  streets,  a  compromise  was  reached.  The President would withdraw the armed forces, release Jackson and not threaten the private militias  again.  In  return,  the  NRA,  on  behalf  of  the  offending  militias,  would  pay compensation to the innocent victims of the Washington battle, without any admission of liability. 

President  Woolley  gained  no  votes  among  those  who  supported  the  Second Amendment, while those for gun control were outraged at his ‘gutless capitulation’. His InstaPoll reading hit a new low, sixteen percent, and his enemies began to mobilise for another attempt to impeach him. 

It  looked  increasingly  likely  that  they  would  succeed  this  time  and,  when  that happened, war in Europe seemed inevitable. There had been dozens of small but bloody conflicts between Germany and its neighbours, while the Balkans were aflame. All that was  stopping  war  on  the  continent  was  President  Woolley’s  threat  to  use  deadly  force against any country to break the peace. His opponents used this against him, too. 

‘Never  again  will  American  blood  be  spilled  in  defence  of  the  European warmongering tribes,’ was the rallying cry of his opponents, who wanted to erect the wall of isolationism again. 

If they pulled the President down, Irith felt sure that war in Europe would become global. And with the climate forecasts becoming ever bleaker, and the refugees pouring in unabated, war could only lead to the destruction of western civilisation. 
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Chapter 31 



About a fortnight after their arrival in Boston, Levi came home early for once, looking exceptionally careworn. ‘What’s the matter?’ Irith said as she poured tea for him at the dining table. ‘Is it about Malati?’ She missed the girl even more than she’d imagined. 

‘No change there, I’m afraid.’  

Bragg came in with a beer and sat at the other end of the table. 

‘What is it, Levi?’ Irith said. 

Levi  just  shook  his  head.  ‘I  swore  I  wasn’t  getting  involved  again,  but  now  I  just don’t know what to do.’  

Irith felt the unease stir. She waited for him to go on. 

‘A  critical  document,  one  that  could  destroy  the  President,  has  fallen  into  his opponent’s hands.’  

‘He should have looked after it better,’ Irith said. 

‘I’m  told  the  document  is  a  cunning  forgery,  detailing  a  monstrous  proposal purportedly commissioned and approved by the President.’  

‘What sort of proposal?’ said Bragg. There was a curious edge to his voice. 

‘I don’t know the details yet,’ said Levi, ‘though it’s said to be so ghastly that the whole of America would rise up in revulsion against him.’  

Irith’s curiosity was aroused. ‘But if it’s a forgery …’  

‘Somehow, and no one knows how it was done, the document has been authenticated by the President’s official quantum authenticator, so there’s no way to prove it’s a fake. 

No one knows who’s faked it, but it’s disappeared. It was thought that BFB agents had created  it  in  revenge  for  the  loss  of  Britain’s  nuclear  arsenal,  but  the  people  I’ve  been talking to think otherwise.’  

‘Is Jemma one of them?’ said Bragg. 

‘Of course not. She couldn’t possibly discuss such things with me.’  

‘How is Mum?’ said Irith. ‘You have seen her, though?’  
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‘Missing her daughter,’ Levi said pointedly. Irith flushed and he went on, ‘She’s sure the President’s enemies have the document, and they’re too influential for him to touch.’  

‘What’s he going to do?’  

‘There’s  nothing  he  can  do  but  wait.  They’re  bound  to  release  it  once  Congress resumes  sitting,  and  Woolley  can’t  prove  he  didn’t  approve  it.  Once  it’s  released,  he’s finished.’  

‘I don’t see what it’s got to do with you,’ said Irith, wondering if they were being hijacked by some hidden agenda. 

‘The Administration’s in a shambles,’ said Levi. ‘The President is losing key people every day. It’s as though someone is telling them to get out before the ship sinks, because when it does it’s going to suck everyone left down with it. Those who aren’t taking the hint  are  being  blackmailed,  bribed  or  intimidated,  just  as  the  BFB  did  in  Britain. 

Woolley’s opponents are awash with money, while he no longer knows who he can rely on. But he knows who he can’t – the FBI and the CIA, among others. Even the military are beginning to doubt their Commander-in-Chief.’  

‘Maybe he should resign and let someone else do the job,’ said Irith. 

‘That’s  the  last  thing  we  want,  with  the  eastern  and  southern  militias  now  getting together,’ said Levi. ‘The Sons of ’76, based around the upper Mississippi and Missouri, are  having  talks  with  the  southern  Confederate  Army.  There’s  even  rumour  of  them getting into bed with the western militias to form a great Militia Confederacy that would control about twenty mid-western states and effectively divide what remains of the US 

into two countries, east and west.’  

‘Separated by no-go areas,’ said Bragg. ‘The whole federal system is faltering.’  

‘Anyway, getting back to the President’s woes, he can’t recover this vital document, whatever it is. Neither can he have the offices of his political opponents searched. That’s brought down a President before.’  

‘There’s got to be a way,’ said Bragg, walking to the window, hands clasped behind his back, and staring down at the port. ‘Some young computer genius –’  

Levi seemed nettled by the implication. ‘It’s not on a computer. It’s a real, physical document, bearing all the layers of authentication to prove that it’s genuine, and there’s only one copy in the world.’  

‘What’s it got to do with you, Levi?’ said Irith. ‘Haven’t you done enough?’  
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Levi had lain his head on the table. Now he raised it slowly, as if that took all the strength  he  had.  ‘I  feel  so  very  tired.’  Taking  a  white  pill  out  of  a  packet  by  feel,  he swallowed it dry and twisted the cardboard packet lengthways. 

‘You  need  a  long  rest,  Levi,’  said  Bragg.  ‘Leave  it  to  someone  else.  Someone younger.’  

Levi gave a ghostly smile. ‘That’d be nice. Unfortunately I don’t have a choice.’  

‘Why not?’  

He  hesitated  before  answering.  ‘I’m  being  blackmailed.  If  I  can  recover  the document,  Malati  will  get  an  American  passport.  If  I  refuse,  she’ll  be  sent  back  to Britain.’  

There was a long silence. Irith broke it. ‘How did this come about?’  

‘I’ve been to see a lot of people in the last couple of weeks, trying to find someone who could intervene in Malati’s case. It was the only way – if due process was followed they were bound to deport her, and that would be a death sentence.’ He met their eyes in turn. 

Irith looked away. She could feel it all beginning again. They were trapped in a vast intrigue and there was no way out. 

‘Unfortunately,’  Levi  went  on,  ‘it  appears  that  someone  powerful,  with  a  higher agenda, discovered what I was trying to do and decided to make use of my talents.’  

‘Why you?’  

‘Three reasons. First, I’m not American, and second, I have no connections to people in  American  politics,  so  if  things  go  wrong  no  one  can  prove  that  I  was  acting  for someone higher up. Third … modestly, I have an unparalleled track record at this kind of thing. I’ve as good a chance of finding this document as anyone.’  

‘I see,’ said Bragg, getting up and staring out the window at the lowering sky, his fists clenched on the  sill. He didn’t like what was coming any more than Irith did. ‘So what are you going to do, Levi?’  

‘I  took  Malati  on  and  I’m  not  going  to  back  away  from  her.  I’ll  have  to  find  the document before the President’s enemies use it. In fact, I’ve already agreed to.’  

‘You’re working on behalf of the President?’  

Levi  untwisted  the  pill  packet,  smoothed  it  out  and  slowly  began  to  shred  it  into perfect squares. His hands were shaking. ‘I’m sure he knows nothing about the plan. The 286 
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people who’ve conscripted me wouldn’t dare tell him. But at least I’ll be helping to prop up this creaky democracy for a bit longer, and stop his enemies putting the torch to it.’  

‘Who are you working for?’ said Irith. 

‘I  can’t  tell  you  that  and  it  probably  wouldn’t  help  if  I  could.  My  orders  come through so many layers, it would be impossible to determine who’s at the top.’  

‘Christ,  what  a  mess,’  said  Bragg,  gently  tapping  his  forehead  against  the windowpane. 

‘Isn’t it?’ Levi replied. 

‘Where is the missing document?’ said Irith. ‘Do you have any ideas?’  

Levi made a pile from his cardboard squares, then tipped it over. ‘It’s most likely in one of his enemies’ private offices, in the Selinger Tower, in Washington, DC.’  

‘Isn’t the Selinger Tower where Mum works?’ said Irith. 

‘I thought she worked in the State Department,’ said Bragg. 

‘She  does,’  said  Levi.  ‘Remember  the  “dirty  bomb”  incident,  three  years  back?  It contaminated the Foggy Bottom area of western DC with radioactive caesium, from the White House lawn down as far as Constitution Avenue, and west to the Potomac. 

‘A number of official buildings in the area are still off limits. Consequently the State Department  has  people  all  over  the  place,  though  most  of  the  big  knobs  are  in  the Selinger Tower. Some high-profile Congressmen have offices there as well. The problem is,  it’s  a  modern,  purpose-built  office  block,  designed  to  be  highly  secure  to  physical penetration as well as electronic intrusion. I’ve got no idea how I’m going to get access to it.’  

‘Someone will have to go in,’ said Irith. ‘A professional spy.’  

‘Of course, but  how  are they going to bypass security?’  

‘Forged papers?’  

‘No,’ said Levi. ‘But …’ He looked thoughtful. 

‘It was a stupid idea,’ said Irith. ‘Forget I mentioned it.’  

‘Hang on a minute,’ said Levi. ‘I’m getting an brainwave. What if we had the  real papers, but a  forged  identity?’  

‘I don’t follow you,’ said Bragg. 

‘Forged  papers  wouldn’t  be  much  good  anyway,’  said  Levi,  ‘because  the  access codes change constantly, and an intruder wouldn’t be able to get into the right areas. But 287 
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if we had the papers of someone important who actually worked there, and had access to where we wanted to go … And if we made some physical changes to make our intruder look like that person …’  

Levi slowly rotated in his chair, inspecting Irith as if she were lying on an operating table. 

She blanched as she realised what he was talking about. ‘ No! There’s no way I could be made up to look like Jemma.’  

The idea of impersonating her mother was grotesque. Much as Irith cared for Jemma, she was over sixty; an  old  woman. Irith wasn’t vain, but she did take a certain pride in her youth and appearance. 

‘It’s  close  to  perfect,’  said  Levi,  walking  around  Irith  and  studying  her  from  all angles. ‘You’re almost the same height as your mother, similar build –’  

‘Apparently my arse is bigger,’ Irith snapped. ‘According to Mum, anyway.’  

‘Nothing that a couple of weeks in the gym wouldn’t fix.’  

‘Levi,’ said Bragg. ‘I don’t think –’  

‘Hold on,’ said Levi. ‘This could work.’  

Irith felt a growing horror; he was in earnest. Why me? she thought. 

‘You’re  quite  similar  in  appearance,’  said  Levi  thoughtfully.  ‘The  surgeons  would have to tint your skin a little, give your eyes an epicanthic fold –’  

‘She’s thirty years older than I am,’ said Irith. ‘She’s got older skin, and you can’t fake that. She sags in places I don’t. She’s got moles, freckles and …’  

Levi rubbed his chin. ‘Yes, yes, but nothing insuperable.’  

Bragg  crushed  the  empty  beer  can  in  his  fist  and  thrust  his  chair  back,  the  legs squealing  across  the  tiled  floor.  ‘Levi,  can  we  have  a  little  talk?  Outside?’  He  was trembling with rage. 

‘Don’t you dare!’ Irith said furiously. ‘If there’s something to be said, say it in front of me.  Bragg?’  

‘Sorry, Irith,’ said Bragg. ‘Levi, how dare you put this on Irith after all she’s been through? How can you call yourself a friend when you’re manipulating her this way?’  

Levi looked as if he were going to break down. ‘I’m sorry, Irith. Bragg’s right. It’s not your problem. I shouldn’t have suggested it.’  

‘No, you shouldn’t have!’ she snapped. ‘I’m going for a walk.’ She went out. 
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She paced around the block in the cold, for the weather was nearly as bad as it had been in Scotland. Irith had had enough. She didn’t want to get involved again. There was too  much  on  her  conscience  already.  Too  much  violence  and  too  many  deaths,  of  the innocent as well as the wicked, and each one had taken a little more of the life out of her. 

But  Irith  did  take  his  point  –  if  President  Woolley’s  survival   was   critical  to  the survival of democracy, maybe she did have a responsibility to listen, at least. 

And then there was Levi himself. He’d gone the length of Britain to rescue her from her  folly.  He’d  given  his  all  for  her,  and  lost  dear  friends  in  the  process,  as  well  as everything he’d possessed in Britain. She owed him and, if Levi needed her, how could she not listen and do whatever she could to help? 

Most important of all was Malati. Irith cared deeply for the girl, who had given so much  to  them  all,  and  her  fury  evaporated  in  the  face  of  inexorable  logic.  Levi  did nothing without thinking first and wouldn’t have made the suggestion if there had been any other way to save Malati. If she were deported to England she would be killed – it was as simple as that. 

Irith made her stumbling way back to the apartment building, and up the stairs, since the elevator was not working. Her knees were shaky by the time she reached the top, and not just from the exertion. She was almost overcome by dread. 

Levi was still sitting at the table, head in hands. 

‘I didn’t say I wouldn’t hear you out, Levi. I just don’t like being conscripted. What do you have in mind?’  
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Chapter 32 



Irith was lying naked in the plastic surgeon’s body imager in Washington, DC, wondering where  Levi  dredged  such  people  up  from.  Dr  Raphael  Giglio  had  spent  half  an  hour examining her from every angle. He’d then photographed her face and every millimetre of her body in close-up, and sent her through the 3-D body imager to make a computer model  of  her  bones,  muscles,  organs,  fat  layers  and  skin,  down  to  the  last  freckle.  He hadn’t  asked  why  she  wanted  to  be  body-sculpted,  as  he  termed  it,  to  resemble  her mother. Presumably, when you were paid the kind of deposit that Levi had handed over, it assuaged all forms of curiosity. 

‘I don’t care why you want to become a perfect replica of your mother,’ Dr Giglio said when she emerged from the imager and was waiting behind the screen. ‘After thirty years in this business I’ve handled every request you can think of. And quite a few that, even in your most depraved fantasies, you couldn’t possibly imagine.’  

‘And accommodated them all?’ snapped Bragg, who was still furious. Worst of all, he  seemed  almost  as  angry  with  Irith  for  agreeing.  Their  relationship,  which  had  been developing nicely, was back where it had started. 

‘Some weren’t possible. And some were technically feasible but I still refused.’  

‘On moral grounds?’ said Irith. 

‘Morality  changes  from  year  to  year,’  said  Dr  Giglio,  ‘from  person  to  person  and place to place. I don’t take it into account. But I do assess the fitness of the client to cope with the changes they’re asking for. All cosmetic surgery has a psychological impact, and often the people who most want it are the least equipped to deal with it afterwards. Not a problem in your case, of course,’ he said to Irith. 

‘I’ve agreed to have it.’  

‘Willingly,  but  not  eagerly.  My  lawyers  have  gone  through  the  taped  interview, checked the pyschoelectronics readouts and vetted your consent form.’ He glanced at his platinum Rolex. ‘Shall we continue?’  
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‘Please do,’ said Levi. 

‘First I have to create a digital replica of the subject,’ said Dr Giglio. ‘When can she come in?’  

‘Er,’ said Levi. ‘That’s going to be a bit more difficult.’  

The surgeon raised one perfectly shaped eyebrow. ‘The subject is unwilling?’  

‘The subject can’t be permitted to find out what we’re doing. It’s … a surprise.’  

The surgeon puffed his cheeks in and out. ‘I’ll need a body surface scan, at the very minimum.’  

‘I’m not sure that’ll be possible,’ said Levi. ‘What about a 3-D clothes-fitting scan, and photographs? In the subject’s underwear?’  

Dr Giglio looked down his long, sculpted nose. His face and body were cosmetically perfect, if one’s idea of perfection was an action hero in a comic book. ‘My good man, you’re paying for perfection and you’ll get not a freckle short of it. If you’re prepared to settle for anything else, I regret I’ll be unable to assist you  after all. My secretary will arrange a refund –’  

‘That  won’t  be  necessary,’  Levi  said  hastily.  ‘Give  me  your  requirements  and  I’ll arrange for it to be done.’  

Giglio went to his screen, accessed a file and beamed it to Levi’s communicator. ‘I’ll need it by the end of the week, otherwise I won’t be able to fit you in for a month.’  

‘You’ll have it,’ said Levi, scanning the list. 

The surgeon curled his lip and turned away. ‘You can put your clothes on now, Miss Trahair,’ he called. Irith was using a pseudonym, though neither he nor the lawyers had had a problem with that. ‘Thank you.’ With an imperious toss of his silver curls, Giglio sailed off. 

Irith caught up with Levi at the lifts. ‘You’ll have to cancel it. It can’t be done.’  

‘We can’t talk here. Leave it till we’re back in the apartment.’ He seemed to have apartments everywhere. 

She managed to hold her tongue all the way across Washington but as soon as the front door closed it burst out of her. ‘Levi, this is hideous! I just can’t go through with it. 

How were you going to get photos of Mum in her undies, anyway? Are you getting some kind of sick thrill out of this?’  
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He turned those sad dark eyes on her. ‘Of course I wasn’t going to take photos of Jemma,’ he said gently. ‘I’d planned to ask you to do it, with a hidden camera, and give them directly to the surgeon. I didn’t want to see them.’  

She saw it in his eyes then, as she hadn’t for many years. He’d loved Jemma long ago, but it had not been requited, and Levi had put up with the disappointment without ever a word. But this subterfuge was a violation of their long friendship and the necessity for it was corroding him from the inside. Not to mention that it must destroy any feelings Jemma had for him. It was inevitable that she would find out, afterwards. 

‘I’ve been avoiding her ever since we came to the States,’ said Irith. ‘What makes you think that she’d –?’  

‘She’d kill the fatted calf for you, Irith, even after all the trouble you’ve caused her.’  

‘They’ll be watching her apartment, and as soon as they see me …’  

‘That business about the code box has been straightened out. The Holodisc of you being interrogated and tortured by the Yellow Armbands was very convincing. It appears that the missing options paper – the one they accused you of stealing – had been an inside job. Someone high up in the Administration ordered it intercepted. It was a clever attempt to  discredit  the  President  by  implicating  one  of his  trusted  advisers  in  the  loss  of  state secrets.’  

‘So it wasn’t the Yellow Armbands at all?’  

‘No. They’d tapped your mother’s phone, but they couldn’t intercept the messages to the code box.’  

‘And you’re saying that my mother is a trusted adviser to the President?’  

‘Apparently so. I gave Jemma the location of the code box as soon as we arrived, and divers recovered it from the sea bed off Shetland a few days ago. It hadn’t been tampered with, nor its encrypted contents read, so the fact that you nicked it in the first place, in a psychotic state not of your own making, will be overlooked. You’re a free woman again.’  

‘But not free enough to go home!’  

‘As  soon  as  this  is  over  I  promise  I’ll  get  you  home.  Look,  Irith,  impeachment proceedings have begun against the President and as soon as the House sits again, it’ll go through. Woolley will be so busy defending himself, he won’t have time to spend on the problems of the world. There’ll be war in Europe within a month. War that the continent will never recover from.’  
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‘No,  you  look, Levi. I love Malati dearly and I’ll do anything I can for her, but I’m not up to this. I haven’t got the talents or the temperament to be a spy.’  

‘I  think  you  have.  If  we  can  recover  this  document,  Woolley  will  be  safe  for  the moment,  and  we  may  be  able  to  discredit  those behind  it.  He’s  a  good  man, Irith,  and there are precious few of them left.’  

‘The Secret Service is supposed to look after him. Why doesn’t he get them to do it?’  

‘He  no  longer  believes  they  can  be  trusted.  The  same  forces  are  at  work  here  as destroyed  Madderer’s  Government  in  the  UK.  I’m  scared,  Irith  –  if  America  goes  the same way as Britain, the world will never recover. America is still strong, still rich. While it stands, there’s hope. If it falls, there can be none. Even if democracies like Norway and Australia survive, they’re not powerful enough to make a difference. All I know is this, Irith: we’ve got to do it because no one else can.’  

‘All right,’ she said. ‘I gave you my word and I won’t back down, but I’m doing it for Malati, and for you. I don’t give a shit about the President. What do you want me to do?’  

He brought up the surgeon’s list on his communicator but, without looking at it, said, 

‘First, lose five kilos in the next two weeks. That’ll bring you to Jemma’s weight.’  

‘OK.’  Five  kilos in two weeks was just about possible. ‘What else?’  

‘How’s your acting?’  

‘I was hopeless in the school play.’  

‘You’re going to have to learn fast. I’ll get footage of Jemma walking, talking, eating and drinking. Study her mannerisms and idiosyncrasies. You’ll have to mimic them to the very best of your abilities.’  

‘I think I can do that,’ said Irith. 

‘It  may  turn  out  to  be  surprisingly  difficult,’  said  Levi.  ‘I’ll  get  her  body  scan organised.’  

‘How?’  

‘I’ll  have  her  sent  off for  a  full  body  scan.  She probably  has  one  every  five  years anyway – to check for skin cancer and so forth – and when it’s done I’ll capture the data from the scanner and whiz it off to Dr Giglio.’  

‘You make it sound so simple.’  

‘Compared to some of the other things we’ll have to do, it will be simple.’  
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Two weeks later – fourteen days of fasting and furious exercise that had removed all but four  hundred  grams  of  the  offending  five  kilos  –  Irith,  Levi  and  Bragg  were  in  the surgeon’s rooms with Dr Giglio, who’d just done another body scan of Irith. He turned on a screen that covered the end wall of his office and brought up the body scan of Jemma. It was slightly larger than life size, and photorealistic. She could have been lying there in front of them.  Naked. Irith felt like a voyeur. She imagined the others must too. At least, she hoped they did. 

The surgeon moved Jemma’s image to the vertical and rotated it slowly. ‘Hmn,’ he said,  selecting  a  second  image,  Irith’s  latest  body  scan.  He  put  it  side  by  side  with Jemma’s and clicked to display a millimetre grid behind them. 

As  Irith  stared  at  her  naked  image,  she  felt  a  heated  flush  rising  up  her  throat  and face. Bragg took her hand but she thrust it away. She just wanted out of there. 

Dr  Giglio  rotated  both  images  at  the  same  speed,  stopping  at  the  rear  views.  Irith scowled.  After  the  fortnight  of  dietary  misery,  her  backside  was  still  bigger  than  her mother’s. And Jemma’s was not exactly tiny. 

Pursing his lips, the surgeon superimposed Irith’s image on her mother’s and upped the  transparency  to  thirty  percent.  Jemma’s  image  ghosted  into  view  through  Irith’s, which was eerie. 

‘Quite a bit of work,’ Raphael Giglio said, rotating the linked images and blowing them up so that Irith’s backside filled the screen, which was a good four metres wide. She gave a muffled groan. He frowned at her, then continued. 

‘Your hip bones are a fraction narrower than your mother’s, fortunately, though the actual behind is bigger. More rounded. Almost globular!’ he said with relish, rotating the images back and forth from rear view to profile, five or six times. ‘That’s easily fixed by adipose tissue reduction – sucking the fat out – here and here.’ Dr Giglio drew a series of crescents on the screen, shading them blue. ‘And padding out this area here with it.’ He filled out the width of Irith’s hips until the outline was the same as Jemma’s, and shaded the infill red. 

‘I’m doing this manually to show you how I’m going to work,’ he said to Irith. ‘Of course,  my  BodySculpter  program  matches  the  two  figures  automatically.  It  tells  me where to remove adipose tissue and where to infill, as well as areas where muscular or 294 
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skeletal augmentation will be required. There shouldn’t be too much of that, since the two forms are an excellent match.’  

He pulled down a series of menus, clicked various options and Irith’s image became a mass of colours. ‘The BodySculpter makes the comparisons and calculates the optimum work program, just like that. But that can be … intimidating to the client at this stage, so we’ll go back to manual mode.’ He clicked them off again. 

Intimidating  wasn’t  the  word.  From  the  look  of  it,  she  was  going  to  be  on  the operating table for a year. Irith reached out blindly and found Bragg’s hand. She needed the contact now. He squeezed hers and she clung to him gratefully. 

‘Er –’ Irith said. 

‘Now here –’ Dr Giglio began. ‘Yes? Is there a problem, Miss Trahair?’  

‘What happens afterwards?’ said Irith. 

‘Afterwards? I don’t follow you.’  

‘I don’t want to look like my mother for the rest of my life. Can you put me back the way I am, afterwards?’  

The surgeon glanced at Levi. ‘That isn’t part of the contract. But of course, if you want to take out a  separate  restoration contract, then I’ll certainly do my best. I won’t lie to you, Miss Trahair. I can’t guarantee that you’ll be identical to the way you are now. 

Some  processes  aren’t  perfectly  reversible  …’  He  thought  for  a  moment.  ‘But,  to  all intents and purposes … you’d hardly know the difference.’  

I bet I’ll know, Irith thought. 

‘We certainly want to restore her to her present condition,’ said Levi. 

‘Excellent. I’ll send you a proposal and work program tomorrow. Shall we get on?’  

Levi nodded. 

‘Breasts!’  the  surgeon  said  with  even  more  relish  than  before. Irith  could  see  why he’d  taken  up  the  profession.  Rotating  her  image  to  the  front  view,  he  blew  up  that portion of her anatomy to gargantuan proportions. 

Embarrassed again, Irith tried to pull her hand out of Bragg’s, but he held on and she didn’t fight him. 

‘Quite a bit of work to be done here,’ said the surgeon. ‘The young lady’s breasts are fuller than her mother’s, and I’d say have always been a different shape. They’re mound-
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like,  while  the  mother’s  are  somewhat  elongated.  The  results  of  gravity,  and breastfeeding, can be distressing to many women …’  

It seemed he was slipping into his sales spiel. He shook his head. ‘But of course, here we  want  to  create  the  effects  of  ageing,  dwindling  skin  elasticity,  stretching  of  the Coopers’ ligaments that support the breasts, and so forth. A pity, really – these are as fine a set as I’ve seen in a long while. Yet the mother’s – not unattractive in their own way –’  

‘I don’t see what my breasts have got to do with it,’ Irith snapped. ‘I don’t expect to be running round naked while –’ She broke off at Levi’s warning glance. 

‘The contract is for as perfect a replica as modern surgical techniques can construct,’ 

said Dr Giglio. ‘It’s got to be right.’  

He then went on with a technical discussion of each breast and how he planned to transform it into a replica of her mother’s. Irith tried to tune out but could not. It was just too personal, too intimate. 

‘The shape is a problem,’ he said, popping his cheeks. ‘We need more skin here and here.  It’ll  be  tricky  stretching  it  in  the  time  available  without  creating  an  occasional stretch mark.’ He looked down at Irith as if expecting her to protest. She waited for him to go on. ‘The alternative is to insert new skin – tissue-cultured – but I’d prefer not to do that. It’s so difficult to match it with the existing skin. Somehow it always looks pinker and shinier.’  

‘I don’t want to come out of this with flabby old boobs covered in a spider web of stretch marks,’ said Irith. 

‘My dear!’ Dr Giglio exclaimed. ‘I pride myself on my breasts –’  

‘Not as much as I do mine.’  

‘I think I can manage it,’ he said. ‘The next problem is the nipples and the areola. 

The mother’s areolae are smaller than the daughter’s, but darker – and brown rather than pink. The colour reflects her ancestry, and also that she’s had a child. Tattooing would give  the  best  result.’  He  considered  the  screen  image,  head  to  one  side,  then  turned around. ‘If you would show me your breasts for a moment.’  

Irith flushed yet again. The more he asked, the more self-conscious she became. She pulled  up  her  shirt.  He  inspected  her  nipples  with  a  hand  lens,  then  turned  back  to  the screen. 
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‘Yes,  tattooing, I  think.  It’ll  give  the  necessary  depth  of  pigmentation.  It  won’t  be completely pain free, however …’ Again he had his head to one side, as if assessing her capacity for it. 

Irith had had enough. Why, why had she agreed to do this? ‘How would it compare to having the head of your dick tattooed?’ she snapped. 

‘There’s no cause to be like that,’ Dr Giglio said sorrowfully. He glanced at Levi. 

‘It’s not unusual for the client to feel stressed at this stage, and exhibit feelings of anger, frustration, even rage. To have second thoughts about the whole procedure. I suggest we resume again tomorrow, at the same time?’  

‘Just get on with it,’ Irith ground out. ‘If I walk out that door I’m not coming back.’  
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Chapter 33 



Dr Giglio went through the rest of the work program in exhaustive detail, outlining each morphological  difference  between  Irith’s  body  and  Jemma’s,  and  how  he  proposed  to make the change. 

Irith’s  forearms  and  hands  were  similar  in  size  and  shape  to  her  mother’s,  and required no reshaping apart from her wrist bone, which was less prominent. Her feet were narrower  and  would  need  slight  widening  with  strategic  implants.  Her  waist  and  belly were slimmer but he would sculpt that area to Jemma’s fuller post-menopause shape with lipo-injection and minor work to her stomach muscles. 

Her pubic triangle was wider than her mother’s and the hair denser. That was readily fixed  with  laser  depilation,  though  it  would  be  permanent.  Irith  decided  she  could  live with that. Her pubic mound was flatter but that was the easiest of fixes with lipo-injection. 

Irith’s upper arms and buttocks were firmer and  lacked the  slight skin sag of the older woman. Again he could correct that with minor skin stretching and judicious liposuction. 

‘That leaves just the neck and head,’ said the surgeon. ‘We’ll take a break before we go on to that. We all deserve it.’  

After  a  lean  and  healthy  lunch  of  grilled  kingfish,  salad  and  mineral  water,  he continued. 

‘The  head  presents  a  host  of  problems,’  said  the  surgeon.  ‘None  insoluble,  let  me assure you, but it’ll take most of the work. I have to subtly reshape the back of the head and  the  brow  with  lipo-injection,  supplemented  if  necessary  by  a  thin  subcutaneous implant. I’ll try to avoid that if possible. The bridge of the nose will require reshaping to broaden it – I’ll do that with an implant, of course. The lips – collagen injections should do the trick.’ He considered, head to one side. ‘Yes, I think so. And the jawline – again, with an implant and some soft tissue reworking, it’ll be just fine.’  

‘What about her ears?’ said Levi. 

‘What’s wrong with my ears?’ said Irith. 
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‘They’re  perfectly  lovely,  my  dear,’  said  Dr  Giglio  with  nauseating  sincerity,  ‘but ears do tend to sag as one ages. That’s no problem at all – I do ears every week of the year. The eyes, now. Changing the shape is no problem, nor creating the slight epicanthic fold your mother has. But I will have to do an iris implant to get the colour and pattern right.’  

‘I’ve had an iris implant before,’ said Irith. 

‘Oh?’ the surgeon said sharply. ‘When was that?’  

‘Eight or nine years ago. It was done in Sydney.’  

He came up close and shone a torch in her eyes while he examined them in turn with his hand lens. ‘You don’t still have them … do you?’  

‘I had them removed the following year and the frozen ones put back. That was in 2033.’  

‘That  may  be  a  problem,’  said  the  surgeon.  ‘Sometimes  there  can  be  scarring  that makes it impossible to do the procedure again. Who was the surgeon, Miss Trahair?’  

‘I haven’t got the faintest idea.’  

‘It was Jeremy Liu,’ said Levi, who never forgot a name either. 

‘Jeremy was a pioneer of the technique,’ said the surgeon. ‘A fine operator, though his work wasn’t always appreciated by the … er, authorities. Even so, I’ll need an optic scan before I ask Ayn to work on it.’  

‘I thought you did all the work yourself?’ Levi said sharply. 

‘I do all the facial and body work,’ said the surgeon. ‘But eyes require a specialist. 

You needn’t worry. Ayn’s got the credentials; and she’s discreet. I’ll call her in later and you can satisfy yourself. That’s pretty much everything except the skin … Ah …’  

Irith  could  tell  by  the  way  he’d  said  ‘Ah’  that  there  was  going  to  be  a  problem. 

‘What’s the matter?’  

‘I don’t get asked to  age  skin very often.’  

‘Have you ever done it before?’ said Levi. ‘Before we signed the contract you said –’  

‘Of course I’ve done it,’ said the surgeon. ‘But for movie work, as a rule, and that only has to work on screen, supplemented with makeup. Real life is a far more difficult ask.  And  I’ve  never  done  it  for  a  client  with  such  beautiful,  unblemished  skin.  What you’re asking is a crime; it really is.’  
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Irith  thought  so  too,  but  she  could  hardly  back  out  now.  ‘It’s  not  going  to  be permanent, though.’  

‘Well, noooo.’ Giglio rubbed a jaw that could have been reshaped by Michelangelo himself. ‘But it’s bound to do some damage. It’s going to be the greatest challenge I’ve ever faced.’  

‘How bad could the damage be?’ said Levi. 

‘It’s not always possible to tell. How long does Miss Trahair wish to look like her mother?’  

‘A week or two,’ said Levi. ‘At the very most.’  

‘Is that all? I had the impression it would be longer than that.’ The surgeon gave Levi a curious glance, started to say something then stopped. ‘No matter. If it’s only a week I won’t have to actually  age  the skin, which can damage the full depth of the epidermis. I may  be  able  to  get  by  with  simulating  the  ageing  process  chemically.  It’ll  damage  the outer layer, of course, but when that’s shed, the new skin  should  be unaffected.’  

Again the over-emphasis undermined Irith’s confidence. ‘Will that take long?’  

‘It may do. Skin ageing is not a single process, you understand. And it looks different in different parts of the body – faces are very different to necks, or hands, or feet. To say nothing of damage due to sun exposure and so forth, though it’s clear your mother has always  protected  her  skin  from  the  elements.’  He  walked  across  to  the  window  and looked down. ‘And finally, we must construct and embed various blemishes.’  

‘Blemishes?’ said Irith. 

‘Moles, freckles, calluses, age spots, stretch marks and so forth.’  

‘I wouldn’t have said Mum had a lot of them.’  

‘People just don’t notice,’ said the surgeon, as if that were a crime in itself. ‘Even the most beautiful twenty-year-old has dozens of blemishes. You probably think your mother looks pretty good for her age, and indeed she does. Nonetheless, she has 162 identifiable skin blemishes. Would you like me to run through them?’  

‘No  thanks,’  Irith  said  curtly. Then  something  occurred  to  her.  ‘Presumably  you’ll have to remove my blemishes first?’  

‘That’s right.’  

‘No need to put them back afterwards. I might as well get some benefit from all the trouble.’  

 

300 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

‘I had a feeling you were going to say that,’ smirked Dr Giglio. 

‘How are you going to duplicate Mum’s blemishes?’  

‘For moles I mould an implant, pigment it and –’  

‘Don’t tell me any more,’ Irith said hastily. She was starting to feel quite panicky. 

‘Are you sure you’re up to this?’ said the surgeon. ‘I – I’ll be all right.’  

‘Very well. I think that’s everything. Let’s set a date.’  

‘Any time,’ said Levi. ‘As soon as possible.’  

‘You wouldn’t prefer a little longer to get used to the idea?’ Dr Giglio said to Irith. 

‘It’s  got  to  be  done,  and  the  bruising  must  have  gone  down,  by  the  30th  of November,’ said Levi. 

‘Three  and  a  half  weeks.’  Dr  Giglio  looked  doubtful.  ‘I’m  not  sure  I  can  promise that. But I can certainly do it in a month.’  

‘If you could start tomorrow,’ said Irith, ‘I’d be happy to get it over with.’  

‘It’ll  be  a  few  days.  My  technicians  will  take  samples  now  for  tissue  culture  –muscle, skin, bone and lipid, but even with the latest high-speed culturing techniques I won’t  have  the  materials  ready  in  less  than  five  days.  In  the  meantime,  Miss  Trahair, please  continue  the  exercise  program  and  go  onto  the  maintenance  diet.  Don’t  skip anything – I need you to be as fit and healthy as possible.’  

 

The European crisis continued, as did the turmoil in the United States, and the carefully calculated  attacks  by  what  appeared  to  be  Yellow  Armband  terrorists.  The  President’s InstaPoll  scores  dropped  as  low  as  fifteen  percent.  In  Europe,  a  ruinous  confrontation between Germany and France, roughly along the old Maginot Line on the eastern frontier of France, was only averted when President Woolley moved three carrier battle groups, each  centred  around  a  nuclear-powered  aircraft  carrier  armed  with  tactical  nuclear missiles,  into  the  North  Sea  and  the  Bay  of  Biscay.  He  made  it  known  that  he  was prepared to use armed force if necessary. 

After a prolonged and increasingly brittle stand-off, during which President Xavier Candide  more  than  once  threatened  to  use  his  own  nuclear  arsenal,  a  face-saving compromise was reached and the two warring nations drew back from the borderlands. 

The world breathed a sigh, though the crisis had only been postponed. 
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The  intervention  gained  President  Woolley  little  kudos  in  America.  His  InstaPoll rating rose marginally but fell again when the Isolationists renewed their call for America to  withdraw  inside  its  own  borders  and  leave  the  warring  world  to  itself.  His  Post-Democracy League opponents accused the President of risking nuclear war without hope of  any  meaningful  gain,  and  called  upon  him  to  resign  or  be  impeached  for  reckless incompetence. And the militias were still talking about amalgamation. 

 

Irith was lying in bed with the covers pulled up, sweating. She didn’t like hospitals and hated  operations,  yet  tomorrow  Dr  Giglio  was  going  to  turn  her  into  her  mother.  Or rather,  tomorrow  he  was  going  to  begin  the  lengthy  transformation.  Even  with  five assistants working on her with the best equipment and techniques the twenty-first century had  developed,  it  was  going  to  take  Dr  Giglio  ten  hours  to  do  the  body  work,  another sixteen for her face and two eight-hour days to recreate her mother’s skin. 

‘I  don’t  normally  like  to  work  this  way,’  the  surgeon  had  reiterated  in  the  final planning consultation. ‘I prefer to do one or two procedures at a time, with a break of a few  weeks  in  between.  Even  with  the  dramatic  advances  in  reconstructive  surgery  in recent years it’s still a big shock to the system. On the other hand, there’s something to be said for doing it all at once, rather than repeatedly traumatising the patient. I’ll do the face and  body  work  under  a  general  anaesthetic,  which  will  make  it  easier  to  get  the  right result. Though … you do realise that, with every major surgical procedure, there’s a risk of death on the operating table?’  

‘I’ve listened to your warnings,’ Irith had said curtly, ‘and studied all the literature. 

Get on with it.’  

That  had  been  then;  now  was  different.  Irith  felt  really  scared.  The  very  idea  was disgusting;  an  invasion.  And  she  couldn’t  imagine  what  Jemma  would  say  when  she found out. 

How were they going to get Jemma out of the way so Irith could impersonate her? 

Irith missed her mother desperately. After this, Jemma might never speak to her again. 

 

Dr  Giglio  had  said  there  would  be  ‘some  discomfort’.  That  proved  to  be  one  of  the greatest  abuses  of  the  English  language  Irith  had  ever  experienced.  When  she  came around after the third day of operations, she hurt everywhere from her toes to the back of 302 
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her head. She tried to open her eyes but could not. She’d been warned to expect that – her face and neck were encased in something soft, flexible but opaque. She couldn’t tell the difference between light and darkness. Only her nostrils were uncovered. They hurt too. 

She  was,  evidently,  floating  in  mid-air  on  an  air-cushion  bed.  She’d  been  briefed about  that  too.  The  airbed’s  jets  of  air  were  temperature-  and  humidity-controlled  to protect the skin, avoid the pressure damage that lying in a bed could cause, and ‘enhance rapid adjustment to her post-operative condition’, whatever that meant. 

Her  body  was  enclosed  in  a  compressive  stocking  to  ensure  that  the  empty  fat channels closed up smoothly. Without it her thighs would have the humps and hollows of a child’s sandpit. Irith did an inventory of the pain and discomfort. The sides of her feet hurt where the implants had been placed, as did her heels and shins. Her thighs burned all the  way  around  from  the  liposuction,  which  was  supposedly  painless.  Her  pubis  had  a tight  feeling  of  fullness  that  felt  very  strange.  Moreover,  it  caused  curious,  subsurface feelings of arousal further down, different to anything she’d felt before and in which, in this condition, she had absolutely no interest. 

Her  buttocks  throbbed  at  the  back.  The  sensation  in  her  belly  wasn’t  exactly  pain, more a stretchy, uncomfortable tightness. Her breasts burned as if they’d been stretched like a pair of rubber bands. 

Her  neck  skin  felt  all  loose  and  saggy,  almost  like  crepe  rubber,  while  her  face, though not particularly painful, just felt wrong. She could feel implants in her cheeks and chin that changed its shape to Jemma’s more rounded form. She hated it. She wanted to cry but Dr Giglio had told her she must not. 

 

The swellings had gone down, the tenderness and bruising from the liposuction and lipo-injection were no more than a memory. Diuretics had reduced excess fluid accumulation and anti-inflammatories had brought down the tissue swelling. Irith had got used to the implants, even those that widened her cheeks. 

Creating  the  moles  and  other  skin  blemishes  had  not  hurt  at  all.  Neither,  after  the earlier bruising and trauma had disappeared, did the skin ageing. Dr Giglio had done that by carefully covering her skin with pads, each containing carefully measured and blended chemicals  of  varying  strength, to  create  the  varied  age  effects  on  different  parts  of  her body. To reproduce her mother’s most aged skin, on her face, hands, neck and feet, he 303 
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had  to  do  the  procedures  multiple  times  and,  finally,  carefully  blend  between  the  aged exposed  skin  and  that  which  was  normally  covered  by  clothing.  It  ended  up  taking twenty-three hours. 

What  she  had  not,  and  could  not,  get  used  to  was  the  itching.  The  final  layer  of ageing  chemicals,  under  a  film  that  wrapped  her  tightly,  covering  every  millimetre  of skin, itched abominably. Of course she could not scratch. Her hands were bound by her sides to prevent it, and she was held in a harness in the airbed so she could not rub herself against the sides. She wanted to scream with frustration. 

Almost as bad was that, after all this time, she’d seen nothing of what had been done to  her.  There  was  no  mirror  nearby,  nor  any  other  reflecting  surface,  and  the  film  was opaque and revealed nothing of what was beneath. She just had to wait. 

But  soon  it  would  all  be  over.  The  doctor  was  coming  now,  with  his  trio  of cosmetically perfect assistants – she could tell from the footsteps before they entered the room. She  often  wondered  if  he’d  made  his  assistants  that  way,  or  whether  they’d  just been unusually blessed by nature. 

‘Good morning, Irith,’ he said as cheerfully as ever. 

She didn’t answer. She couldn’t open her mouth. 

‘The big day,’ Dr Giglio said, as if she should have been looking forward to it. 

She wasn’t. Irith was numb with terror at what she was going to see. 

The attendants lifted her off the bed onto a trolley, which they wheeled across to the glass-walled shower. There they carefully peeled off the film, front then sides, turned her onto her back and did the same all the way up to the back of her neck. Several quick snips behind her ears and under her chin, and they removed the film covering the skin of her face. The air made the itching worse. 

They  lifted  her  off  the  trolley  and  stood  her  on her  feet,  supporting  her.  Her  head spun. The blood, after all that time she had spent suspended in the airbed, wasn’t used to pumping uphill. 

‘Don’t look down just yet,’ said Dr Giglio. ‘Wait till you come out of the shower.’  

Irith was tempted to do so anyway. Doctors were so arrogant. They seemed to take pleasure in their patients’ helplessness. 

They helped her into the shower and put her hands on the grips. The shower came on as  soon  as  the  doors  were  closed.  Dozens  of  jets  sprayed  out  of  the  walls  towards  the 304 
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centre of the recess. She closed her eyes and held on while the streams ate the residual paste  off  her  skin,  and  the  itch  with  it.  It  felt  wonderful.  She  could  have  stayed  there forever. 

After about ten minutes Irith began to feel weak at the knees, and rather faint. She sagged against the handles, then abruptly sat down on the tiles, and that was her first real inkling of how much she’d been changed. Her bottom didn’t feel padded enough. 

The  shower  was  turned  off.  Someone  rapped  on  the  door,  opened  it  and  the attendants helped her out. Someone dried her carefully with a fluffy towel, then brushed her hair and lifted her to her feet. 

‘You can open your eyes,’ said the surgeon. 

Irith did so. She was standing between two full-length mirrors. She looked into the one in front of her and let out a shriek. She didn’t just look like her mother – she  was  her mother, in every detail. 
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Chapter 34 



Irith sagged at the knees and the attendants had to hold her up. Her heart gave an odd, irregular thump that made her catch her breath. She felt that stress-induced ache beneath her breastbone again. 

The attendants moved the mirrors so she could see herself from behind and from the sides. Irith had often seen her mother naked, coming from the shower, and the likeness was breathtaking. They’d even taken out the slight frizz in her brown hair and somehow matched  Jemma’s  silver  perfectly.  Apart  from  some  reddening  of  her  skin  from  the ageing chemicals, and small patches of deep bruising here and there, she couldn’t fault the transformation. Nor could she come to terms with it. It just felt utterly, utterly wrong. 

As if she had become as old as she looked. As if she was literally turning into her mother. 

She wanted to scream. 

Dr Giglio gave Irith ten minutes before approaching with a dressing gown, which he wrapped  around  her.  ‘If  you’ll  just  come  back  to  the  theatre,  I’ll  scan  you  again  and check  that  nothing  has  been  missed.  There’s  bound  to  be  the  odd  defect  that  I  need to touch up by hand.’  

In the theatre she slipped off the robe and they helped her up onto the table. The scan took only a minute and, after a small interval for processing, the three-dimensional image came up on the screen. The surgeon superimposed Irith’s image on her mother’s, as he had done at the beginning. 

The  two  body  images  seemed  to  match  perfectly,  though  Raphael  Giglio  was frowning. The BodySculpter icon flashed to indicate the progress of computer modelling, then seven tiny areas of the overlapped images glowed red or blue. He examined them one by one. 

‘It’s impossible to match two bodies perfectly,’ he said, tugging at his full lower lip. 

‘But that’s not vital. Bodies change shape all the time. If I were to show you how much variation there is in you over the course of a week, you’d be amazed. Eating and drinking, 306 
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going  out  in  the  cold  or  sitting  by  the  fire,  a  long  bout  of  exercise,  a  salty  meal  or  an excess of wine – they all have their telltale effects. If I scanned you as soon as you got up in the morning,’ he said, warming to the topic, ‘then again after you’d been on your feet all  day,  you’d  see  the  cruel  effect  of  gravity  on  unsupported  flesh.  Even  lovemaking changes your shape noticeably. I –’  

Irith didn’t want to dwell on that. The thought of her mother having sex made her more than slightly uncomfortable. The thought of doing it herself, in  this  body –  uggh! 

She wouldn’t be taking her clothes off in front of anyone. 

‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ said the surgeon, returning to the screen. ‘Most of the differences wouldn’t be apparent, even if the two of you were standing side by side. 

There’s a mole on your back I’ll have to redo, and a scattering of freckles, but I won’t even need a local anaesthetic for those. The technique is quite painless. My assistants will go  over  the  deep  bruising  with  an  ultrasonic  massager,  and  then  with  infra-red,  and  it should be gone within days. Last of all, I’ll do the fingerprints and that’ll be that.’  

‘You didn’t mention fingerprints in the other briefings,’ said Irith. 

‘I hadn’t worked out how to do them.’  

‘I’d  have  thought  that  altering  fingerprints  would  be  a  common  procedure  in  your profession.’  

‘I don’t do work for  known  criminals,’ Raphael Giglio said archly. ‘And it’s the most difficult  procedure  of  all.  It  hasn’t  been  done  successfully  before  now,  which  is  why thumbprint readers can still be used for identification.’  

He studied the screen again. ‘I considered two techniques. I had in mind to tissue-culture skin cloned from a sample from your mother’s right and left palms. Unfortunately the  technical  obstacles  proved  insuperable.  Even  had  we  solved  them,  the  problems  of grafting  her  skin  onto  your  fingers  and  palms,  and  having  it  take  in  time  to  meet  your deadline, were too great. 

‘Instead, I’m going to use a micropulse ytterbium laser to resurface the skin of your palms  and  fingers,  removing  all  trace  of  your  existing  prints,  followed  by  a  computer-controlled holmium/dysprosium laser to etch Jemma’s fingerprints into the exposed lower skin layers of your hands. I’ve tested the technique on cadavers, and then on volunteers from my staff. It works …’  

‘How well?’ said Irith, picking up on the slight hesitation. 
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‘Well enough to convince  a thumbprint reader. After all, it will be your own skin, whose  physical  properties,  like  resistivity,  are  unaffected.  The  problem  is,  the  etched fingerprints won’t last long. You’ve probably noticed, when you’ve cut a finger, that the healing  area  doesn’t  have  fingerprints  when  the  scab  first  disappears,  though  they reappear within a week or so.’  

‘How long will I have after you’ve done the job?’ said Irith. ‘Your own fingerprints will begin reappearing underneath the etched skin within two weeks.’  

‘That’s plenty long enough. The transformation is only required for a week or so.’  

‘Unfortunately,’ said Dr Giglio, ‘laser resurfacing causes a certain amount of trauma, even though I’m using the most modern and gentle techniques. Your palms and fingers will be red and swollen for the first week and you may get some weeping from the tissue. 

You won’t be able to use your new identity then – it’d look suspicious. Therefore, you may only have a few days to use your new fingerprints.’  

‘Can it be done again?’ said Irith. 

‘Not within three months. The skin layers have to regrow first.’  

‘I think I’d better talk to my colleagues,’ said Irith. 

‘Tell them to come over at 2 pm. We’ll do the touching-up now.’  

 

Irith  was  dressed  in  her  own  clothes,  and  walking  unsteadily  along  the  corridor,  when Levi  and  Bragg  appeared  through  the  elevator  doors.  Levi  hesitated  for  a  second,  then smiled tentatively. Bragg stopped as if he’d run into a concrete post. He looked horrified, appalled. 

‘He’s done an extraordinary job,’ said Levi carefully. ‘You are Jemma.’ He seemed uncomfortable; unhappy at what he’d done to her, perhaps. 

‘It’s a remarkable likeness,’ said Bragg after a considerable pause. 

She couldn’t interpret the look in his eyes. It was as if he’d lost something. Lost her, was even repulsed by her. Irith shied away from that thought. 

‘Has the doctor talked to you about the fingerprints?’ she said once they were back inside the surgeon’s rooms. 

‘No,’ said Levi. ‘What’s the matter?’  

‘I’ll only have a few days after the swelling goes down, before my own fingerprints start to reappear.’  
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Levi frowned. ‘I’ll make sure everything is ready to go the instant the swelling has subsided. I pray that’s not too late.’  

‘What’s the problem?’  

‘The way things are going, Woolley may not survive that long. Congress is back in session and they’re moving steadily towards impeachment.’  

‘He’d better survive,’ Irith said savagely. ‘If I’ve gone through all this for nothing 

…’  

‘It’s  a  complicated  procedure,’  Dr  Giglio  explained.  ‘Laser  resurfacing  has,  of course, been used in cosmetic surgery for half a century. However, the skin takes weeks to recover from traditional resurfacing, and that’s no good here. If I waited two weeks before etching the new fingerprints in, the old ones would already be reappearing. So I’ve developed a technique to do both procedures at the same time. 

‘Miss Trahair, the way it’s done is this. Your right hand goes in this chamber and is held down from underneath so it can’t be moved – not the least twitch. The micropulse ytterbium laser, controlled by a subroutine of the BodySculpter program, will pass back and forth, removing the upper layers of skin that contain your unique fingerprints. This only takes a few seconds for each finger segment. 

‘At the same time, an ultrasonic beam dislodges any fragments of skin that haven’t detached and they’re carried away in a cross-current of air. You’ll feel it. We can’t have flakes of skin mucking up the final job. A low-powered laser scanner re-scans the finger segment in 3-D, checks that the surface is clean, and maps the relevant new print onto the exposed three-dimensional surface, which is, of course, slightly different in shape to the same finger segment of your mother.’  

‘Of course,’ said Irith. 

‘Next,  the  computer-controlled  holmium/dysprosium  laser  scans  back  and  forth, etching Jemma’s print for the relevant finger section into your exposed lower skin layers. 

The  process  doesn’t  take  much  longer  than  the  first  –  less  than  twenty  seconds,  so  it’s done before the finger begins swelling from the resurfacing. The debris is carried away in the  cross-current,  BodySculpter  checks  that  the  etching  matches  the  stored  fingerprint, makes any final changes and moves on to the next finger segment.’  

‘So it’ll be over in a few minutes,’ said Irith. 
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‘About fifteen minutes per hand,’ said the surgeon. ‘The palm takes a few minutes. 

And it’s not very painful, since I can see you’re going to ask. A local anaesthetic will take care of it.’  

‘And afterwards?’  

‘You’ll be given antibiotics to eliminate the possibility of infection and your hands will be covered in dressings for three or four days. After that, all things being well, you’ll be ready to go.’  

‘And my hands will look normal?’  

‘There’ll still be some pinkness, perhaps a little swelling, though nothing that can’t be disguised.’  

‘Let’s get it done,’ said Irith. 

 

While  waiting  for  the  dressings  to  come  off  Irith  studied  videos  of  her  mother  and practised  her  walk,  her  mannerisms  and  her  speech.  It  was  much  harder  than  she  had imagined. That odd little wiggle of Jemma’s hips when she walked proved particularly difficult to emulate. Irith could only assume that her mother’s pelvis was a different shape to hers. 

Jemma’s speech wasn’t easy to master either, for she had to reproduce not only the pattern of her mother’s language, and the expressions and idioms she used, but also the slightly gravelly tone that had developed with age. And she had only a week, at most. 

 

When the bandages were peeled off, Irith’s hands were somewhat puffed-up and bright pink. 

The surgeon took her left hand and examined the palm under a bright light, and then the right. ‘They’re a little more swollen than desirable, but we can bring that down with this.’ He handed her a large jar of balm, the greenish-yellow colour of snail mucus. ‘The colour should fade in a day or two. If not, you’ll have to use makeup to disguise it. This is what you need.’ A tube this time. ‘And, at all costs, you must avoid exposure to the sun. 

Wear a 100-plus SPF sun cream at all times, over  all  exposed skin.’  

Irith glanced up at the window, which showed the same unrelenting grey skies she’d seen since they’d come to Boston. 

‘I’m not planning on exposing myself to that. Anything else?’  
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‘That’s all.’ He held out his hand. ‘Good luck.’  

She shook it, gingerly; though her hand wasn’t painful, it did feel strange – hot and tight. 

The surgeon handed Levi an invoice. Levi scanned it and, using his communicator, transferred the balance of the payment, then he and Irith left. 

‘Now we get down to business,’ Levi said as they headed back to the apartment. ‘The President’s  been  impeached,  as  expected,  and  his  trial  date  will  soon  be  announced.  It won’t be far away, either.’ He handed Irith a hat and scarf. ‘Put these on and keep your head down, just in case. It wouldn’t do for Jemma to be seen in two places at once.’  
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Chapter 35 



After two days of using Dr Giglio’s balm, the swelling was almost imperceptible, though Irith’s palms were still pinker than normal. Levi sent her back to the surgeon, just to be sure. 

After  studying  her  palms  under  a  microscope,  under  brilliant  lighting,  he  said  to Levi, ‘They’re doing well – better than I expected. There is one problem, though.’  

‘Oh?’ Levi said sharply. 

‘Irith’s own fingerprints.’  

‘They’re not coming back already?’ cried Levi. 

‘Not  perceptibly,  yet,  though  the  skin  is  rejuvenating  more  quickly  than  I  would normally expect. You must be a fast healer, are you, Miss Trahair?’  

She  nodded  and  he  went  on:  ‘In  five  or  six  days  they’ll  start  to  appear  in  the underlying  skin  layer  and  that’ll  be  a  problem.  Though  the  etched  skin  will  still  cover them, your fingerprints will become increasingly visible. A day or two later, a thumbprint reader  may  reject  your  mother’s  ID.  I  don’t  know  if  that’s  important  or  not.’  His  eyes searched Levi’s. 

‘Can you check again, please?’ said Levi. He furrowed the brown skin on the top of his  head  with  his  fingertips  and  turned  away  to  the  window.  ‘Christ!’  he  muttered.  ‘I don’t think we can do it in time.’ He came back. ‘You can’t give us another day?’  

The surgeon pinched a little fold of skin on Irith’s finger under the microscope and took readings with various probes. ‘I’m afraid not. Five days is all I can guarantee.’  

Irith  spent  two  days  in  her  room,  practising  Jemma’s  speech  until  she  was  hoarse. 

Levi had been frantically busy in the apartment, then he’d gone out and she hadn’t seen him for hours. Bragg was never there and she knew he was avoiding her. He just couldn’t bear the sight of her. You utter bastard, she thought. I’m exactly the same on the inside. 

A key turned in the lock and the door was thrust open. It was Levi, looking flushed, as if he’d been running. 
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‘It’s got to be tomorrow, ready or not. The militias have gotten together more quickly than  anyone’s  worst  nightmares.  They’ve  amalgamated  to  form  the  All-American Confederacy.’  

‘What does that mean, exactly?’ said Irith, who was going back and forth, practising Jemma’s walk and wiggle. 

‘The  Confederacy  will  essentially  control  twenty-two  southern  and  mid-western states, private armies of more than two hundred thousand men, and an awesome arsenal. 

And it’s going to be led by Jefferson Jackson. There are rumours that he’s planning to use it to have a tilt at the presidency.’  

‘How can Woolley let them get away with it?’  

‘What can he do after being impeached? He’s effectively paralysed. In any case, if he were to attack the Confederacy, his enemies would accuse him of beginning the Second Civil War – I’m sure that’s why they chose the  name. And if he did nothing, Woolley would be seen as hopelessly weak, and cowed by a bunch of redneck, gun-toting outlaws. 

The whole country is holding its breath, expecting him to fail or fall, while knowing that, if he goes, it can only precipitate a catastrophe.’  

‘Do you think he’s got a plan’?’ said Irith. 

‘If he has, he’s left it too late. His trial will begin, in unseemly haste, the day after tomorrow. It’s all over the news. His enemies are boasting that they’ve got the evidence to destroy him, and that it’s going to be a quick trial. So we’ve got to move right away.’  

Her heart turned over. ‘But I’m not ready, Levi. We’d planned on two more days. I haven’t mastered Mum’s speech patterns, and I haven’t had time to learn the names of all her colleagues.’  

‘I know; I’m sorry. But it’s got to be tomorrow, because after that, the document may have been tendered in evidence. Once Woolley’s convicted, the whole country is down the tubes.’  

‘Shit!’ said Irith. ‘Shit, shit shit! How am I supposed to do it?’  

‘I  don’t  know,’  he  said  softly.  ‘I  just  don’t  know.  Maybe  –  if  you   really   can’t  be ready we’ll have to cancel it.’  

‘And throw Malati to the Yellow Armbands? Let me think.’  

Irith put on dark glasses and a blonde wig, and went out for a walk. She walked for half an hour, feeling grimmer and grimmer. She turned into a shopping centre but the sick 313 
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feeling grew until she had to sit down. She found the restrooms and sat in a toilet cubicle for five minutes, then ten and fifteen, running through all she’d have to do to convince Jemma’s colleagues and everyone else she might run into, in the Selinger Tower, that she was who she purported to be. It wouldn’t be easy but, with luck, Irith thought it might just be possible. 

She  suppressed  the  thought  that  luck  didn’t  favour  the  brave,  but  rather  the exceptionally well prepared. She was neither. Things were bound to go wrong and  she was in no state to rectify them. 

It was so very tempting to say that it simply couldn’t be done. But if she gave up, if the President fell, and the Confederacy and the Post-Democracy League turned America into its own unique version of the BFB Government, what would happen to the world? 

And, after turning her back on Malati, how could she live with herself? 

‘Why me?’ she screamed. ‘Why is it  always  me?’  

Her voice echoed off the tiled walls and she pounded the side partition until it rattled. 

Someone coughed, discreetly, down the other end of the row. Irith lay her burning cheek against the partition and waited until the woman had washed her hands and gone. 

She  had  to  go  on  with  it.  Irith  certainly  didn’t  want  to.  She  was  sure  she  couldn’t succeed, and her fate if she were caught didn’t bear thinking about. But she would do her very damnedest and pray it was enough. 

She went home. Levi, who was sitting on her bed, looked as though he was about to have a heart attack. Was that in case she said no, or  yes? 

‘All right,’ she said. ‘Tomorrow it is.’  

He pushed himself up and hugged her to his chest, but Irith saw, just for an instant, the terror on his face. Levi believed that he was sending her to her doom. 

 

‘How are you going to get Mum out of the way?’ she said later that day. 

‘I’m surprised you haven’t asked that before,’ Levi replied, pouring tea for her. He’d been overly solicitous ever since she’d come back. 

‘I’ve had quite a bit on my mind,’ she said drily. 

‘We’re going to snatch her, carefully and gently, from her apartment. Then you’ll go in, disguised, come out as Jemma and go to work just as she does every day.’  

‘Snatch her?’ Irith’s voice rose. ‘I don’t like the sound of that.’  
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‘Neither do I. We’ve been friends for a long time, Jemma and I. You can’t imagine how I’ve agonised about this, Irith. We’ve been  dear  friends.’  

He was adding spoon after spoon of sugar to his tea, not noticing in his agitation. ‘In fact, I’ve loved Jemma for more than twenty years. Unfortunately she doesn’t love me, and that’s been the great  sorrow of my life. Now I’m going to do this wicked, terrible thing to her. To my friend. To the woman I love! So what kind of man am I? Am I really any better than the despots I’ve opposed all my life?’  

She put her hand on his arm. ‘Of course you are, Levi. You’re doing it for the right reasons.’  

Levi  sipped  his  tea,  grimaced  and  put  it  down  again.  ‘That’s  just  another  way  of saying that the end justifies the means, and I’ve never held to that. But now I’ve crossed the line, Irith; I’ve become corrupt.’  

‘What if you were to take Mum into your confidence?’  

‘She’d never agree. It would fatally compromise her.’  

‘No, Mum couldn’t keep silent. She’s too honest – when it comes to her work,’ Irith added pointedly. 

‘And  she’d  never  allow  you  to  take  such  a  mortal  risk.  You’ve  faced  no  greater danger in your life than you will when you go in there,’ Levi said. ‘I know I asked you to 

– how I treat my friends! – but I have to be sure you understand what you’re facing. If you’re identified as an impostor, they could shoot you. They’ll certainly subject you to refined kinds of torture, no less painful than the Yellow Armbands’ crude version. And then …’  

She couldn’t bear to recycle all those agonies. She’d been through all that, made her decision and wasn’t going to go back on it. It was the only way to cope. ‘I know the risks, Levi, and I’ve agreed to do it. I’m not going to back out now.’  

His brown eyes grew strangely liquid. ‘I didn’t think you would.’  

She put her arms around him. ‘Don’t worry. I’m sure, when all this is over and we’ve won,  and  Mum  understands  why  you’ve  done  what  you’ve  done  to  her,  she’ll  forgive you.’  

‘I  expect  she  will,’  said  Levi,  though  he  looked  even  sadder.  ‘Jemma  is  a  very forgiving person and I love her for it. But what she won’t forgive, can’t ever forgive, is what I’ve done to you, or the desperate danger I’ve put you in.’  
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‘We’d better get ready,’ said Levi shortly. 

Irith  balled  up  her  fists,  then  slowly  closed  them.  Tomorrow  was  too  soon.  She couldn’t possibly  be  ready. She needed another week, if not a month. 

‘All right,’ she said. ‘What do I do?’  

‘We’ll go over the plan when Bragg gets back. In the meantime, I’ll give you a run-through of the building layout and security systems.’  

He  pulled  down  the  metal  blinds,  turned  on  the lights  and  put  a  Holodisc  into  the player.  ‘I  created  a  walk-through  model  of  the  Selinger  Tower  while  you  were  being operated on. It’s amazing how much information is publicly available, even for the most secure of locations.’  

The front of the building came up on the screen. ‘This is the main entrance. You’ve seen it on NetNews, of course. There used to be public access to the lower floors but that was curtailed years ago. Staff can enter through the smaller door on the left, though it’s more usual to come in through the side entrance, around here, from the below-ground car park, or the Metro.’  

‘Which one will I use?’ said Irith. 

‘You  rarely  drive  to  work,  Jemma.’  Irith  started  at  the  use  of  her  mother’s  name. 

‘You’ve  got to  get  used  to  it.  Everyone  in the  building,  and  you  know  an  awful  lot  of people there, will call you by your mother’s name.’  

She nodded curtly, feeling another little piece of her identity drain away. 

He continued. ‘You normally come in through the front, so that’s the entrance we’ll use. The guards on the door know you, and you know them. This is Carl,’ a silver-haired black man, ‘and this is Shauna,’ a stout Hispanic woman. 

Irith noted their names and tried to associate them with the faces. She’d never been good at remembering names. 

‘They’ll pass you through security, which normally requires two forms of ID, either face recognition supplemented by iris scanning, or iris scanning and thumbprint.’  

‘Which thumb?’ said Irith, who’d had trouble with that in escapades with Levi years ago. 

‘Generally the left, though it can be either. They could even use a palmprint reader, though  they  probably  won’t.’  He  paused  for  a  moment.  Levi  looked  worried  and  Irith 316 
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couldn’t blame him. ‘You’ll then pass down this broad hall and turn left, here, to reach the lifts to your office. You’re on Floor 16, room W-44. That’s on the western side of the building.’  

‘What if something goes wrong? Can I contact you?’  

‘Mobile  communicators  are  no  longer  permitted  in  the  building,’  he  said,  ‘for security reasons. You can’t get in without passing through a scanner, after security, where they’ll  confiscate  your  communicator  or  any  other  kind  of  comms  device,  if  you  don’t voluntarily hand it over.’  

‘Even for such a senior person as Jemma?’  

‘The  rule  applies  to  everyone,  without  exception  –  including  congressmen  and senators.  There  have  been  too  many  security  breaches  and  too  many  secret  documents videoed  out  by  communicator. In  any  case,  the  building  is  often  jammed  to make  sure communicators or portable radios can’t be used.  The only way to contact me is to call using a landline. They’re monitored to make sure no unapproved data or images go out, but they don’t normally listen in to calls.’  

‘I could hardly use a landline on the run,’ she said. 

‘It’s  the  best  I  can  do.  I’ll  give  you  some  untraceable  one-time-only  numbers  to contact  me  on.’ Levi  forwarded  the  video  walk-through,  showing  the  elevators.  ‘These are operated with a thumbprint – your left. See the plate there? And they only give access to areas within your clearance.’  

‘What’s Jemma’s clearance?’  

‘ Your   clearance,  Jemma,’  Levi  corrected.  ‘I  haven’t  discovered  that  yet,  but  it’s pretty high.’  

‘I’ll  need  to  know,  Levi.  What  if  I  try  to  go  some  place  I’m  not  allowed?  That’s bound to send an alert and someone will come to investigate. How would I explain that?’  

‘I’m doing my best to find out. In an emergency, say you just went the wrong way.’  

‘It’s one of the most secure buildings in the US! Anything out of the ordinary will be suspicious.’  

Levi paused the walk-through. ‘People do forget, and they  do  make mistakes. If there was a security alert for every one, the Administration would have ceased to function long ago. Pretend you’re ill – you’ll get away with it.’  
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Irith felt sick at the thought of trying to brazen it out with some aggressive security officer. Jemma could have done it but Irith wasn’t Jemma and never could be. 

The video rolled. The viewpoint emerged from the lifts, turned right and continued along a corridor with many doors. ‘This is your office, on the left. Thumbprint to open; the right thumb this time. I don’t have any footage of inside.’  

‘That gets me into Jemma’s –  my  office, but what do I do then?’  

‘I was going to go through the plan with Bragg. Where is he?’  

Avoiding me, Irith thought. 

‘It’s all right,’ Levi went on. ‘I’ve got it all in mind. Irith, we have information that the document that falsely incriminates the President is in the building. It’s up to you to find out where it is.’  

‘How the hell am I supposed to do that, Levi? I can’t get into other people’s offices.’  

‘With this you can,’ said Levi, taking an item out of a small plastic case and spinning it on the table between them. 

‘An artificial fingernail?’  

‘It’s  got  a  tiny  thumbprint  recognition  chip  embedded  in  it.  It  interrogates  the thumbprint  reader  in  the  door  lock,  overrides  the  print  scanning  process  and  sends  a signal that the correct identity has been established.’  

‘And this won’t be picked up by the scanners on the way in?’  

‘Not a chance in the world. It’s a polymer chip – very new and utterly undetectable.’  

‘What about its RF signature?’  

‘It doesn’t have one, except at the moment you’re using it, and even then the signal is no stronger than your brainwaves. You turn it on by pressing the tip of your fingernail against a hard surface – the door above the lock – it goes to work in a microsecond and immediately shuts down.’  

‘But I can’t use it to get through security on the way in.’  

‘Certainly not – that would look suspicious. Besides, the thumbprint readers in the lobby are much more sophisticated.’  

‘What if it doesn’t work?’ said Irith. 

‘Keep trying until it does.’  

‘And if building security recognises that the owner of the thumbprint is somewhere else at the same time?’  

 

318 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

‘I’ll be doing my best to cause them problems.’  

‘I thought you said you couldn’t hack in to this building?’  

‘I  can’t,  but  I   can   disrupt  power  supplies  and  systems  from  outside.  It’ll  cause enough errors to create confusion.’  

She nodded curtly, not liking the memories that threw up. ‘How do I know where to look?’  

‘We’ve narrowed the possibilities down to three key people, but there’s only two you can check. The first is Miya Sigiura, Dan Summerfeld’s boss. She’s Under Secretary for Global  Affairs  in  the  Department  of  State,  though  she  doesn’t  have  the  contacts  to  be behind the plot. She’d only be a subordinate, though a dangerous one. 

‘You  work  for  Miya,  nominally,  in  the  Bureau  of  Oceans  and  International Environmental  and  Scientific  Affairs,  though  you’re  really  a  kind  of  roving troubleshooter  with  the  personal  confidence  of  the  President.  You  provide  him,  when requested,  with  advice  on  international  scientific,  environmental  and  climate  issues, unfiltered  through  the  agenda  of  the  State  Department.  You  had  a  secret  agenda  in Britain,  keeping  an  eye  on  the  BFB  and  liaising  with  its  opponents.  Including  me, incidentally.’  

‘What if they call me to a meeting?’ Irith asked. ‘I won’t know what they’re talking about.’  

‘Pretend that you’re sick. You’ll go to work late, struggling in even though you’re unwell, so that’ll be credible. We’ll make you up to assist that image – red nose, glassy eyes, and you can put on a croaky voice. Now, the second target is Peter H. Velasquez, the Secretary of State.’  

‘I thought the Secretary of State was appointed by President Woolley?’  

‘He  was.  Velasquez  is  a  member  of  Woolley’s  Cabinet,  but  no  longer  a  loyal member of his team, the very hush-hush word is.’  

‘How  come  he  hasn’t  resigned,  if  he  no  longer  supports  the  man  who  appointed him?’  

‘To stab someone in the back, you’ve first got to get behind them, and Secretary of State is a really good place to stab from. The post is also fourth in the line of succession, should something happen to the President.’  

‘You’re not saying that there’s a plot to kill the President –?’  
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‘No, but if he’s dismissed or forced to resign, the Vice President is a very ill man and might not serve. Next is the Speaker of the House, also on his last legs. The President of the Senate is hale, but who knows? Then it’s the Secretary of State. So if Woolley goes, Velasquez is only a few heartbeats from the presidency. And we’re confident you’ll find what you’re looking for in the  private  offices of Velasquez or Miya Sigiura – not in their official departmental offices.’  

‘What am I looking for, precisely?’  

‘A document called the Life Lottery Protocol. It’s printed on – actually  within – a particular kind of holographic plastic paper used for authentication purposes.’ He showed her a sample. It shimmered in the light. 

‘The Life Lottery Protocol,’ she repeated. ‘What is it?’  

‘I haven’t been told, but it’s nasty.’  

‘I  can  imagine  it,’  Irith  said.  ‘What  if  Velasquez  and  Sigiura  are  in  their  private offices tomorrow night?’  

‘Miya Sigiura is always in by 7 am, but she’s due at the House at ten and she’ll be there for the rest of the day. In the evening, she’s dining with  Jefferson Jackson and a delegation  from  the  NRA.  Velasquez  is  in  Bonn  and  won’t  be  back  until  the  day  after tomorrow.’  

‘What about their personal staff?’  

‘They’ll be gone by 7 pm, so you’ll make your attempts after that.’  

‘I presume there are security cameras in the corridors, and I’ll be visible when I try to get into their offices?’  

‘The  cameras  are  generally  turned  off.  Congressmen  and  senior  bureaucrats  don’t like to be watched everywhere they go.’  

‘All right,’ said Irith. ‘So I can get into Miya Sigiura’s private office, and probably into Velasquez’s. Who’s the third candidate?’  

‘Susie Volnakis, the leader of the Post-Democracy League. She has an office higher up, above the floors occupied by the State Department, and she’s as nasty a piece of work as you’ll find anywhere. She desperately wants to be President, though she’ll have to wait till the next election, in 2044, to get her chance. She’s doing everything she can to stifle Woolley in the meantime. If she can destroy him, the VP is so feeble that over the next couple of years the presidency will be ripe for the taking. At least, that’s her plan. You 320 
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won’t  be  going  anywhere  near  her  –  her  private  office  has  a  twenty-four-hour  armed guard.’  

‘Then that’s bound to be where the Protocol is.’  

‘It  may  be,  though  I’m  told  there’s  a  power  struggle  going  on  among  the  senior members of the PDL at the moment. There’s no love lost between her and Velasquez, and the  last  thing  she  wants  is  for  him  to  fall  into  the  presidency.  It’d  kill  her  chances  of getting  there  in  the  next  election.  They  may  be  trying  to  keep  the  Protocol  out  of  her hands.’  

‘What if I can’t find it in Miya Sigiura’s or Velasquez’s offices?’  

‘Pack up and get out as quickly as you can.’  

‘Just give up?’ said Irith. ‘That’s not like you, Levi.’  

‘You  can’t  break  into  those  two  offices  without  leaving  some  trace.  Despite  my spoiling tactics, the security computers will pick it up and that mightn’t take long. Should they discover your identity, you won’t be able to get out. You’ll be arrested and it’ll be worse than if you hadn’t gone in at all.’  

‘Why?’  

‘Because President Woolley will be blamed – it’ll be like Watergate only a hundred times  worse,  for  he’ll  be  accused  of  trying  to  nobble  his  own  impeachment  trial. 

Attempting to pervert the course of justice. We’re taking a big enough risk as it is.’  

‘It’s  not  as  big  a  risk  as  I’m  taking,’  snapped  Irith.  ‘All  he’ll  lose  is  his  job.  I’ve already lost my body; if I’m caught I’ll spend the rest of my life in prison.’  

‘All  the  more  reason  to  get  out  while  you  can,’  Levi  said,  deliberately  calm.  ‘We appreciate the risk you’re taking. If there was any other way I wouldn’t have asked you. 

Hell, I wouldn’t have let you. But –’  

‘I know what’s at stake,’ she said. ‘I don’t need to be reminded of it.’  

She  spent  the  rest  of  the  day  studying  names  and  faces,  and  their  positions  in  the Administration,  until  her  mind  was  a  blur.  Jemma  knew  hundreds  of  people  in  the Selinger building and was accustomed to greeting all of them by name. 

‘What  if  I  forget  a  name?’  Irith  said  that  evening,  as  they  were  sitting  down  to dinner. Bragg wasn’t back. He was still avoiding her. 

‘Just say “Hi” and keep going.’  

‘Mum doesn’t say “Hi”, as a rule. She says “Hello”, or “Good morning”.’  
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‘Then say “Hello”, stare distractedly at the work you’re carrying, and hurry off.’  

‘What about meetings?’  

‘You don’t have any scheduled for tomorrow.’  

‘That doesn’t mean there won’t be any.’  

‘We  can’t  work  out  a  rule  for  everything,  Jemma.  You’ll  just  have  to  use  your initiative.’  

I’m  not  sure  I’ve  got  enough  of  it  to  go  around,  she  thought.  I’m  impersonating someone who’s worked with these people for years. A million situations could arise that I’ve not been briefed for. 

Bragg came in wearily. ‘I’ve done all I can,’ he said to Levi. 

He  glanced  Irith’s  way  and  again  she  saw  the  involuntary  recoil.  He  just  couldn’t handle it. She glared at him. He avoided her eye and she shrivelled. Who said appearance didn’t matter? Appearance was identity and she’d lost hers. They’d been through so much together;  she’d  certainly  not  gone  through  this  transformation  for  herself,  and  now  he didn’t want to know her. 

Damn him! She turned away with a toss of her head and waited until he went out. 

‘What was that all about?’ said Levi. 

‘Why don’t you ask Bragg! He’s the one who can’t bear to look at me.’  

He sighed but said nothing. Neither, as she had expected, did he go out and speak to Bragg. ‘You look exhausted, Jemma. Why don’t you get an early night?’  

‘I’ve got faces and layouts to memorise.’  

‘I’d leave it till the morning if I were you. You’ve had a hard few weeks and you can’t expect to be functioning –’  

‘I won’t be able to sleep until it’s done, so I might as well keep going.’ Won’t be able to sleep with Bragg like this – it was a distraction she didn’t need right now. 
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Chapter 36 



At 3 am Irith gave up hope of getting to sleep in the normal way. She took a sleeping pill, knowing it would leave her dull and groggy in the morning, and slept without dreaming. 

Levi  shook  her  awake.  She  rolled  over  and  looked  at  the  clock.  ‘Shit,  it’s  10  am! 

Levi, why didn’t you wake me?’  

‘You needed the sleep, and there was no point going in early and risking discovery. I texted your secretary that you had food poisoning and might be in late this afternoon.’  

‘I’d better go over my names and faces – I’ve a million things to do.’ She put a bare sixty-year-old leg out of bed. 

Levi looked down at it without expression and turned to the door. ‘We’ll take you over to Jemma’s place at four, and you can go from there.’ He turned back. ‘There’s one other  thing.  While  you  were  under,  I  had  the  surgeon  implant  a  cochlear  device  inside your left ear.’  

‘A what?’  

‘A tiny receiver with a chip to decrypt coded high-frequency messages that should get through the jammers.’  

‘You’ve got a nerve! Why didn’t you ask me first?’  

He looked ashamed. ‘We didn’t think of it until you were under. Then it seemed best to have it done immediately, rather than put you through another operation.’  

‘Assuming I agreed.’ She felt really put upon. 

‘I’m sorry. 

‘What’s it for, anyway?’  

‘If  something  goes  wrong  outside,  at  least  we  can  contact  you.  Or  if   you   have  a problem, you can call one of my one-time-only numbers and leave a message, and we’ll talk you through the problem.’  

‘If you can.’  
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‘Over  the  past  month  we’ve  developed  contingency  upon  contingency.  We’ve  got plans for most things that could go wrong.’  

‘Except  me  being  caught,  I  presume?’  She  couldn’t  keep  the  sarcasm  out  of  her voice. 

‘We’ve  given  any  amount  of  thought  to  that  –  we  just  haven’t  come  up  with  a solution.’  

‘How does the implant work?’  

‘Put your finger inside your ear  and press. A pressure  sensor will turn it on. Press again to turn it off.’  

‘But I can’t talk to you?’  

‘No,  because  that  would  enable  them  to  locate  you.  But  it’s  better  than  nothing. 

We’ll  only  use  it  in  an  emergency,  of  course.  It’d  be  too  distracting,  having  voices coming into the middle of your head while you were talking to someone in the building.’  

‘Have you  removed  Mum already?’  

‘Yes.’ Levi’s face froze over. 

‘How did she react?’  

‘She was very, very unhappy.’  

 

Levi drove Irith to Jemma’s apartment building and handed her the keycard. She went up, swathed in overcoat, hat, scarf and sunglasses, let herself in and changed her clothes for the first ones she saw in Jemma’s wardrobe. Trying not to think about all she had to do, Irith  called  a  cab  and  waited  for  it  to  signal  its  approach.  She  went  downstairs  and climbed in. The cab, a battered, reeking fuel cell-model nearly as old as Irith, took off with a nerve-rasping whine. 

‘Is there any news about the President?’ she said to the cab driver in Jemma’s voice. 

Irith still didn’t feel that she had it perfect. Perhaps she should make it hoarser and say that she had a cold. 

‘He’s doomed!’ the driver said sonorously. 

‘What’s happened? They haven’t fired him already?’  

‘Nothing’s  happened  today,  lady,  but  he’s  finished.  They’ll  tear  him  down  like  a pack of wolves.’  

 

324 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

Irith pressed the button for the screen on the back of his seat but it did not come on. 

‘Could you turn the screen on, please?’  

‘Sorry, lady. It’s not working. Nothing works around here.’  

 

‘You  can  drop  me  on  the  corner,’  she  said  to  the  driver  as  the  cab  approached  the Selinger  Tower.  Irith  pointed  her  communicator  at  the  fare  calculator.  It  beeped  to indicate that the fare, taxes and tip had been transferred. Devices that took your money always  worked,  she  thought  sourly.  She  checked  the  e-receipt.  Jemma  was  scrupulous about such things. 

‘It’s bitter out,’ he said, pulling the flaps of his coat about his ears. 

‘I’m used to it,’ she lied. ‘Thank you.’  

She slipped nimbly out the door, letting in as little cold air as she could, and stood on the corner until the cab pulled away. Jemma isn’t nimble any more, she thought. Careful. 

You’ve got to be her in every respect. 

Irith headed towards the building, then stopped. She felt too anxious, too tense, and she  wasn’t  walking  properly.  She  decided  to  take  a  turn  around  the  block  to  compose herself. It was very cold and light snow was falling, which was unusual in Washington at this  time  of  year,  but  then, it  had  been  an  unusual  year.  There  were  only  a  handful  of people on the sidewalk and all were walking fast, head down, avoiding eye contact. Irith did the same. 

Clenching her fingers inside her gloves, she thrust them in the pockets of her coat and practised Jemma’s purposeful stride. Purposeful but feminine – Jemma’s hips rotated perceptibly with each step, giving her a sensual, swaying motion that Irith couldn’t get quite right. 

As Irith walked  she mentally rehearsed Jemma’s speech patterns, then ran through the faces of the people who worked on her floor, trying to put a name to each. She got most  right,  though  several  drew  a  blank.  As  Irith  approached  the  main  doors  she  filed those faces away. 

She stopped just outside, struck by an awful thought. What if her roots were showing through the silver? It hadn’t occurred to her to check. Her natural hair colour was brown so the difference would not be glaringly obvious, but if her roots were showing, anyone 325 
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close enough to look down on her head would see it. There was no time to go back. She’d just have to be careful until she could check. 

Now thoroughly rattled she went inside, taking off her right glove for the thumbprint reader. Left , left!  She took off the left glove as well. 

The overhead lights were off and it was gloomy inside, thankfully. She wondered if Levi had already done something to the power. No, there were other lights on. It was just energy conservation. 

‘Good afternoon, Carl,’ she said in Jemma’s voice. 

‘Afternoon, Ms Wong. How are you today?’  

‘A bit of a cold,’ she said hoarsely. She turned. ‘Good afternoon …’  

The other guard was unfamiliar, a tall and lanky man with shaven head and  a five o’clock shadow so dark that it was almost blue. He wore a black automatic on his right hip, one of those high-tech ones with a screen above the handle. It would be keyed to his palm print or DNA, and couldn’t be used by anyone else. 

Well,  that  cuts  out  snatching  it  from  him  and  using  it  to  make  my  getaway,  she thought with a trace of hysteria. Calm down,  Jemma. 

He was looking down at the top of her head, and did not smile back. ‘ID?’  

Half-frozen  with  fear,  she  handed  him  her  smart  card.  He  put  it  in  the  reader  and studied the screen for several minutes, looking up at her several times while she rubbed her cold hands together and fretted that something was wrong. 

‘Right thumbprint, ma’am.’  

She pressed it to the reader, keeping the false fingernails well out of the way. They looked like surfboards to her, for she’d never worn such appliances before. They looked wrong on the ends of her fingers; even more wrong on hands that were unquestionably her mother’s. After a longer delay than she’d expected, the machine gave the acceptance chime. 

‘Left thumbprint.’  

Something  was  wrong. There must be a security alert on. Great! 

The machine didn’t chime. 

‘Just try that again, ma’am,’ said the bluebeard, raking her with pale blue eyes. 

She put her left thumb to the reader again and this time it chimed. 

‘Proceed to the iris scanner, ma’am.’  
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She did so. There was a knot in her stomach now. What if the implants were slightly askew, or had left scarring that the scanner would flag as suspicious? Nothing you can do about it,  Jemma. Go on. She fitted her eyes to the eyepieces and the machine gave the acceptance tone at once. 

‘Put your coat and bag on the conveyor and go through the detectors, ma’am.’  

She did so and passed through without an alert, though her bag took a long time to appear. She could see the operator flicking between various views of its contents. That didn’t bother her – she had nothing incriminating inside it. 

The bag and coat appeared on the conveyor. She picked them up and turned towards the elevators, tucking her gloves into her coat pocket as she went. 

‘Afternoon, Ms Wong,’ someone said from behind. 

Irith didn’t realise she was being addressed for several seconds. She still couldn’t get used to Jemma’s reversion to her maiden name. 

She turned hastily. A silver-haired gentleman – there was no other word for him –was standing right behind her. With his tanned cheeks, perfect teeth and movie-star good looks he was the very image of a longstanding senator. She’d seen his face on NetNews a hundred times but the name was a blank. 

‘Hello …’ she said, a trifle too formally. Not knowing what to say, she glanced at her watch: 4.45 pm. She nodded and turned away to the restrooms, her heart pounding. This was too hard and she hadn’t even reached her office. She felt like throwing up. 

Irith checked herself in the mirror and, seeing herself in her mother’s clothes, let out a muffled gasp. A woman down at the far end of the row of washbasins glanced at her curiously.  It  still  came  as  a  shock,  not  just  to  see  herself  as  her  mother,  but   old.  She leaned close to the mirror, checking her roots. They looked okay at the front. 

Irith  put  a  hand  –  an  old  hand  –  to  her  cheek,  running  it  down  the  chemically weathered skin. What if it couldn’t be repaired? What if she had to spend the rest of her life like this? What if everyone looked at her the way Bragg had begun to? 

Two  women  came  in  together.  Irith  turned  away  from  the  mirror,  snapping  her handbag closed as if she’d been touching up her makeup. They didn’t give her a second glance and she didn’t recognise either of them. More correctly, the faces were vaguely familiar, from the hundreds of photos she’d tried to memorise yesterday, but she had no idea who they were. 
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Panic rose; the knot in her stomach throbbed. She was losing it. Cut it out, Jemma! 

Just get on with it. And remember the walk, the talk, the mannerisms. 

She  went  up  to  her  office.  Irith  encountered  half  a  dozen  people  on  the  way  and remembered the names of five of them, which made her feel better. Her right thumb let her into her departmental office without delay. She didn’t have a private office. Jemma wasn’t that important. 

Irith closed the door and looked around. It wasn’t a large office but Jemma had never cared for the trappings of success. It did have a window, though it was frosted over and she  couldn’t  see  more  than  the  grey  shadows  of  buildings  outside.  It  was  getting  dark already. What to do now? She couldn’t think – her thoughts were all jumbled up. What’s more, she didn’t feel entirely well. Her breasts were tender and the knot in her belly had turned to nausea. 

It’s just a hangover from the operations, Irith told herself. She looked around. The office contained a desk with four locked drawers, a screen on a swivel above the desk, a landline communicator, keyboard and a thumbprint scanner on the side, which provided access to Jemma’s files. The desk had nothing on it but the keyboard. A tall cupboard in the corner would be for hanging her coat. 

She  sat  down,  rubbing  her  stomach.  It  didn’t  make  the  pain  go  away.  She contemplated using one of Levi’s numbers and telling him that she couldn’t do it, that she had to get out. She decided that she didn’t have the courage to go through security again right now. 

The office had a small refrigerator in one corner, a kettle and a coffee brewer on the bench above that. The thought of coffee was nauseating. She went through the cupboard and  found  an  unopened  packet  of  ginger  teabags.  Ginger  would  settle  her  stomach. 

Putting three bags in a mug, she pressed the switch on the kettle. The induction heater boiled  the  water  within  seconds  and  she  filled  the  mug  almost  to  the  brim,  absently jiggling the bags up and down as she considered what to do. She would just sit here in the quiet and drink her tea, and then see how she felt. 

The  first  mug  improved  matters,  so  she  made  another  and,  while  the  bags  were steeping, lectured herself that she could do it. She had to. 
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It  was  only  five  o’clock.  She  had  a  couple  of  hours  to  kill.  Irith  pressed  her  right thumb to the desk scanner but nothing happened. She tried the left; the drawers unlocked with just the faintest sliding of metal. 

Irith opened them. The top drawer contained framed photographs of Irith, her father, Ryn,  who’d  died  just  after  she  was  born,  and  a wizened,  leathery  man  with  a  majestic beak of a nose, standing beside a rescue helicopter. He was Jack Gantry, Jemma’s friend and  lover  in  her  later  years.  He’d  died  in  a  helicopter  crash  in  the  Gulf  of  Mexico  six years ago, and  Jemma had been utterly devastated. She’d thrown herself into her work after that and had risen swiftly in the Administration. 

Irith  drank  the  second  mug  in  a  few  gulps,  taking  pleasure  from  the  hot  liquid coursing down her throat. She felt better afterwards. Steadier. 

The other drawers contained the usual office paraphernalia – sheet protectors, clips, tape, a dictating machine, batteries for a portable communicator, mints. An opened packet of twelve condoms! Recently purchased, too, for the expiry date was two years from now. 

She counted them – five left. 

Irith hadn’t thought of her mother as still being  sexually active and didn’t want to know.  There  was  no  way  Irith  would  have  exposed  the  weathered  old  body  she  was wearing to anyone. 

She put them back and went through the rest of the drawers, just for practice, though she felt a bit of a sneak doing it. She found nothing out of the ordinary. She felt the backs and undersides of the drawers; there was no evidence of secret compartments. She turned on  the  screen  and  went  through  Jemma’s  files.  Everything  was  perfectly  organised,  of course.  Jemma  was  nothing  if  not  methodical.  Again,  nothing.  But  then,  the  perilous Protocol would not be in Jemma’s office. 

It was 7.06. She contemplated calling the first of Levi’s one-time-only numbers and telling him of her lack of progress, though it was reassurance she was really looking for. 

She didn’t call. 

Miya  Sigiura’s  private  office  was  on  the  next  floor  up,  down  the  far  end  of  the corridor and to the right. Irith felt a little surge of terror at the thought of what she had to do. She made a poor spy; she’d never been a thrill seeker. The risk of being caught didn’t make her feel more alive – just physically ill. 
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But she’d gone through all the surgery, all the pain and trauma. It has to be done, Irith told herself, and you’re the only one who can do it. There’s no time to waste, so get going. 

She couldn’t face it. Irith decided to give the staff a few more minutes to go home, in case any were working later than usual. She had a third strong mug of ginger tea to steady her  throbbing  stomach,  and  set  off.  There  were  still  people  about,  though  none  she recognised. 

Irith  went  up  the  fire  stairs  and  along  the  next  floor,  counting  the  numbers  on  the doors. Miya Sigiura’s office was just down there. She looked up casually, praying that the cameras  weren’t  on.  If  they  were,  and  they  were  being  monitored,  she  could  be discovered going into Sigiura’s office. 

Act casual, as if you’re expected. If the security guards  were  watching, they’d think nothing of her knocking on a door and going in, unless they happened to know that Miya Sigiura wasn’t in the building. But why would they check if nothing looked suspicious? 

She glanced over her shoulder. The corridor was empty. Irith rapped on the door with her knuckles, just in case, waited a few seconds, then tapped her chip-carrying nail just above the thumbprint scanner. 

The  lock  clicked.  She  went  in  and  closed  the  door.  From  this  moment  she  was  in danger, if security had seen her enter, if Sigiura had surveillance cameras in her room. If her files were time-locked as well as thumbprint-keyed, any attempt to access them would send an alert. 

All  the  more  reason  to  move  swiftly.  The  fingernail  chip  gave  her  access  to  the drawers and the computer files, as before. She found nothing in the drawers, nor on the desk or bench, both of which were piled with papers – actual printouts. She’d never seen so much paper in an office before. The waste shocked her. 

Irith scanned the computer files in a vain hope that they might show her the location of the Protocol. She saw nothing revealing. 

There came a loud thump from the adjacent office. She jumped. Could someone be in there, watching her on camera? Why would there be? Don’t give way to fantasies. But security could already be on their way and she wouldn’t know it. Would never know until they threw her up against a wall. 
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By  nine  o’clock,  Irith  knew  she  wasn’t  going  to  find  what  she  was  looking  for. 

Intuition told her that it simply wasn’t here. Miya Sigiura’s office had always been a long shot – she wasn’t important enough. It was disappointing, though. 

Irith  let  herself  out.  She  was  bursting  for  a  pee  –  all  that  tea  had  worked  its  way through.  She  found  a  restroom  and  sat  down  in  the  cubicle.  Peter  Velasquez’s  private office  was  three  floors  up,  on  Floor  20.  He  was  one  of  the  most  powerful  men  in  the country. What if she couldn’t get in? What if it had extra layers of security? 

There were too many ‘what ifs’. Irith leaned back on the toilet seat and tried to force calm  upon  herself.  It  took  a  real  effort.  Don’t  think  about  getting  caught.  Don’t  think about anything but what you have to do – find the Protocol, steal it and get out of here. 

She went up. 

Irith caught her breath as she tapped open the outer door, in case Velasquez’s staff were working back. The lights came on as she entered a walnut-lined reception room with desks for two secretaries and a PA. His suite of rooms were beyond that. It was empty, and the door into his rooms was closed, but the fingernail chip opened it at the first tap. 

She went through and closed it behind her. The office was vast, also panelled, and lined floor to ceiling with law books like any cliché of a politician’s office. Real, printed books, not  often  seen  these  days,  though  none  looked  as  though  they  had  ever  been  opened. 

Another door, partly open, led off the far side. There was no one in the rooms beyond. 

She turned off the automatic lighting in case someone came into the reception room, and flicked on a desk lamp. 

She’d just begun the search when there came a distinct  click  from outside. What was that? It had sounded like the main door. Irith turned off the light. It became pitch dark, then the main door must have been opened and the lights switched on in the reception room, for the barest strip of light appeared under the office door. She felt her way across to the far door and slipped through, leaving it ajar. 

Enough  light  came  in  to  show  a  sitting  room  with  more  bookcases  and  a  pair  of Chesterfields facing each other, with a  coffee table between them. A rosewood cabinet held various bottles, unidentifiable in the gloom. 

Velasquez must have returned early from Bonn. She slipped behind the Chesterfield furthest from the door. The lights went on in the office. Irith prayed she hadn’t moved anything on the desk. Had she done anything to alert his attention? The lights? The door? 
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The  desk  lamp  –  if  he  happened  to  touch  it  he’d  notice  that  it  was  warm  –  a  dead giveaway. 

The  footsteps  were  barely  discernable  on  the  carpet.  Two  pairs.  He’d  brought someone back to his office for a meeting. 
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Chapter 37 



‘Thanks for coming straight back, Peter. I’m sorry, but it couldn’t wait.’ It was a cultured voice. East Coast, maybe Boston. Irith wasn’t good on accents. And Peter was Velasquez, of course. 

‘I really hope so, Walter. It caused a bit of a flap, my pulling out of the negotiations like that. Jack wasn’t pleased when I told him I was coming home.’  

‘Woolley’s days are numbered.’  

‘Care for a drink?’ said Velasquez. Footsteps came across to the door. 

‘No thanks.’  

‘So what’s it all about? You mentioned the trial. Is there a problem?’  

‘Of  course  not.  We’ve  been  through  all  the  procedures  with  the  lawyers  and  the Chief  Justice.  It’s  looking  remarkably  good  so  far,  considering  what  a  wily  old  hound Jack is.’  

‘Then  how  can  I  help  you?’  Velasquez  sounded  irritated.  ‘I’ve  come  a  long  way, Walter.’  

The other man gave  a quiet  chuckle. ‘The thing  is, Peter, a curious document has, somehow, fallen into my hands. It’s called the Life Lottery Protocol, and I’m wondering what I should do with it.’  

There was a long silence. ‘ You’ve  got it? But … how?’  

Another chuckle. Walter, whoever he was, was enjoying making Velasquez squirm, and any man who could do that to the Secretary of State was powerful indeed. ‘How did I get  it  from  Susie  Volnakis?  That’s  a  question  she’ll  be  asking  her  security  team  right now, and they haven’t got an answer. 

There’ll be blood spilled in her offices tonight.’ He laughed aloud. ‘I wasn’t going to let those lunatics keep it.’  

‘But …’  

Irith imagined Velasquez’s mouth opening and closing like a tadpole on a footpath. 
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‘This changes everything, Walter.’  

‘Indeed it does. I’ve got it and I’m not giving it up to anyone, you included.’  

‘What the hell are you up to?’  

‘Wouldn’t you like to know.’ The other man sounded amused, but there was a hard edge to it. He enjoyed being in control of the game. 

‘I  am  on your side, Walter,’ said Velasquez. 

‘And you’ve done a great job. I’ll use the Protocol when Jack’s got his head in the noose  and  the  trapdoor’s  about  to  open.  When  there’s  no  possibility  of  failure,  and  no way the cunning little bastard can escape.’  

‘And then you’ll replace him,’ said Velasquez bitterly. ‘That’s been your agenda all along, hasn’t it? I thought you were on our team.’  

‘And   I   thought  you  were  a  politician,  Peter. There  are  no  teams,  only  alliances  of people who can be useful to each other. Besides, I’m only third in line, if Woolley resigns or is dismissed, behind the Vice President and the Speaker of the House. And after that, you, Peter.’  

So Walter was Walter Deane, Senator for Massachusetts and President of the Senate. 

Irith had often seen him on the news. 

‘I  hardly  need  reminding  of  that!’  Velasquez  snapped.  ‘But  you’ve  got  the  others sewn up! Vice President Golding is too ill to serve, and Speaker Francke just wants to retire and play golf.’  

‘You obviously haven’t had the whiff of power in your nostrils, Peter. Lazarus would climb out of his coffin to be President of the United States. I may never get there. I want it,  but  I  don’t   expect   it.  Anyway,  that’s  what  I  wanted  to  tell  you.  I’m  going  to  my rooms.’  

‘To review the case against him?’ The anger was gone. Velasquez sounded almost cajoling now. He’d adjusted swiftly to the new reality and was trying to work out how to best use it. 

‘To clear my mind for the big day tomorrow. Goodnight.’  

‘I’ll walk down to the elevator with you. You know, Walter, we could be useful to each other.’  

‘We could,’ said Deane, who sounded amused again. ‘You off home?’  
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‘I’m  reading  through  all  the  papers  again,  in  case  the  lawyers  have  missed something. This is going to be an all-nighter. I’ll just grab a sandwich downstairs.’  

‘You’d  function  better  tomorrow  if  you  went  to  your  apartment  and  dialled  up  a couple of nice girls.’  

‘I don’t do that sort of thing, Walter,’ Velasquez said coldly. 

‘That’s your problem.’ Deane chuckled. ‘You can’t take it with you and there isn’t going to be any where you’re going. You never will get a life, Peter. ’  

The lights went out and the outside door clicked. 

Irith remained where she was in case Velasquez  came back. Her mind was racing. 

Deane  had  the  document  but  she  knew  nothing  about  him.  Why  had  Deane  called Velasquez  back  from  Germany,  just  to  tell  him  that  he  had  the  Protocol?  He  must  be hoping to stir up more trouble between Volnakis and her rivals, and that could only make Irith’s job harder. What was she to do? Should she call Levi? Yes, he had to know where the Protocol was, in case she was caught on the way out. 

She pressed in the first of the untraceable numbers he’d given her. ‘They don’t have it,’ she said. ‘Senator Deane does.’ She hung up. 

Levi had told her to leave at once if she didn’t find the document. The longer she was inside the building, the greater the chance of being discovered. But having gone this far she didn’t want to walk out with nothing. There wouldn’t be another chance. 

‘Irith?’ It was Levi, speaking via the implant. The sound seemed to come from inside her head, and it was as much a vibration through bone as an actual sound. ‘Walter Deane, you say – what the hell is he doing with it? No one knows Deane’s mind, though he’s no friend of the President.’  

Levi sounded as though he was thinking aloud. ‘Deane’s a rich, brilliant man, and ruthless too. You had – Jemma had a brief affair with him a few years ago and, rumour has it, it ended unpleasantly. Keep away from Deane, Jemma – there are rumours of some nasty skeletons in his closet. Get out now. We’ve got to rethink this.’  

So Jemma and Deane had been lovers. Could she use that to get to him and snatch the document? 

Don’t  be  stupid,  Irith  told  herself.  Senator  Deane  was  a  powerful  man  who  could have any woman he wanted. Why would he have anything to do with Jemma now? She 335 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

was as old as he was, no matter how well she’d taken care of herself, and powerful men went for young women. 

Yet that couldn’t be entirely true of him, since the affair hadn’t been that long ago. 

Dare she try? He was a dangerous man; the US Secretary of State had certainly sounded intimidated by him. How could she hope to fool someone who’d known her mother so well? Her chest hurt at the thought of it. 

But if she didn’t try the cause was lost, and all she’d gone through would have been for nothing, and Malati would be doomed. Irith paced back and forth. Her eye fell on the cognac in the cabinet and, for the first time in her life, she really wanted a drink. 

She  turned  away.  That  would  be  madness.  Irith  resumed  her  pacing  before remembering that Velasquez had just gone down for a sandwich. He could come back at any minute. 

She checked the number of Deane’s private rooms in the directory and slipped out, fingernails digging crescents into her palms. She felt sticky under the arms. There was no one in sight, so she headed down to the elevators at the far end of the corridor. She didn’t want to run into Velasquez coming back. 

Irith decided to catch the elevator up to Deane’s floor, the twenty-third, and see if he was still about. That couldn’t do any harm. One step at a time. She thought no further ahead than that. 

At his floor she stepped out and walked quickly down the hall, wondering how she was going to approach him. She could just ring his bell, but what was she supposed to say? If the breakup had been really bad he’d probably tell her to piss off. But at least she would have made an effort. 

She turned the corner, still undecided, and there he was, pressing his thumb to the door. Too late to turn around; he’d seen her. She kept walking, trying to paste a normal expression on her frozen face. 

Deane  looked  up  and  smiled  as  if  they  were  the  best  of  friends.  ‘Hello,  Jemma.  I haven’t seen you for a while. What are you doing up here?’  

‘Working late,’ she said, careful to get Jemma’s speech right. Deane had known her well, once.  Intimately. And he was a very clever man. If she made a mistake he’d pick up on it at once. She made her voice a little deeper, hoarser. ‘I needed to walk and it’s too cold outside, so I’m pounding up and down the corridors.’  
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‘Why didn’t you go down to the gym?’  

‘I can’t bear treadmills.’  

‘I know what you mean. This life is enough of one, without doing it for recreation. 

Fancy a drink?’  

‘I’ve got a lot on …’ she said, feigning reluctance. No, this is your chance. Take it, for  Malati’s  sake.  ‘Oh,  why  not?  I  probably  wouldn’t  get  anything  done  with  this wretched cold.’  

‘Come in.’ He pushed the door open. 

She went in before him, into a square foyer with a door straight ahead and another to her right. Her first test. She stood there uncertainly, not knowing which one to take. 

‘It’s unlocked,’ said Deane behind her. 

Her heart was beating very fast. If she chose the wrong door he’d know she was an impostor. She went for the one straight ahead, which opened onto a short hall with hooks for hats and coats, and then into a large living room. 

The lights came on ahead of her. He turned them down, went to the liquor cabinet and eased the stopper out of a decanter. ‘Have a seat. You still drink Laphroaig, Jemma?’  

‘Not often, but I enjoy it when I do,’ Irith lied, taking off her coat and laying it across the back of a sofa. 

He poured two very generous measures and put the decanter on the coffee table. 

Irith  eyeballed  the  tumblers.  She  didn’t  have  a  great  tolerance  for  alcohol  and  her glass contained two or three standard drinks. ‘How are the trial preparations going?’ she said, taking an armchair that sighed as it settled under her. 

‘You haven’t been watching it?’ he said, surprised. 

‘If I had, I wouldn’t have been able to concentrate.’  

‘You’re a supporter of the President, aren’t you, Jemma?’  

‘I’ve never made a secret of it. And you’re not … Walter.’  

‘Wal,  please.  I  like  the  man,  Jemma.  I  just  happen  to  think  he’s  an  incompetent President as well as a corrupt one.’  

‘He’s done everything he could –’ Irith began, treading a careful path. She dared not talk specifics, but she had to act naturally and keep the conversation going. 

‘Oh, I agree. Jack’s done everything he can do and it’s made not a jot of difference; nor can it. The world is in meltdown and only the strength of America can save it. Yet the 337 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

President  is  paralysed.  He’s  got  to  go.’  He  handed  her  a  glass.  ‘To  the  future  of  the world.’  

Irith raised it, silently, and tasted the smoky whisky on her tongue. Unlike her mother she didn’t enjoy spirits, though she had to concede that this was very good. 

‘Let’s not talk about differences, Jemma. It’s too late for that.’  

‘Late at night or late in our lives?’  

‘Both.  And  late  for  the  world,  too.’  He  emptied  his  glass  in  one  long  savouring mouthful,  set  it  down  on  the  table  and  leaned  back  in  his  chair.  ‘You’re  looking  well, Jemma. What have you done to yourself?’  

‘Nothing, apart from watching my diet and keeping fit.’  

‘You  look  younger  and  spryer.  If  I  didn’t  know  you  better,  I’d  think  you’d  been having plastic surgery.’  

Her  blood  congealed  in  her  veins.  He  was  too  clever.  Why,  oh  why  had  she disobeyed Levi and come here? 

Irith took another sip. Her eyes met his over the rim of the glass and she managed to control herself. ‘Fortunately you do know me well,’ she said. 

He waved a hand dismissively. ‘A gentleman never presses a lady. What do I care –half the people in Washington have been on the table.’  

‘I was working too hard last year,’ she said musingly. ‘I was shockingly unfit and feeling my age. I’ve been working out these last few months and I feel much better for it.’  

‘ Mens sana in corpore  sano,’ he murmured, reaching for the decanter and pouring himself a carefully calibrated measure. ‘A sound mind in a sound body.’ His eyes roved over her figure. 

Irith toyed with the liquid in her glass. She was tempted to gulp it and get the hell out of  there,  but  the  vital  document  was  almost  certainly  here  in  the  apartment,  or  in  his private office attached to it. A man such as Deane would want to keep the prize by him. It was  so  close, but how was she to get it? 

‘Drink up, Jemma.’  

Irith didn’t want to but what choice did she have? She drained the glass. 

‘Another?’ he said. 

She was about to get up and take her leave, when she found herself thinking, Oh, the hell with it. While I’m here there’s a chance. ‘I really shouldn’t on an empty stomach …’  
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He filled her glass – another two measures. ‘I’m a little peckish myself,’ he said. ‘An early start and a long day, and a longer one tomorrow. Sit back and kick your shoes off. 

I’ll see what I can find in the kitchen.’  

Irith left her shoes on, being self-conscious about her aged feet. She settled back in the chair and closed her eyes. How could it be done, apart from knocking him out and ransacking the place? Get him drunk? Hardly – she could feel the effects of the alcohol already, while Deane looked as though he could finish the decanter without even noticing it. 

She resolved to have the food, if not the drink. Then, if an opportunity didn’t come up, she’d at least made the most of her chances. 

Deane reappeared, carrying a walnut tray which he set down beside the decanter. It contained  three  wedges  of  cheese  –  a  soft,  a  mature  and  a  blue  –  a  stack  of  pastrami slices, a bowl of unshelled nuts and another of crackers, and a string of dried figs. 

He handed her a plate and a knife. She took a slice off one side of the mature cheese, arranged  pieces  of  cheese  on  three  crackers  and  took  a  couple  of  figs.  Deane  chose  a handful of walnuts, which he cracked between the heels of his hands and ate one by one. 

He  seemed  to  be  staring  at  her  glass.  Was  she  doing  something  out  of  character?  Did Jemma normally drink her Laphroaig straight down, or was there some private ritual she knew nothing about? 

Irith took up her tumbler and knocked back half of it. Deane looked away. 

‘Thank you,’ she said hoarsely, crunching her cracker. ‘I was starving.’  

They ate in silence. At the end, Irith put her half-empty glass on the table and waved the decanter away when he raised it. She was a little tiddly already, just when she needed all her wits. But what else could she have done? 

Deane settled back in his chair and again looked her up and down. ‘So, Jemma, who are you with these days?’  

‘No one,’ Irith said. To the best of her knowledge, her mother hadn’t had a lover in ages.  But  then,  she  was  secretive  about  such  things,  and  there  had  been  that  opened packet of condoms in her office … ‘Not for a while.’  

‘You  always  were  discreet,’  he  said  ambiguously.  He  wove  his  fingers  together, looked up at the ceiling. ‘It’s been a while for me too.’  
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What was she to say to that? Irith began to sweat. Was he testing her? She put on a knowing smile. ‘That’s not what I’ve heard. Half the young women in Washington are looking for a man like you, Wal.’  

‘And don’t I know it. I’ve had more than my share of them.’  

‘Then why not …?’  

‘They pall, Jemma. You’ve got no idea how much. They don’t give a fig for me; they just want what I can give them.’  

‘A  fair  exchange,  since  you  want  the  same  from  them.’  Irith  felt  on  safe  ground there; Jemma could be blunt with people she knew well. 

‘I’m not talking about whores. These are clever, ambitious young women, on their way up. I give them the introductions they’re looking for, but they don’t even pretend for me.’ His voice rose a fraction, became almost plaintive. Deane brought it back to the rich, mellow tone of before. A man very much in control of himself. ‘I could put up with that. 

But they don’t know how to fuck, Jemma, and they’re too damn lazy to pretend.’  

She sat up, a little shocked. He was looking into his glass as if he’d tasted something foul. ‘They think they’re God’s gift, with their smooth young bodies, their long legs and pert  asses  and  big  tits.  But  they  just  lie  there  like  corpses.  I’m  down  the  other  end, working like a longshoreman, and all they can do is a wiggle here, a sigh there and for God’s sake don’t smudge my makeup. One of them even had the temerity to look at her watch. She had a long walk back to Washington in her high heels – from Atlantic City.’  

‘You’re a mean bastard, Wal.’  

‘She took everything I gave her but didn’t think she had to do anything in return. I simply treated her the way I would anyone who robbed me.’  

‘Perhaps she was just young and silly.’  

‘No, she was clever, greedy and selfish, and I’m too old to put up with it. I’m fed up with  youth  and  doing  it  on  the  floor  by  the  fire.  I’d  swap  them  all  for  an  hour  in  my comfortable bed with a well-lived-in body – a woman who really knows how to fuck and be fucked. We made the chandeliers rattle a time or two, didn’t we, Jemma?’  

I’m so naïve, Irith thought. He’s been working up to it for half an hour and I didn’t even see it coming. I must have a worse body image than I’d thought. Now what the hell do I do? 
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Chapter 38 



‘I don’t remember any chandeliers,’ she said carefully. 

‘We didn’t need any of that crap. You were the best lover I ever had.’  

He wasn’t maudlin – he was relatively sober and quite in earnest. And considering how many woman Deane had been with, that was quite a compliment. Another skill Irith hadn’t realised her mother possessed. 

‘That’s not what you said when we broke up,’ Irith said daringly. It was a risk, since she had no idea what had happened between them. 

‘I’m sorry. I was a damn fool. I’ve always had a temper, and that was a bad time for me. When you broke it off, I just snapped. I’m very, very sorry.’  

Of course you’re sorry, she thought. You’ve got an overwhelming urge to get into Jemma’s knickers and you’d  say  anything to get your way. And yet, she couldn’t help thinking that he meant it. 

Suddenly  he  was  kneeling  on  the  carpet  in  front  of  her,  taking  her  shoes  off.  He began to caress her instep. 

‘Do you know what first attracted me to you, Jemma? It was that time out by the pool in Virginia. You were sitting right back in the deep shade in your  swimming costume, avoiding the sun, as you always do. I saw your bare feet and I was smitten.’  

Surely he’s not a foot fetishist? she thought, confused at the direction he was taking. 

‘You’ve got such beautiful feet.’  

He  stroked  up  her  ankles  and  Irith  felt  a  faint  stirring  of  lust.  She  moved uncomfortably. This was all wrong. The old  

Ogden Nash line came to mind: ‘Candy is dandy, but liquor is quicker’. He rubbed his cheek on her calf. Another stirring. ‘I want you, Jemma, and I know you want me. I remember  the  signs.’  Help!  What  would  Levi  think?  What  would  Bragg?  She  found herself blushing. What was she supposed to say? 
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‘It’s not a good time, Wal,’ she said thickly. Wrong voice. She tried to cover up for it by coughing and clearing her throat, but he didn’t seem to have noticed. She sat up. ‘I’ve got to go. I’ve got work to do.’  

‘At this time of night, after drinking all that scotch? Don’t be silly.’ He pushed her down, and continued stroking her calves, her ankles, her feet, her toes. 

It  felt  good.  He  had  a  beautiful  touch  and  he  knew  exactly  what  pleased  her,  and what did not, how long to caress this part of her, and how long that. She found herself thinking that it would almost be worth it if it got her the document. And Bragg’s rejection had  done more damage to her self-image than the surgery had. 

 No!  The direction of her thoughts made her feel sick. Deane is a ruthless man who’s trying to destroy the President any way he can. He uses people and spits them out again. 

And you’re thinking about fucking him – yes, fucking him, you can’t put it any other way 

– in the faint hope that you might get a chance to look for the Protocol afterwards. You won’t! You’re one and a half sheets in the wind already. Get out while you still can. 

His hands were sliding up her thighs, along the outside and down the inside, up again and  across  her  pubic  mound  –  which  made  her  hips  heave.  The  lipo-injection  had definitely increased her sensitivity there. His fingers began working at the waistband of her slacks. She pushed him away, half-heartedly. She didn’t want him, but she did feel ever so slightly aroused, and that was remarkable. This powerful man, third in line to be US President, found her desirable. It went a long way to making up for Bragg’s shabby treatment of her. 

There had to be a way to get the Protocol, she kept thinking as he caressed her. It wasn’t as if she disliked Deane and, after all, he and Jemma had been lovers once … That thought did not help. 

How?  How?  What if she brained him with the decanter? Unfortunately she couldn’t reach it, and he’d react if she made a sudden grab for it. And besides, she simply wasn’t that cold blooded. 

Irith couldn’t see any way, except the one she’d been shying away from for the past twenty  minutes.  What  if  she  let  him  fuck  her?  Why  should  it  matter?  It  was  just  a transaction,  after  all,  and  surely  worth  it  to  save  Malati’s  life.  Millions  of  women  had done it in wartime, to save their men or feed their children. And this  was  war, in a way, him against her. Let him do it, if that was what it would take. She would give him the ride 342 
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of his life, and when it was over and he was drowsy with post-coital fulfilment, it would be her turn. And then, look out, Senator Walter Deane. 

‘Not here, Wal,’ she said. ‘I don’t like doing it in a chair.’  

He  didn’t  even  look  up.  ‘You’ve  changed  your  tune.  It  used  to  be  your  favourite place.’  

Oops! ‘I’m not as young as I used to be. My bones ache when they’re forced into unusual positions.’  

He stood up abruptly. He was a big man, Walter Deane – he had to be – wimps and weeds  had  no  place  in  American  politics.  Taking  Irith  under  the  arms  he  lifted  her effortlessly, picked up the decanter in his free hand and carried her into his apartment, kicking the door shut behind him. He lay her on a bed the size of a small swimming pool and pulled off his coat and tie, which he hung neatly over a chair. Even in the throes of passion he was a careful man. 

Irith’s mouth was dry. She took off her jacket and fumbled with the buttons of her blouse. 

Deane held up his hand. ‘I’ll do that,’ he said peremptorily. He stripped off socks and shoes, unzipped his pants and hung them over another chair, and came over to the bed, wearing just his shirt and underpants. Irith couldn’t see much sign of an erection but then, she hadn’t been with anyone his age. She hadn’t been with many men at all. 

‘Your turn, Jemma.’  

Presumably he wanted oral sex. What man didn’t? Irith didn’t have a great deal of experience at it, but in a good cause she was prepared to improvise, and the alcohol had circulated far enough to reduce her inhibitions considerably. She set to work with all the creativity and élan she was capable of. 

Ten minutes later Deane had an erection that would have done proud a man half his age, and Irith’s jaws were aching. How much longer? she was thinking when he abruptly heaved her away and squeezed himself hard with both hands. 

‘Enough,’ he said hoarsely. ‘I’ve only got one shot in the locker and I’m not planning to deposit it there.’  

He  gained  control  of  himself,  rolled  onto  the  bed  and  began  to  caress  her  breasts through her blouse. He stripped her slowly, lifting her to one plateau after another, and at the last whipped off her sopping knickers in one practised movement. 
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Irith lay there, amazed at how quickly he’d done it after such languorous foreplay. 

He  was  a  man  of  contrasts.  He  was  kneeling  between  her  spread  thighs,  gazing  at  her exposed genitals. Deane’s stare drifted up her naked body, touched on one nipple and the other, then he locked eyes with her. Given her earlier thoughts about Jemma’s body and sex, she couldn’t avoid seeing the irony. 

He smiled, a wolfish grin that attracted and repelled her at the same time. He might be the most thoughtful and accomplished lover in Washington, but he was undoubtedly a predator. 

Deane  leaned  forward,  caught  her  wrists  in  his  big  hands,  and  entered  her  in  one powerful thrust that moved her a head’s length up the bed. She cried out with pleasure and  stretching  pain  together  as  she  was  lifted  halfway  to  her  climax  in  a  single,  toe-curling moment. It normally took half an hour to get there. He dropped the weight of his lower body on her, pinning her beneath him and baring his teeth in his exertion. He tried to  match  the  motion  of  her  hips  to  his  but  he  was  too  heavy.  She  couldn’t  move.  Her climax failed halfway. 

He squeezed her wrists until they hurt and suddenly it wasn’t lovemaking, or even sex, but domination. He’d changed in a moment and now he just wanted to control her. 

Had he been pretending after all? She couldn’t understand him. She just wanted it to be over. 

As swiftly as he’d entered her, Deane pulled out, though he still held her with his hands and thighs. 

‘You’re hurting me,’ she said, struggling to get free. ‘Get off.’  

He went back on his haunches, turned her over effortlessly, pulled her backside up in the air and entered her from behind, locking one arm around her thighs so she couldn’t get free. She didn’t like it – she felt even more dominated, and it was so undignified. She tried to pull free but he withdrew a fraction and struck her smartly on the backside, hard enough to make her cry out. 

‘You bastard!’ she cried, in her own voice. 

He thrust and thrust again, driving her face into the pillows each time, before coming with a mighty thrust and a roar like a wounded buffalo. He thrust five or six more times, grunting and groaning, then slowly subsided on her. 
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Irith managed to get him off and tried to roll off the bed but he caught her around the waist  and  held  her  while  he  recovered.  All  for  nothing,  she  thought  despairingly.  He’s fucked  me,  I’ve  got  nothing  out  of  it  except  indignity,  and  I’m  still  no  closer  to  the wretched document. 

After a minute or two he sat up. He looked listless, saggy, and his eyes were hooded. 

Deane went back on his haunches, looking her up and down. 

Irith closed her legs and tried to roll the other way. 

He held her by the ankles. ‘Who the hell are you, anyway?’  

Dread settled over her.  He knew.  How had he known? By the way she’d made love? 

She wasn’t accomplished, certainly. She tried to brazen it out. 

‘What are you talking about?’ she said, trying to look puzzled. 

‘You had me fooled for an hour, though there was always something about you that wasn’t quite right. Whoever you are, you’re not Jemma Wong, or Hardey, or any of the other aliases she may use.’  

That  was  it.  The  end.  The  wind  went  out  of  her.  Irith  said  softly,  ‘How  did  you know?’  

‘Whoever did this job on you is the very Leonardo of plastic surgeons. It’s as near to perfect as it could possibly be. I wonder who you are?’ He studied her from head to foot, head angled to one side. ‘You’re younger than her. Much younger, I’d say, despite the carefully aged skin. You’re not an actor, though. You’re someone who knows her well; perhaps  too  well  to  impersonate  her  perfectly.  And  someone  much  like  her  in  every respect. Jemma has a daughter, though I’ve not met her. You’re Irith Hardey, aren’t you?’  

‘Yes,’  she  said,  for  there  was  no  point  denying  it.  She  forced  herself  to  stay  calm though her stomach felt as though it was going to burst. ‘I’m Irith. How could you tell? 

Was it the voice? Or her mannerisms? I know I didn’t have them absolutely right.’  

He laughed softly, showing more teeth than ever, and her blood ran cold. ‘It wasn’t that. It was  this!’  

He  seized  her  ankles  and  jerked  her  legs  apart.  ‘Your  plastic  surgeon  omitted  to modify  one  vital  detail  that  gave  you  away  instantly.  Cunts  are  as  characteristic  as fingerprints, Irith, and yours is nothing like your mother’s.’  

She  flushed  so  hard  that  her  face  felt  on  fire.  ‘That’s  a  revolting  word,’  she  said, vainly trying to close her legs. 
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‘I thought modern women were always talking about their vaginas.’  

‘Not me.’  

‘You  are  a repressed little thing. What are you doing here anyway?’ He shook her ankles for emphasis, then pinned her thighs with his legs as he came forward, staring into her eyes. ‘Why go to so much trouble? What could you possibly want?’  

She shook her head and tried to get out from under him. His handsome face hardened and she saw the man beneath the mask. ‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘You’ve got it all –’  

He struck her across the face, left and right and left again. ‘Don’t lie to me, you little slut.  You’re  working  for  the  President.  You’re  even  fucking  for  him,  which  is  ironic, since he’s not up to doing it for himself. You came after the Life Lottery Protocol!’  

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she cried, trying to pull away. 

He dragged her back and hit her again, this time with a closed fist. He had a vicious temper, all right. He looked as though he’d cheerfully beat her to a pulp, or even kill her. 

‘No!’ she wept, reaching up to him, pleadingly. ‘Please don’t.’  

‘Did  your  mother  put  you  up  to  this?  No,  of  course  not.  She’s  too  honest.  Well, you’re getting what I give anyone who tries to rob me.’  

His face was purple with fury. He drew back his fist and Irith knew she was in mortal danger. She had to save herself. Her outstretched fingers touched his face. She thrust hard at  his  eye,  her  finger  went  in  between  his  eye  and  its  socket  and,  as  he reared  back, it pulled his eyeball right out. 
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Chapter 39 



Deane let out a roar, half pain, half horror. His good eye was staring maniacally at her, the other dangling on his cheekbone from its brutalised optic nerve. Blood began to drip out of his gory eye socket. 

He seemed to move in slow motion, the fist unclenching and coming up to his cheek, touching  the  grotesquely  quivering  ball  of  jelly,  recoiling.  His  mouth  came  open.  He squealed and swayed backwards. 

His weight came off her thighs. For a moment she was forgotten in his trauma. Irith wriggled out from under him, snatched the heavy crystal decanter from the bedside table and brought it down on the back of his head with all the force she could muster. 

The decanter broke, showering him and the bed with whisky and glass. Deane went sideways onto the bed and didn’t move. Irith rolled onto the floor and stood up, staring at him. It was the end. She’d killed one of the most important men in America. They’d send her to the chair for this, and laugh as they pulled the switch. 

Don’t let it be for nothing. Get what you came for. Irith wiped his sex residues off with the sheet and pulled her clothes on. 

She checked the room, in case he wasn’t dead. He had a communicator in his coat pocket, so presumably the proscription didn’t apply to the President of the Senate. She turned it off and thrust it into her pocket. It might come in handy if Levi’s power cuts had taken out the comms jammer. There was a landline phone in one corner. She tore it out of its socket, balled up the cable and tossed it out the door. 

What else? The screen over by the corner had a wireless keyboard underneath. She dropped it in the toilet, where it made a satisfying fizzing sound. 

Irith ran into the foyer. Her vagina felt bruised and her left breast was tender. The door on the left must lead into his office. She tried the door, which opened, and slipped inside. A vast burr walnut desk occupied the centre of a large room. The drawers were locked with a thumbprint lock, as was the row of cabinets along the wall behind the desk, 347 
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and her polymer chip wouldn’t open either. Such a powerful man must have many secrets to hide, as well as the dirt on dozens of his political opponents, not just the President. 

Irith  wondered  if  she  could  lever  the  cabinets  open.  Not  a  chance  –  they  were security  cabinets,  so  strongly  reinforced  that  a  bulldozer  could  have  run  over  them without doing appreciable damage. 

For  one  mad  instant  she  contemplated  chopping  Deane’s  thumb  off.  Would  an amputated thumb even work a thumbprint lock? Anyway, she couldn’t do it. She checked the other rooms. More filing cabinets, all thumbprint locked. There was only one way to open them. Irith ran back to the bedroom, unlocked it and went inside, carefully. Deane still lay where he’d fallen. 

Putting her arms around his chest, she hauled him off the bed. The right side of his face was covered in blood. She looked at the dangling eyeball and nearly vomited. 

Irith began to drag him out. He was so heavy that she could barely move him. She got him to the doorway and her heart was palpitating. She couldn’t stop now. She hauled him as far as the foyer, rested a minute, and then into the office, where she had to let him down onto the floor. Irith felt dizzy and the room whirled about her. She shook her head, which  didn’t  help,  dragged  Deane  the  last  few  feet  and  pressed  his  right  thumb  to  the reader on the desk. Nothing happened. She tried the left and the locks gave a gentle click. 

Letting him down to the floor, she went through the drawers, but found nothing. She scanned  the  rows  of  filing  cabinets.  It  would  take  hours  to  search  them  and  she  didn’t have hours. 

Intuition told her that the document she was looking for wouldn’t be in any of them. 

The precious Protocol that would destroy the President would be kept by itself, probably in a safe. She looked under the desk, behind the pictures, and probed the carpet on the floor. Nothing. 

Glancing at Deane’s naked body, Irith saw his back rise minutely, then fall. He was alive! At least she wasn’t a murderer, but it meant he could come round at any minute. He wouldn’t  tell  her  where  it  was,  though,  no  matter  what  she  did  to  him.  He  wasn’t  that kind of man and she didn’t have the stomach for torture. She’d gone too far down that path already. 
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She tried to think. Deane had no need for subterfuge. His safe wouldn’t be hidden. 

Would it be here, or in his apartment? She hoped not the apartment. She couldn’t haul him all that way again. 

Irith searched the office and found the safe low down, on the wall beyond the filing cabinets. She squatted in front of it. It had a large, teardrop-shaped reader on the front, and a handle. 

Irith  dragged  Deane  across  to  it  and  pressed  his  left  thumb  to  the  reader.  Nothing happened. She tried the right. It didn’t work either. She pressed them both onto the reader plate – they just fitted. Nothing. 

There was nothing else she could try. Perhaps the safe required a code to be punched in.  Irith  examined the  print  reader  again.  It  was much  larger  than  a  normal  thumbprint reader,  as  big  as  a  good-sized  plum.  It  wasn’t  big  enough  to  be  a  palm  print  reader, though what else could it be? Nor was it an iris scanner, and why would anyone build one so close to the floor anyway? It was just above shin height. 

A  toeprint  reader?  Deane  had  big,  fleshy  toes.  She  rolled  him  over  on  his  back, turned him around and pressed the pad of his left big toe to the reader. Nothing. She tried the right.  Chunnnk. 

She was in! Dropping his foot, she twisted the handle and the door came open. The cavity inside was smaller than she’d expected. It held only one item, a plastic folder that said on the cover, ‘Life Lottery Protocol’. 

Irith flipped it open. Inside was a report of some thirty pages, printed on, no  within, a silky,  shimmering  plastic  paper.  Every  page  had  a  large  holographic  watermark  –  the unforgeable  authentication  code.  She  read  the  Executive  Summary  and  blanched.  This was it. 

So occupied, she didn’t see Deane’s hand move, nor the slight tensing of the muscles down his belly and thighs. Irith picked up the communicator on the desk and pressed in the second of Levi’s contact numbers. ‘I’ve got it,’ she said, ‘I’m on my way down now,’ 

and hung up. 

She stood by the desk for a moment, rehearsing her exit. She’d simply go down to the elevator, get off on the ground floor and walk out the front doors, the way she’d come in. And if they searched her? She had no plan for that. There was no way to make one. 
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Behind her, Deane’s good eye opened. His fingers flexed. One hand reached up to his face, found the dangling eyeball and poked it back in its socket, the wrong way around. 

The good eye fixed on Irith. 

She didn’t look at her victim – she couldn’t. She went back into the apartment, to the bedroom, looking for her handbag. She had to look absolutely normal as she went out. 

Irith didn’t find it in the bedroom. She’d left it by the armchair. She’d just put her coat on, picked up the handbag, and was checking her hair – a mess – when she heard a voice in the office. Deane’s voice! 

‘Charles, Rollo!’ he said, frighteningly controlled. ‘Get up here right away. There’s been  a  break-in.  I’ve  been  attacked  –  a  woman.  Put  a  hold  on  anyone  leaving  the building. No!  Don’t  tell security the reason. I –’ Thump. It sounded as if he’d fallen onto the desk. ‘I – I …’ His voice trailed off, the control gone. After the blow she’d struck him,  he  must  have  concussion.  ‘Can’t  have  a  thousand  goons  …  tramping  through  … 

office … put a block on … exit program.’ He rallied a bit. ‘No one goes out until I say so. 

Get a team in … sweep the place. And send a fucking … doctor up,  right away.’  

She heard a louder thump. Not loud enough for a body falling to the floor. Something dropping on the desk? She tiptoed to the door and looked in. Deane was slumped over the filing  cabinets,  gasping  as  he  supported  himself  with  one  arm.  Blood  was  smeared  all over his face. He was rummaging in the top drawer of the cabinet. His hand came out, holding a large black automatic. 

Irith  had  only  seconds  to  make  a  decision:  to  flee,  or  to  go  after  the  gun.  It  might make all the difference. She ran for him. 

He straightened up, tried to point the gun at her but couldn’t lift his arm far enough. 

He was barely conscious. She wrestled the gun out of his hands, thrust it in her pocket and ran for the door. 

‘No way out,’ he gasped. ‘Building … secured. Give it back … will look after you 

…’  

As if! she thought. But why hadn’t he given her name to security? Because he didn’t want them to search her and find the Protocol. 

She rolled it up and slid it into the inside pocket of her coat, then ran for the door. 

Outside she patted her hair in place, turned left and walked as steadily as she could down to the elevators. What the hell was she supposed to do now? 
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Irith went up one floor and got out again, slipping around the corner into a darkened meeting  room.  She  couldn’t  think  straight  and  didn’t  know  what  to  do.  She  wanted  to scream. She’d known all along that it would end up this way. She was panting; she felt faint; her stomach felt as if it was tearing open. Levi, she thought. Levi will know what to do. Forgetting his orders completely, she fished out Deane’s communicator and pressed in Levi’s UAC. 

He  answered  instantly,  which  must  mean  that  the  building’s  comms  jammer  was down. ‘Hello?’  

‘Levi?’ she began. 

‘What the fuck are you doing, calling me on a mobile? They can track you. Get rid of it. Instantly!’  

‘I’m trapped. Deane’s notified security. I don’t know what to do.’  

‘Get rid of the communicator. I’ll contact you.’  

She dropped it down the nearest toilet, then went up another two floors. It was dark up here and the lights didn’t come on when she stepped out of the elevator. She hoped that was Levi’s doing. 

‘Irith.’  

It  was  Bragg  this  time.  She  couldn’t  answer,  since  the  cochlear  implant  did  not transmit. They wouldn’t know if it was working or not. Or even if she’d been taken. 

‘Irith.’ Bragg’s voice seemed to crack, as if he actually cared. ‘Irith, for God’s sake, why did you do it? It’s wonderful that you’ve got the document, but Deane is a really dangerous man. I’m terrified.’ There was a mutter she did not catch – Levi remonstrating with him? ‘Irith, we’re doing our best, but you’ll have to find a hiding place. We’ve got a plan but it’s going to take some time to get it going. Levi’s just brought down the power to most of the building, but emergency power is still on.’  

The  sound  vibration  was  an  annoying  itch,  somewhere  beyond  her  inner  ear,  that couldn’t be scratched. She tried to ignore it. 

‘Don’t use the elevators,’ Bragg went on. ‘Security can see where they’re going and who’s  inside  –  the  cameras  operate  off  emergency  power.  The  rest  of  the  building securicams  should  be  down  but  don’t  take  any  chances.  Use  the  fire  stairs.  Go  up,  not down, then hide in the dark until I contact you again.’  
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The vibration in her ear ceased and the itch faded. Irith went up three more flights, to the twenty-ninth floor, where not even the emergency lighting was on. The fingernail chip let her in and she turned left along a hall as black as the inside of a tar well. She felt her way along, trying the doors, until she came to one that was unlocked. Going inside, she closed it carefully and went forward, arms out before her like a sleepwalker. 

She ran into the back of a chair, felt around and discovered another, then the curving edge of a large table. It was a meeting room. Irith probed her way to the far end but found no other door, so she went back and sat at the table facing the door, with the gun in her hand. If someone came in with a flashlight she’d see them before they made her out. For what it was worth. 

The air-conditioning was off and it was perfectly silent apart from the faint whine of the wind past the double-glazed windows. Irith saw no lights outside. Surely Levi hadn’t brought down the power to the whole city? 

She waited. Gradually her heartbeat returned to normal. What were her chances?  Get a team in, Deane had said. That might mean dozens of people, but not hundreds. There’d be no way he could keep that many quiet. The Selinger Tower had a couple of thousand rooms and it would take hours to give them even the most perfunctory search in the dark. 

Perhaps  they  could  tell  which  floors  she’d  been  to.  Anyway,  Irith  didn’t  see  what Levi  and  Bragg  could  do.  She  was  trapped  in  one  of  the  most  secure  buildings  in  the country.  Even  landing  a  chopper  on  the  roof  was  out  of  the  question  –  this  part  of Washington had proscribed airspace and an unauthorised helicopter wouldn’t be allowed anywhere near it. 

The wind howled and something tapped against the window behind her. Irith whirled around but could see nothing. She groped her way to the door, locked it, then unlocked it again. A locked conference room door would be suspicious. 

She wondered how Deane was, and if she’d blinded him. She probably had, thinking about that gruesome eyeball. She couldn’t feel too sorry for him – he had attacked her, after all – but it was a horrible thing to do to anyone. 

She patted the comforting roll of the Protocol inside her coat, and waited for Bragg to tell her what to do. And waited. 
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Chapter 40 



Some  twenty  minutes  later  a  moving  light  appeared  under  the  door  and  grew  swiftly brighter, as if someone was approaching with a portable floodlight. A door banged further down the corridor, then another. They were searching all the rooms and, by the sound of it, moving quickly. 

Irith felt her way to the other end of the room, and around, careful to make no noise. 

She found no hiding place. There was only one thing she could do, and it could only work if they were searching hastily, as they must, with thousands of rooms to check. She crept under the table, made sure the chairs were pulled right underneath, climbed onto the one nearest the door and curled herself up in it. For one of the few times in her life, Irith was glad to be little. 

The automatic was heavy in her hand. She eased off the safety catch, though she had no illusions about her chances if they discovered her. 

The light beneath the door grew brighter. She tried to calm herself, for her heartbeat seemed loud enough to be heard from the other side of the room. 

The door opened suddenly and the room was flooded with light. Irith had to restrain herself from jumping. She clutched the automatic – though, if they discovered her, she’d probably not get a chance to use it. 

‘Where the fuck can she be?’ said a man’s voice just a few steps away. 

Footsteps  tramped  to  the  other  end  of  the  room.  A  lantern  was  directed  under  the table, though downwards, and its light did not fall on her. 

‘Could be anywhere,’ said a woman, standing near Irith’s chair. ‘If it were me, I’d have gone up to the roof door and tried to slide down the emergency escape chutes.’  

‘They’re blocked off,’ said the man. 

‘She doesn’t know that.’  

‘If it were me, I’d smash one of the windows on the second floor and jump.’  

‘The windows are damn near unbreakable,’ said the woman. 
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‘I hope she tries. Can’t do that without making a noise. What do you think she was doing in there, anyway?’  

‘Another of Deane’s sluts. One that got greedy.’  

‘The randy old shit. I’m missing my daughter’s school play for this.’  

‘I’m missing my tenth wedding anniversary dinner,’ said the woman. ‘And it’ll be our last, the way things are going.’  

‘Irith?’  

Bragg’s voice  was loud in her ears. So loud she  couldn’t imagine that they hadn’t heard, though she dared not move to shut the implant off. 

‘Irith,  the  only  chance  is  to  go  up.  Head  for  the  roof  door  –  the  emergency  fire escape.’  

‘What was that?’ came the woman’s voice from the other side of the table. 

‘What?’ said the man from further down the room. 

‘It sounded like someone talking on a crackly radio.’  

‘I didn’t hear anything.’  

‘She must be in the next room. Come on!’  

They ran out and the room went dark. Irith heard them crash through the door of the adjacent meeting room and rummage around inside, dragging chairs back and moving the table. She remained where she was until they’d gone on to the room after that, then eased off her chair. 

Tiptoeing to the door, Irith checked under it for light. There was none. She eased it open.  Light  came  out  from  under  a  door  halfway  down  the  corridor  to  her  right.  She slipped out and went left, hugging the wall and looking anxiously over her shoulder in case they came out again. 

She hadn’t gone more than a few steps before the door creaked. As the light grew in the corridor, Irith fleeted down to a wall-mounted fire extinguisher and flattened herself behind it. It was lucky she had – one of the floodlights was directed briefly her way. It didn’t touch on her and the two searchers went into the next room. 

Irith fled to the end of the hall, where there was a T-junction, and turned left into the darkness. The fire escape stairs had to be here somewhere, but even the emergency exit lamps were out on this floor. She felt her way to the end wall, and across it, but did not 354 
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discover  a  door.  She  went  back  the  other  way,  then  carefully  past  the  end  of  the  main hall, where again there was light visible, and down to the far end of the T. 

Her searching fingers encountered a big metal handle. She tugged and the door came open a fraction. Irith didn’t dwell on the thought that it might set off an alert downstairs. 

A waft of cold air came out, as though she had opened the door of a freezer. She eased through  and  felt  carefully  for  the  stair rail;  sometimes  the  space  between  the  flights  of stairs was open and you could fall all the way down the stairwell. 

Her foot struck a step. She looked up. There was not a glimmer of light, but it did not mean they weren’t waiting for her up there. She went up, making no noise. 

One floor, two, three and she had to sit down to rest. She felt like the old woman she resembled. Irith wondered if she had taken on the internal characteristics of her mother as well.  No,  it  was  just  from  being  unable  to  exercise  during  all  the  operations  and recuperation. 

‘Irith? Fuck, this is killing me. I don’t know if you’re alive or dead, if this is getting through or even if they have you and it’s all over. That would be the end, it really would.’  

The wind howled outside. Irith leaned back against the cold concrete and pressed her hands over her ears, trying to block the racket out. It was the first time Bragg had shown a hint of feeling for her since the operation and she didn’t want to miss anything. 

‘Irith? I’m sorry. I’m really, really sorry. I’m a pig, an utter bastard; I know I am. 

When I saw you transformed into Jemma I just freaked. I couldn’t handle it. It just didn’t seem like you any more. 

‘Aaarrgh! I’m such an asshole. I never thought it would matter, Irith, but it did.’  

Again that muffled muttering in the background. 

‘Sorry, Irith. You don’t need this right now. When … when you get out we’ll talk about it. I’ll make it up to you. Now, this … this is what –’ His voice cracked. ‘Shit, I can’t do this, Levi.’  

There  was  a  long  pause  then  Levi’s  voice  came  on  the  line.  He  sounded  weak, breathless and ill. ‘Irith, there’s just one tiny chance of getting you out, but you’ve got to get up to the roof door of the fire escape. The door on the eastern side, not the west.’  

Irith  couldn’t  see  how  that  would  help.  Being  a  prime  terrorist  target,  this  whole section  of  the  city  was  defended  against  approach  by  aircraft  and  helicopters.  She  also knew that it was a good fifty metres to the nearest office tower, though she didn’t know 355 
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which side of the building she was on. How was she going to tell, with all the city lights out? 

‘If the fire door’s locked you won’t be able to open it. We won’t know if you can or not, so this is what we’re going to do. We’re in the Talbot Building, overlooking yours, and we can see the roof door. In precisely fifteen minutes Bragg is going to blow it open with a rocket-propelled grenade, so make sure you’re well out of the way and not directly below. It’ll make a hell of a mess.’  

And tell the whole building where she was. And then how were they going to get her off the roof? The only solution she could think of was to fire a harpoon line across into the concrete wall surrounding the roof, and have her slide across in a harness. She tried to envisage doing that in wind and darkness, all the time imagining that her pursuers were hacking the line away behind her so she’d fall to her death. Irith wasn’t good with heights at the best of times. She couldn’t do it. 

‘As soon as the door blows, get out onto the roof. At most you’ll have two or three minutes, so make it snappy. What?’  

It sounded as if Bragg was saying something to Levi, but Irith couldn’t make it out. 

‘No,  that’d  only  complicate  matters.’  Levi  was  panting  now,  as  if  he  couldn’t  get enough air. His voice was faint and a trifle slurred. 

‘Levi?’ she said aloud, knowing he couldn’t hear. ‘Are you all right?’  

‘Irith,  we’ve  found  a  way  to  get  you  out,  though  it’s  a  bit  hairy.’  Again  that indecipherable  mutter  from  far  away.  ‘Bloody  hairy,  actually.  You  may  prefer  to  give yourself up rather than take such a risk.’  

Just get on with it, Levi. 

‘If you do choose to give yourself up, run to the middle of the eastern side – that’s the  side  overlooked  by  a  building  twelve  storeys  higher  than  yours  –  and  drop  the Protocol over.’ There was a long pause, and Irith could hear Levi’s every gasped breath. 

He sounded awful.  ‘ With any luck we’ll get to it before they do.’ Another pause . ‘We’ll do  everything  we  can  for  you.  We’ll  never  forget  what  you’ve  done,  Irith,  and  neither will Number One.’  

Irith  wasn’t  naïve.  If  she  was  caught,  the  President  would  certainly  deny  all knowledge of her. Levi was in charge because he had no links to the US Administration. 
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‘We hope that you won’t give up, Irith. This is the escape plan. We’ve managed to catapult a parachute across onto your roof and, in the snowstorm, we feel  fairly  confident it wasn’t seen.’  

Irith’s heart missed a beat. She’d never done a parachute jump, though she knew how much training was involved before a novice could do it safely. And that was from a plane in clear skies. This was an order of magnitude more dangerous. 

In  times  past  there  had  been  a  mad  sport  called  BASE  jumping,  parachuting  from buildings  and  other  structures.  Even  for  experienced  parachutists  it  had  been  deadly. 

Thousands had been killed before it had died out in the long-running recession earlier in the century. And surely even the most experienced BASE jumper wouldn’t risk jumping in weather like this? 

‘This is … this is what you’ve got to do, Irith.’ Levi gave a little cry, a gasp. 

‘Levi?’ she said aloud, when he didn’t go on. ‘Levi, speak to me.’  

‘Oh Jesus,’ Bragg cried. ‘Oh fuck! Jan, quick. I think Levi’s had a heart attack.’  

Irith’s eyes stung. Not dear Levi. It couldn’t be happening. 

Bragg’s voice came into her ear, breathless, the words falling over each other in his effort to get them out. 

‘Irith!  Locate  the  parachute  on  the  roof  –  it’ll  be  near  the  eastern  side  of  the  air-conditioning building. It’s in a clamshell plastic case, and in a padded bag inside that, so it should be in perfect condition. Take it out of the bag and put the harness on.’ Bragg gave detailed instructions for that. ‘Go down to the south-eastern corner. Clip the static line firmly around something solid, like a rail, then climb up and jump outwards as far as you  can.  Make  sure  the  static  line  can’t  get  fouled  or  the  parachute  will  open  before you’re clear of the building.’  

He  talked  about  checking  that  the  parachute  had  opened  properly  and  gave instructions for landing safely, but Irith had trouble taking it all in. Levi had had a heart attack. He was dying, perhaps dead. Her eyes flooded. Not Levi, she prayed. 

Bragg was still talking. She tried to concentrate. How was she supposed to check that the parachute had opened properly in the dark, and what was she to do if it hadn’t? Ditto with  the  landing  –  there  was  no  way  to  aim  for  a  safe  landing  spot  in  darkness.  The streetlights and the building lights were out so she’d just have to take her chances. Did she dare? 
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Distantly, through the fire door, Irith heard gunfire. One of the searchers must be a little trigger happy. Better a jump into the dark, even without a parachute, than fall into their hands after what she’d done to the man third in line to the presidency. She started climbing again. 

‘I hope you’ve got all that, Irith. It’s not ideal, but it’s the best we can do. We’ll blow the  roof  door  in  ten minutes,  OK?  I  don’t  dare leave  it  any  longer. I’ll  go  through  the instructions again so you’ve got them clear.’  

Bragg began to repeat the instructions. He didn’t say anything about Levi. Perhaps he hadn’t realised she’d overheard. 

Only when he’d finished did Irith think to check her watch, and discovered that she’d left  it  in  Deane’s  bedroom.  She  looked  up  into  the  darkness.  How  far  to  go?  Deane’s apartment was on the twenty-third floor and she’d gone up another nine before Bragg had called with the final instructions. The building had forty-six floors, so she had a long way to go. 

By the time she’d done another eight she was exhausted and, even if the roof door had been directly above her, Irith had to rest where she was. How long had it been since he’d  said  ten  minutes?  She  guessed  about  six,  possibly  seven.  She’d  rest  for  a  minute only,  climb  the  next  four  floors  as  fast  as  she  possibly  could,  then  slip  in  through  the forty-fourth floor fire door, close it behind her and wait for the explosion. 

Irith  laboured  up  the  next flight,  and  the  one  after,  in  pitch  darkness.  She  felt  like vomiting. She stopped with her hand on the rail, taking a few moments so her pounding heart would calm down. Dear Levi, please be all right. A door banged far below and a dim light appeared. She ducked back against the wall and continued up. 

A man shouted to another, his voice echoing hollowly in the vertical cavern, ‘This way. She must have gone up here!’ He began to run up the steps. How did they know? 

Had they found something?  The Protocol?  

The thought was petrifying. She groped for the rolled folder and it was there in her pocket, safe. She must have dropped a glove or something. She bolted up one floor, two. 

Now, get in through the fire escape and shelter behind the door,  quickly. 

Irith tried to open the fire door but it was locked. She pressed her thumb against the reader. No response. She tapped her fingernail against the lock. Nothing happened. She tried again but it didn’t respond. She couldn’t wait any longer; the ten minutes had to be 358 
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up. Irith turned to run down the turn of the stairs, trying to get to shelter underneath and praying that her pursuers weren’t close behind. 

She had only taken a few steps when there was a colossal explosion above her, and red and yellow flares lit up the stairwell. Metal screamed; a fist of air punched her in the belly, slamming her into the stair railing. She clung to it, her face and all her exposed skin stinging from the blast shockwave. She was completely winded; she couldn’t move. 

Grit peppered her; she managed to gasp a breath that was mostly concrete dust. Her feet slipped and suddenly there was nothing under her. Irith cried out in terror. She had gone through the open railing and was hanging precariously in the stairwell, above a drop that went down at least ten floors. 

A man called to another, ‘What the fuck was that?’  

A woman’s voice joined in. For the moment they didn’t seem to be moving. Perhaps they expected another explosion. 

Footsteps  thumped  up  the  stairs.  Irith  hauled  herself  back  through  the  rail  and staggered  up  the  steps,  which  were  covered  in  grit  and  fragments  of  metal.  It  was impossible to move silently, though that didn’t matter now. 

She turned the next corner, saw a dim light ahead and felt the pressure of the wind. 

The roof door gaped open – she’d miscounted earlier and gone up one flight too many. It was lucky she’d survived at all. The metal door was a twisted wreck that she had to climb over as she staggered out onto the roof. 

It  wasn’t  quite  as  black  as  pitch  outside  –  she  could  see  the  dim  shapes  of surrounding  buildings  and  occasional  lights  from  emergency  power  systems.  They revealed structures on the roof – the air-conditioning system, a thicket of antennae and satellite dishes, the helipad over the far side, and a host of surveillance equipment, though hopefully that would be looking outwards. Snow swirled and eddied in the wind. 

Irith identified the eastern side from the tall building adjacent. She circumnavigated the air-conditioning structure without finding the case the parachute was packed in. She went round again and tripped over it, on the edge of the helipad. Irith felt for the catches. 

One  came  open,  the  other  stuck.  She  brought  the  heel  of  her  shoe  down  on  it  and  it popped. She glanced back at the doorway. No lights were visible yet. 

Her  fingers  were  freezing  already.  Irith  pulled  the  parachute  out  of  its  container, trying  to  remember  the  instructions.  She  made  sure  her  coat  was  fastened  and  the 359 
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Protocol safe, then put the parachute on, fastening it by feel, which wasn’t easy, before realising that she should have identified the static line first. She groped around in the dark but  could  not  find  it  and  had  to  take  the  harness  off  again.  The  static  line  was  caught underneath the harness. She was just putting it on again when light appeared through the ruined doorway. 

Irith panicked and dropped the parachute. She expected its container to burst open, but nothing happened. Stay calm, you’ve still got a chance. She picked up the parachute by  the  harness  and  put  it  on,  checking  each  strap  and  tugging  it  to  make  sure  it  was fastened properly. Wouldn’t want to come out of the harness after I jump, she thought wryly. 

The roof was surrounded by a concrete wall about waist-high. Irith ran down to the corner  but  could  find  nothing  to  attach  the  line  to.  She  trotted  along,  feeling  with  her hand. It was just smooth concrete. 

As she came out from behind the air-conditioning building, light streaked across the roof, illuminating a path through the driving snowflakes. The first of the searchers was approaching  the  door.  She  eased  back  into  shelter.  A  man  shouted  and  a  second  beam joined the first. 

Irith  ran  head-first  into  a  taut  wire  without  seeing  it  –  a  stay  cable  for  one  of  the rooftop transmitters. It would have to do. She ran the static line around it and clipped it back on itself. And then she stopped. She’d avoided thinking about this moment. 

If she did she could well be killed, and there was nothing she could do to improve her chances apart from leaping as far out from the building as possible. Should the wind blow her back against the side, or the parachute open too soon and snag on the wall, or any one of innumerable other problems she didn’t know about occur, she would die. 

Irith stood there, afraid to go on. She might not be killed instantly. She might end up hanging on the side of a building, a bag of broken bones, until she froze to death. 

A  portable  floodlight  lit  up  a  third  of  the  roof  in  front  of  her.  Another  came  on behind. They were coming around each side of the air-conditioning building. There was no way out except over the side. 

And then what? Bragg hadn’t said what they planned to do if she jumped. Irith slid the  static  line  down  the  stay  cable  to  the  top  of the  wall  and  pulled  herself  up  onto  it, holding onto the cable with one hand as the gusts buffeted her. Her stomach liquefied at 360 
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the thought of jumping. Forty-six floors – about two hundred metres, she guessed. If the parachute  didn’t  open  she’d  travel  that  distance  in  a  few  seconds,  ploughing  into  the granite-paved  sidewalk  at  around  fifty  metres  per  second  and  making  a  splat  like  a dropped watermelon. 

Go,  now! Before they see you. They won’t be sure you’ve been here. It’ll give Bragg a better chance of getting you away,  if you survive. 

Irith just couldn’t find the courage. She crouched on the wall, her hand practically frozen  to  the  cable,  cursing  herself  for  throwing  away  the  opportunity.  The  shadows shrank away progressively from the left and the right. The brilliant edge of the floodlit areas came ever closer. 

Go, you fool. 

Irith tried to stand up but it felt so precarious that she hastily crouched down again. 

The wind shook the cable as if trying to blow her off the building. It would, at least, blow her  away  from  the  wall.  No  doubt  Levi  had  chosen  this  side  for  that  reason.  The snowflakes whirled all around. The two men shouted to each other, just audible over the wind. A woman’s voice called to both. 

Irith checked that she still had the document. Yes, it was there. Should she drop it? 

The light crept across her and she expected a shout, a shot, but it didn’t happen. The man with the floodlight hadn’t yet recognised the blob on the wall as human. 

The  woman,  coming  the  other  way,  yelled,  ‘There  she  is!’  and  pinned  Irith  in  her beam. ‘Get off the wall, lie face-down and put your hands behind your head.’  

No time to agonise, just do it! Glad she couldn’t see the fall below her, Irith stood upright and threw herself out into space. 

The  woman  fired  and  Irith  flinched  instinctively,  then  she  was  flying  into  the darkness. She didn’t even feel the little tug as the static line did its work. 

The canopy came open with a jerk that snapped her teeth together. Irith reached up and took hold of the lines, not that she could do anything to direct her descent. Below the roof it was completely dark. She had no idea how fast she was falling or which way she was heading. 

Floodlights illuminated the canopy from above and there came a fusillade of shots. 

She  heard  one  go  past,  or  through  the  canopy.  Would  that  make  it  tear  apart?  The floodlights faded and receded, telling Irith that she was being blown down the street in a 361 
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southerly direction. She was almost clear of the building already, falling swiftly. As she passed  over  the  cross-street  the  parachute  was  jerked  about  by  eddies  and  crosswinds. 

What if the canopy collapsed? 

The  floodlights  were  no  more  than  points  through  the  snow.  Irith  judged  she  had thirty  or  forty  metres  left  to  fall.  It  grew  dark  again.  She  drifted  past  an  office  tower, dimly visible only metres away, and hoped that it had no balconies or signs that might snag the canopy. 

Irith was just congratulating herself on missing it when there was a tremendous jerk on the harness and she was swung around in a circle and slammed into something rigid. 

She felt the ribs on her left side crack and pain flowered all the way down her leg. She shrieked. Her ankle felt as if it had been smashed to fragments. She kept swinging and her head also smacked into the obstacle, though not as hard. 

She began to swing back and forth in the wind, suspended three or four metres above the sidewalk. The canopy must have tangled in a streetlight. 

Irith was trying to pluck up the courage to release the harness and fall onto an ankle that was, clearly, broken, when a van came screaming up the street with its lights out. A spotlight flashed on and off, rotating across the street and back. She tried to pull herself up by the shrouds but it hurt too much. She fumbled for the automatic but it wasn’t in her pocket. There was nothing she could do. 

The van skidded across the street and came to rest right beneath her. A man leapt out, scrambled onto the bonnet and up onto the roof. 

‘Irith?’ he cried in an anguished voice. 

‘Bragg.’ The relief made her feel dizzy. ‘My ankle’s broken; maybe my leg too.’  

He reached up and his strong hands went around her waist. ‘Release the harness.’  

She did so. He took her weight and passed her down to a big man who’d climbed out of the driver’s seat. Bragg sprang down, took her from the man’s arms and lifted her in through the sliding side door. 

‘Get going, Jan,’ he snapped, slamming the door. 

He eased Irith into the seat and clipped a seat belt around her. The van took off into the darkness, still with its lights off, snow spraying up from its studded tyres. The driver was wearing a thick set of goggles over his eyes – infra-red, she assumed. 
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Lights came on behind them. Irith didn’t hear the gun firing, over the roaring of the engine, but she did hear the bullets hitting the rear of the van. It must have been made of bullet-proof material, though, for none passed through. 

Bragg pulled himself into the seat beside her and took her hand. ‘That’s one hell of a thing you’ve just done, Irith. I couldn’t have.’  

That was true enough. He wasn’t Deane’s type. She gave him a weak smile, though he wouldn’t see it in the darkness. ‘You’ll take care of this, won’t you?’  

She unfastened her coat, drew out the document folder and gave it to him. ‘Is Levi 

…? Is Levi …?’ she couldn’t get the words out. Irith lost consciousness. 
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Chapter 41 



Irith had vague memories of Bragg sitting by her bed, holding her hand and talking to her.  He  talked  for  hours,  telling  her  things  she’d  never  heard  before  about  his  life,  the traumas he’d suffered that had only previously been hinted at, and why he’d always held himself back. 

He  went  over  her  operation  in  agonising  detail,  and  his  reaction  to  her transformation. It hadn’t been disgust at the way she’d looked, but rather horror at what had been done to her, and terror for what she was being asked to do. Bragg had been so desperately afraid for Irith, and so sure that she wasn’t going to come back, that he’d had to  withdraw.  Being  the  kind  of  man  he  was  he  couldn’t  do  anything  else.  He  simply couldn’t take it any more. 

And  in  the  end  Irith  came  to  understand.  She  knew  all  about  being  driven  beyond one’s strength. Though she lacked the energy to open her eyes she was glad he was there. 

It was going to be all right after all. 

 

She  was  rudely  woken  by  the  covers  being  stripped  off  her  bed,  and  then  the  hospital gown  whipped  up  to  her  throat.  Cold  air  rushed  in.  She  opened  her  eyes  to  see  her mother’s furious face staring at her. 

Jemma’s mouth opened and closed, but for once she was speechless. She looked her daughter up and down. Her face seemed to age ten years, then she pulled the gown down and  the  covers  up  again.  Sitting  down  on  the  plastic  chair  beside  the  bed  Jemma  took Irith’s hand in her identical hand and wept. 

Irith  did  too  –  for  the  long,  bitter  and  ultimately  pointless  estrangement,  for  the terrors of the past days and, most of all, for what she had done to Jemma and to herself. It didn’t seem like her mother there at all, but another version of herself. Irith looked like Jemma, walked and talked like Jemma, had done her best to think herself into Jemma’s shoes, and had even slept with her former lover. That thought made her ill. 
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‘It wasn’t my idea,’ said Irith when the silence had begun to seem eternal. 

‘I’m sure it wasn’t! What woman would ever want to look like her  mother?’  

‘I did it because it was the only way to save Malati,’ said Irith, feeling a mixture of emotions, mainly shame and anger. ‘And because I owed Levi, after all he’d done for me. 

Do you think I wanted to go through all that,  twice?’  

‘It doesn’t seem to have done you any harm,’ said Jemma with a piercing glance. 

‘It  hurts  when  I  move.  And  I  feel  twice  my  age  inside.’  That  was  a  problem  she hadn’t anticipated. Irith felt age-old, weary, and so very confused. 

After a long pause Jemma said, more gently, ‘Then why did you agree?’  

‘I just told you. It had to be done, to save Malati, and no one else could do it.’  

Another hefty pause. ‘Why didn’t you come to me?’  

Irith didn’t answer. 

‘You didn’t trust me, did you? You thought I’d betrayed you in England.’  

Irith grunted. 

‘How could you think that?’ said Jemma. ‘You’re all I have.’  

‘I imagined that they threatened you,’ Irith lied, unconvincingly. 

‘No, you didn’t. You thought I’d gone over to the other side, and that I’d even betray my own daughter to claw my way to the top.’  

Irith couldn’t find an answer. 

‘And now you expect me to pick up where we left off?’ Jemma went on. 

‘You  are  my mother.’ It was the only thing Irith could think of to say. 

‘I thought you were playing that role all by yourself.’  

Irith  ground  her  face  into  her  cupped  hands  and suddenly  it  all  became  too  much. 

‘I’m  sorry,’  she  wept.  ‘I’m  sorry  for  everything.  They  drugged  me  with  some hallucinogenic drug. I thought I was going mad. I had the most terrible dreams. And then they played that tape of you talking to Dan Summerfeld, and I was in such a state that what you said burned right into me. I was off my head, Mum. I’m sorry I trashed your office. I’m sorry I stole the code box, but they said you were being set up and I believed them. I thought, if I could just get rid of it … as soon as I came down from the drug I realised how stupid my fears had been, but by then it was too late. I must have caused you no end of trouble.’  
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‘Oh, you did,’ said Jemma. ‘No end of it. I was lucky not to end up in a cell. You blew my credibility completely, until I showed them the video of your interrogation and they  realised  that  they  had  the  wrong  person,  and  that  you’d  been  in  a  drug-induced psychosis anyway. But what you’ve just done pays for everything.’  

‘Why did you say it, Mum?’  

‘Say what?’  

‘Why did you agree with Dan Summerfeld, that I had intercepted that message?’  

‘I didn’t.’  

‘But I heard it clearly.’  

‘I know – it was on the interrogation video. But it wasn’t me, Irith. They changed one  vital  sentence.  An  expert  can  make  anyone  say   anything,  with  digital  speech processing. It takes another expert to prove that it’s a fake. Without authentication, video and audio mean nothing.’  

‘I realised that, once the psychosis was gone,’ Irith said after a pause. ‘And that –that  was  why  we  had  to  recover  the  Life  Lottery  Protocol.  Its  authenticity  had  been forged on the President’s official authenticator and so could never be proved otherwise. 

And its release would have destroyed him.’  

‘Who told you that?’ Jemma said quietly. 

‘Levi did.’  

Jemma looked over her shoulder. There was no one in sight. ‘I can’t lie to you, Irith. 

Not  after  all  you’ve  been  through.  The  document  wasn’t  forged.  It   did   come  from  the President’s office.’  

‘But … are you saying the President  is  the monster his enemies make him out to be?’ 

Irith’s voice became shrill. ‘And I’ve just saved the bastard!’ Every time Irith thought she knew what was going on the world turned upside down again. 

‘Calm down,’ said Jemma. ‘He’s not a monster.’  

‘I won’t calm down,’ Irith shouted. ‘I’ve been used. I –’  

‘If you’ll be quiet for a moment, I’ll tell you … something.’  

Irith restrained herself with an effort. ‘If Woolley’s not a monster, what is he?’  

‘He’s infuriating, mostly, but there  is  something about him.’  

‘Like what?’  
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‘Well,’  said  Jemma,  considering.  ‘He’s  a  vain  man  with  precious  little  to  be  vain about. He wears a corset to hold his stomach in, for God’s sake. He’s extremely private but pries into the tiniest details of the lives of those around him. He’s sexually … well, I don’t know if he’s impotent or just completely lacking in desire, but once or twice, when his wife has had more than is good for her, she’s remarked bitterly on the matter. And yet he’s  got  the  filthiest  mind,  and  a  fascination  with  the  sexual  proclivities  of  all  his colleagues and subordinates. I’m sure he had the FBI bug my apartment a few years back, to find out who I was sleeping with.’  

‘And you work with him. You  admire  him?’ cried Irith. 

‘He’s irascible and prone to fly off the handle without warning,’ Jemma went on, ‘yet he demands a saintly calm from everyone around him. He’s conniving, secretive –’  

‘I’ve got the picture, Mum.’ Irith couldn’t help wondering why she was presenting the President this way. 

‘I could go on,’ said Jemma. ‘His failures are legion, and yet, he compels loyalty. My loyalty, at any rate. I’m not sure why. He just does because, deep down, I know that he’s a decent man whose heart is in the right place. And he does suffer. He’s in constant pain from the assassin’s bullet. I don’t know how he goes on.’  

‘Can’t they take it out?’  

‘The operation would put him in a wheelchair for good. At least the way he is, he can get out of it if he has to. But you can see why he’s no friend of the gun-toting right.’  

‘That’s all very interesting, Mum, but it doesn’t tell me what’s going on.’  

‘I – I can’t tell you any more. It’s top secret. You’ll have to trust me.’  

‘How can I,’ Irith said furiously, ‘when Levi was tricked, and we were used, and I went through all that and had all this done to me,  for nothing! ’Irith wanted to slap the small figure in the chair beside her. 

‘Everything else was true,’ Jemma  said quietly. ‘The President’s enemies did steal the document, and they were preparing to use it to destroy him. And they could well have destroyed democracy in America, as the BFB has done in Britain.’  

‘By  revealing  the  truth  about  a  monstrous  policy  the  President  has  authorised  and endorsed. He’s no better than they are.’  

‘You  don’t  know  the  full  story,  Irith.  Look,  we  always  thought  democracy  was  a robust  institution,  but  in  the  end  it  proved  as  fragile  as  communism  was  before  it 367 
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collapsed. Please don’t judge until you’re fully informed. And don’t say a word to anyone until after the announcement is made.’  

‘What announcement?’  

‘I can’t say any more, but I want you to know that you did the right thing.’  

They sat in silence for some minutes, Irith glowering, Jemma looking strained. 

All  of  a  sudden  the  anger  drained  away,  Irith  didn’t  have  the  energy  to  sustain  it. 

‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ she said. ‘About impersonating you. You must be furious.’  

‘I’m furious with Levi for putting you up to it.’  

‘Levi –’ How could she have forgotten his heart attack? ‘Is he all right?’ Irith tried to sit up but her ankle hurt too much. 

‘Well …’  

‘Mum?’ Irith cried. 

‘It could have been worse. It was a  serious heart attack but Levi  survived it. If he hadn’t been in intensive care, I swear I would have killed him. I don’t think I can ever forgive him.’  

‘I agreed, Mum,’ Irith said weakly. 

‘And Levi pushed you all the way. He overstepped the mark. He admits it.’  

‘But you’re not angry with me?’  

‘Of course I’m angry, because you didn’t talk to me first. We used to be able to talk about everything, once.’ Jemma put a gloved hand on Irith’s shoulder. ‘I’m sorry too,’ 

she said quietly. ‘But I appreciate that you did it with the best of motives and, in a strange kind  of  way,  it  is  a  compliment.  My  daughter  becomes  me.  That’s  not  something  that happens often.’  

‘What about … the other thing?’  

‘What other thing?’  

‘I had sex with Senator Deane, just so I’d have a chance to get the Protocol. I feel no better  than  a  prostitute.’  Despite  her  rationalisation  at  the  time,  Irith  felt  completely sluttish. She’d always been reserved about matters sexual. 

Jemma burst out laughing. ‘You really are one of a kind.’  

Irith flushed to the tips of her ears. ‘That isn’t helping, Mum.’  

‘Oh, come off it, Irith. You’re investing the sex act with far more importance than it deserves. You just did what you had to do and there’s an end to it.’  
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‘Yes but …’  

‘Don’t “yes but” yourself. You chose to do it, and you did it. That’s all.’  

‘All  right,’  Irith  said  slowly.  ‘But  what  about  Deane?  Gouging  his  eyeball  out,  I mean?’  

‘A novel method of self-defence, but certainly effective.’  

‘I didn’t mean to do it. I was just trying to stop him. He was trying to kill me. He’s a vicious –’  

‘Irith, he thought you were trying to rob him of the most valuable thing he’d gained in his entire political career. And he was right. He expected you to attack him as soon as he turned his back. After all the unscrupulous things you’d done to get there, that was a reasonable assumption.’  

‘Have you been talking to him?’  

‘At length. Wal planned to have you arrested as a terrorist, and thrown into the most festering women’s prison in the States, to rot for a couple of decades without trial. I had to talk him out of it.’  

Irith went white. ‘I didn’t think … Did you succeed?’  

‘I argued that, if he did, certain factors might come to light that wouldn’t necessarily advance his political career.’  

‘You blackmailed the President of the Senate?  Mum!’ Irith stared at her in horrified admiration. 

‘Blackmail is such an unpleasant word. We go way back, Wal and I. I simply put the argument to him that his interests might be better served by adopting a different posture on the matter and, after … er, vigorous debate, he came to see my point of view. I think you’ll get away with it.’  

‘Thank you,’ said Irith. ‘How is he? Will he lose his sight?’  

‘In that eye? Very probably, though if there’s a treatment in the world that can save it, he can afford it.’  

‘I suppose he’ll try to have me bumped off in revenge.’  

This time Jemma did not smile. ‘Wal’s got a nasty temper, but once it’s passed he doesn’t nurture grudges. Well, not against little people like you.’ She got up, walked to the window and came back. ‘So, when do they make you back into yourself?’  

‘Soon, I hope.’  
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Irith closed her eyes, her fists clenched on the covers. She went back over the stages of the operation, mentally undoing them but, when she had finished, she saw not her own face but her mother’s. To Irith’s horror she could no longer conjure up her own image. 

She let out a muffled gasp. 

‘What is it, Irith?’  

‘I feel as though I’m more you than I am myself, Mum. I hate this body, this face.’ 

She opened her eyes wide. ‘I hate it!’  

Jemma caught her hand but Irith wrenched it away. 

‘Please go away. You remind me too much of myself.’  

The pain exploded and she began to wail like a beast in a trap, and kept it up until a nurse came and slid a needle into her arm. 

 

When Irith came round, Jemma was still there. ‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ she said, thoroughly ashamed. ‘I don’t know what happened.’  

‘An entirely natural identity crisis after all you’ve been through. Don’t worry, it’ll sort itself out. I’ve spoken to Levi and,’ she wrinkled her nose, ‘Dr Giglio. He’s going to reverse the procedure as soon as you feel up to it.’  

‘He can start right away,’ said Irith. ‘And I want to be exactly the way I was before. 

Even the blemishes.’  

‘Everything?’  

‘Yes, even my big bottom. I’ve grown to appreciate it since it was vacuumed out of me.’  
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Chapter 42 



The following morning Irith prevailed upon a nurse to wheel her down to Levi’s room where he was recovering from a triple bypass. He looked small, frail and much older, like an old man now. 

Levi looked up as she entered, and smiled. ‘Dear Irith. You gave me such a scare. 

You should never have gone near Deane … though I’m glad you did.’  

‘You scared me too,’ she said, taking his dry hand. ‘How are you?’  

‘Better than I’ve been for years.’  

‘Did we do the right thing, Levi? I’ve been talking to Jemma. About the Protocol, if you take my meaning.’  

‘I don’t know. It seems we were all taken for a ride. And yet … We’ll just have to wait and see what happens.’  

‘What do you think is going to happen?’  

‘I haven’t got a clue,’ he said cheerfully. ‘And do you know what? For the first time in my life I don’t care.’  

‘So when’s Malati getting out?’  

‘I haven’t heard anything yet, but I don’t suppose it’ll be long.’  

‘And how are you getting on with Mum?’  

‘She  skinned  me  alive,  Irith.  It  was  terrible.  I  don’t  think  I’ve  ever  had  such  a roasting.’ He was still smiling. 

‘What, just after your operation?’  

‘I deserved it. I’m glad she tore strips off my hide. I feel much better for it.’  

‘You’re a very strange man, Levi Seth. Very dear, but very strange.’  

Bragg  came  to  see  Irith  every  day  for  the  next  week.  He  didn’t  say  much,  but  he didn’t need to. He’d said all that needed to be said via the implant and in her first day in hospital. 
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President  Woolley’s  impeachment  trial  collapsed  for  lack  of  the  evidence  that  had been  cited  to  justify  it  in  the  first  place,  though  his  political  survival  had  not  been accompanied by any measurable increase in his InstaPoll ratings, which were still in the mid-teens.  Neither  was  the  fury  of  his  opponents  abated  in  any  way.  Nonetheless,  the crisis had been averted, for the moment at least. 

Irith spent her days on the operating table, painstakingly having the ageing process reversed,  and  her  nights  in  the  ward,  watching  the  world  slide  towards  catastrophe.  Or listening to it, after her eyes were done and bandaged. Armies of three million men again faced each other along the border between Germany and France, and neither looked like backing  down  this  time.  President  Candide  was  threatening  a  nuclear  first  strike,  and Germany promised to retaliate with VX nerve gas, anthrax and a genetically engineered version of smallpox for which only they had the vaccine. 

And the weather was getting worse. Northern Canada was being evacuated as well as a good half of Scandinavia and parts of Eastern Europe, releasing new floods of refugees into  the  West  and  making  the  European  crisis  worse.  The  Scottish  Highlands  were evacuated  on  account  of  freakish,  unclearable  snowfalls.  Grim  long-range  forecasts suggested  that  the  whole  of  Scotland  might  become  uninhabitable  before  the  end  of winter. 

Prime  Minister  Holbrook  continued  his  anti-American  rhetoric,  more  rabidly  than ever. Britain’s shipyards were churning out troopships and converting merchant ships to troop  carriers  at  a  phenomenal  rate.  Though  few  military  experts  could  imagine  that Britain  seriously  intended  to  invade  Europe,  no  one  had  any  idea  what  Holbrook  was really up to. 

At the same time, a dozen conflicts between smaller nations elsewhere in Europe, the Middle  East  and  Asia  threatened  to  explode  into  war  before  Christmas.  Irith  wondered why she was going to all the trouble to restore her younger self when the world seemed doomed to an imminent, fiery end. Or a frozen one. 

For reasons unclear to her, it was taking longer to undo the changes that had made her into her mother than it had to create them in the first place. Perhaps the urgency was no longer there; not even Dr Giglio seemed able to summon much interest in the future. It was looking increasingly as though there wasn’t going to be one. 
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Most  nights,  in  the  pleasant  glow  of  the  painkillers,  Irith  didn’t  care.  The  original operations  hadn’t  been   that   painful,  but  this  time  everything  hurt.  And  as  soon  as  the bandages came off her eyes the hallucinogenic dreams started to recur. Last night they’d been  particularly  vivid  –  she’d  relived  her  torment  and  escape  from  the  Yellow Armbands’ retraining centre, up to the point where the petrol had exploded in the garden shed. Her head was still ringing when she woke, but this time she hadn’t woken in horror. 

Rather, she wanted the dream to go on, to find out what happened next. She felt frustrated that it hadn’t, and that was a change for the better. 

Later  that  morning  she  had  lipo-injection  under  a  local,  Dr  Giglio  carefully  re-injecting  the  fat  cells  he’d  previously  sucked  out  of  her  buttocks  and  thighs.  It  wasn’t easy to recreate the fat structure she’d had previously, but he’d developed a method for that. 

Her buttocks now felt like two bloated, stinging balloons, and her thighs throbbed all the way around. The only way she could get comfortable was to lie with a pillow under her  back  and  another  behind  her  knees,  so  she  had  as  little  contact  with  the  bed  as possible. Unfortunately the airbed was occupied by a more important patient, but at least there wasn’t long to go now – just laser etching of her chemically aged skin, which had already begun to flake off. 

A plump little nurse burst in. ‘Aren’t you watching the announcement?’  

‘What announcement?’ said Irith. 

‘From the President.’  

A  cold  shiver  spread  across  Irith’s  shoulders  and  up  her  neck.  Jemma  had  hinted about it the other day. ‘He’s not resigning, is he?’  

The nurse turned the screen on and dashed out without answering. 

The  newsreader  wasn’t  even  looking  at  the  camera,  which  was  unprecedented.  He was staring off to his right, as if listening to instructions. A ribbon ran across the bottom of the screen:  Face-off continues in Central Europe. US activates anti-missile shield. The world hangs in the balance.  

Despite  all  her  sneering  about  politicians,  Irith  knew  that  it  would  be  a  disaster  if Woolley fell. 

The newsreader looked into the camera. 
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 We’re standing by to cross live to the White House, where President Woolley is due to deliver his State of the World address. 

 

It can only be a dismal story, Irith thought. 

The screen flicked to a small and rather plain room – not the Oval Office. That might have been seen as provocative, given the xenophobia sweeping the world. There was no fire, no rows of law books, just a large, simple desk, behind which hung – not just the usual American flags – but all the flags of the world. 

The President was not in his wheelchair behind the desk, as he normally was when addressing the nation. He was standing beside it, unsupported, as if he did so every day of his  life.  It  must  have  cost  him,  for  his  face  was  etched  with  pain  lines.  Today  the President had no props, no gimmicks, no screens – he was just a slight, frail, elderly man, and all alone. 

He looked up. 

 

 People of the world, these are the gravest of times. Never in the history of the human race have we faced such a challenge as we face today. We stand on the very brink of the abyss.  

 One person out of every eight in the world is homeless, and most of those are displaced.  The  refugee  crisis  is  the  worst  the  world  has  ever  seen  and  we  can  do nothing about it.  

 Now even the weather has turned on us. This year the wealthiest nations will be hard  put  to  feed  themselves,  while  the  surplus  with  which  we  once  fed  the  less-fortunate  is  gone.  Our  factories  lie  idle,  our  workers  have  no  jobs,  our  stores  are empty, and war threatens to destroy what little we have left. But that is not the worst that could happen.  

 

He paused, staring from the screen as if he looked into the eyes of every man, every woman and every child on the planet, and repeated:  

 

 That is not the worst.  
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Another pause. 

  

 Just today, the world’s top scientists, working together, have confirmed what has long been expected. These bitterly cold years are not an aberration in the middle of a long period of global warming. The world’s climate has turned and the coming years will be much colder. A new ice age is fast approaching and, unless we can find a way to stop it, our homes, farms, factories and offices will disappear under the ice.  

 Alaska  and  Canada  will  vanish,  as  will  the  northern  parts  of  the  continental United States. The remainder will be as cold as Siberia.  

 There will be no Britain, no Scandinavia, no Germany, Poland or Switzerland. 

 Finland  will  be  crushed  under  mile-thick  ice,  and  so  will  Russia,  Korea,  half  of China and most of Japan.  

 No country will be unaffected. Most of Africa, South America and Australia will become desert. Even the tropical rainforests will shrink to isolated remnants of their present glory.  

 What does this mean for us?  

 

Again the pause. His eyes seemed to be meeting the eyes of the world, challenging every single person. 

  

 In such an ice age, Earth can support only one out of every twenty people alive today, and the scientists tell us it’s unstoppable. That means,  he choked , nineteen out of every twenty people will starve to death.  

 

A very long, troubled pause this time. 

  

 What can we do about it? Or, should I ask, what  will  we do? Today, in Europe, the Middle East, India and Pakistan, ordinary people starve while vast armies driven by hate  prepare  to  destroy  what  little  is  left.  The  coming  global  war  will  destroy  our cities, our industry, our land and water and air. The survivors will have nothing left, and then the ice will consume us all.  
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He hesitated for a moment, swayed ever so slightly, but continued, looking directly into the camera as if reaching out to every single person in the world. Appealing to them 

– to her, Irith. 

 

 But  there  is  another  alternative,  and  I  will  tell  you  what  it  is. I  have  the  proposal here.  

 

Woolley took up a familiar slender report, written on shimmery, silky plastic. 

  

 It’s not pleasant, but it is the only fair and humane way to choose the one out of twenty who is to survive. It’s called the Life Lottery.  

 The name of every person – every man, woman and child on the planet, without favour to nationality, race, religion, sex, or occupation – will go into a barrel. For every  twenty  names  inside,  one  will  be  drawn  out.  That  person  will  be  given  the vaccine to a genetically engineered bacterium which is swift, painless and deadly. It is the kindest way to end lives that has ever been discovered. Everyone else will die.  

 My  name  would  go  into  the  barrel,  just  like  yours,  but  with  one  difference. 

 Should  my  name  be  drawn  out,  I  will  put  it  back  in.  Let  it  not  be  said  that  I,  or anyone else in my Administration, has a chance for life that ordinary people do not have.  

 

He gave the world a minute to think about that. 

  

 What do you choose, people of the world?  

 

Woolley put out his right hand. 

  

 Will it be war?  

 

And then his left. 

  

 Or the Life Lottery?  
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Pain  shivered  across  his  face.  He  dropped  his  left  hand  to  the  edge  of  the  desk, supporting himself for a fleeting instant, then let it fall to his side. 

He looked up again. 

  

 The  bang,  or  the  whimper?  I  say,  neither !  I  would  not  sacrifice  one  human  life  in war, nor in the Life Lottery, if there was any other way. And I believe there is.  

 

The President’s voice strengthened. 

  

 Let us put both behind us. Rather, let us make war on climate itself, and defeat it. 

 People of the world, I urge you to rise with me to the greatest challenge Earth has ever faced. I call upon every man, every woman  and every  child to put aside your grievances for  one hundred days . Let us all work together for that brief time. Surely we can do that much for our children, our future and our world?  

 

The  pain  lines  seemed  to  dissolve  from  President  Woolley’s  face.  He  stood  up straight and tall and his voice rang out. 

  

 The scientists have told me that an ice age can’t be stopped, but  I  say, we can do anything if we just put our collective will to it.  

 In one hundred days, we must find a way to save our world from the ice. In one hundred days we must save ourselves from ourselves.  

 

He threw out his arms in entreaty. 

  

 Will you give me those one hundred days?  

 

A great cheer rang out. At first Irith thought it was coming from the screen, but the uproar  was  coming  down  the  corridor  as  the  doctors,  nurses,  orderlies  and  patients spontaneously applauded. 
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President Woolley bowed his head for a moment, as if acknowledging the world’s faith in him. Then he said, simply:  

  

 Here is my promise. In return for your faith, in one hundred days I will stand here and announce a plan to save the world. I call on all the countries of the world, and all the people, to work together to find a way. We must, and we can, for we have no other choice. It is not to be my plan, but  our  plan – Project Human Lifeline –  One Hundred Days to Save the World !  

 

Later that evening Irith saw the President in a brief interview. 

  

 My opponents’ plan was to save the rich, the clever and the well-connected, and send everyone else to the Life Lottery. I’ve fought them all the way, and I’ll continue to fight them …  

 

Woolley made a calculated pause. 

  

 But if they vote down my plan – One Hundred Days to Save the World – if they get rid of me, they’ll sign the Life Lottery into law the following day.  

 Words  are  all  very  well,  Mr  President,  said  the  silver-haired,  grandfatherly interviewer , but your public demand more. What is your plan?  

 The  United  States  has  thousands  of  scientists  and  engineers  working  on  the problem,  said the President . Other nations are doing the same and for once we are all working together. Experts from the National Academy of Sciences are evaluating all proposals as they come in, and will make a recommendation to me when that is done.  I  won’t  be  pushed  into  pre-empting  their  decision.  March  18  is  the announcement date.  

 What  if  the  best  scientists  and  engineers  in  the  world  can’t  come  up  with  a feasible plan by then?  the interviewer asked .  

 They will, because they must.  
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 But if they can’t,  the interviewer persisted , will you implement the Life Lottery, as  Germany  and  Poland  are  planning  at  this  moment,  and  the  rest  of  Europe threatens to do?  

 We  will  come up with a plan.  

 

Irith eventually dozed, dreamed and woke abruptly. She pulled herself up in bed, ignoring the  tingling  in  her  buttocks  and  the  throb  of  her  ankle  in  its  cast.  Reaching  for  her communicator, she punched in Levi’s number. 

He took a long while to answer. ‘Hello? Irith! Is something the matter?’  

‘How are you feeling tonight?’  

‘Much better. Since the triple bypass I feel years younger.’  

‘I’m pleased to hear it. Do you think you could come over in the morning? I’ve just remembered something important.’  

‘I’ll come over right away – I couldn’t sleep for thinking. Bragg and I were playing chess.’  

They arrived half an hour later. Levi was walking unaided, though very slowly. He checked the room, out of habit, and closed the door before sitting down. ‘You’re looking well, Irith.’  

‘We’re getting there. Is there any news about Malati’s visa?’  

‘Unfortunately  not.  I’ve  done  everything  I  can  think  of,  and  spoken  to  everyone  I know, but it hasn’t done any good so far. Saving the President’s bacon hasn’t translated into an increase in my power and influence.’ He chuckled at that thought. ‘But I’m still hopeful.’  

‘What about Mum?’ Irith hadn’t seen her for a few days. 

‘She doesn’t have a lot of influence these days.’  

‘Why not?’  

‘President Woolley didn’t like the way the Protocol was recovered.’  

‘But Mum didn’t have anything to do with it,’ Irith cried, outraged. 

‘If  we’d  body-sculpted  a  complete  stranger  to  impersonate  someone  else  in  the building, Woolley would have been delighted at the result. But we did it to you, Jemma’s daughter, and Jemma is well known as a loyal supporter of the President. Had you been 379 
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caught,  the  media  would  have  crucified  him.  No  one  would  have  believed  that  Jemma hadn’t been involved, and that it hadn’t been done under his instructions.’  

‘Well, I think he’s an utter bastard, despite his pious speech last night.’  

‘You could look at it another way,’ said Bragg. ‘The whole world is at stake – why risk it for one or two people of no particular importance?’  

‘What did you want to tell me anyway?’ said Levi. 

‘Oh,  yes.  I’ve  just  remembered  something  about  my  escape  from  the  retraining centre. I didn’t want to talk about it over the phone.’  

‘Quite rightly. What is it?’ Levi said. 

‘Did I tell you about hiding in a garden shed?’  

‘I don’t believe so.’  

‘I sheltered there for a while after I got out. I was freezing and I couldn’t warm up. I had to have a fire.’ She paused, reliving that paranoid, psychotic time. ‘I found a metal bucket, filled it up with woodchips and tipped in a bit of metho I’d found in a bottle. I didn’t have any matches so I put the muzzle of the automatic into the bucket and fired it.’  

‘It’s a wonder it wasn’t heard,’ said Bragg. 

‘The wind was really howling,’ said Irith. ‘The problem was, it wasn’t metho at all. It was  petrol,  and  it  exploded.  Luckily  it  was  only  a  few  teaspoons  or  I’d  be  dead.’  She looked up at Levi, who was smiling. ‘What is it?’  

‘And that’s where you lost the surveillance tape.’  

‘Yes. It came back to me when I woke up earlier. I’d taken it out of my pocket and put  it  on  the  floor  out  of  the  way.  Then,  after  I was  knocked  out  in  the  explosion,  I’d forgotten that I had.’  

‘The chances of it still being there are pretty remote,’ said Bragg. 

‘I don’t think so,’ said Irith. ‘Everything in the shed was dusty and festooned with cobwebs, as if it hadn’t been used for years. The house must belong to someone who’s grown too old to garden. The tape could still be lying on the floor behind the door, just where I left it.’  

Levi reached over and kissed her hand. 

Bragg gave her a careful hug. ‘That’s wonderful, Irith. You really are a marvel.’ He withdrew, his eyes on her face, looking forlorn. 

‘What’s the matter?’ she said. 
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‘I was just fixing you in my mind’s eye. I won’t be seeing you for a while.’  

‘Why not?’ she cried. Just when things had begun to go well between them! She’d been  looking  forward  to  their  reunion,  once  she  got  out  of  hospital  in  a  few  days.  ‘I thought we might go away somewhere for Christmas.’  

‘I’m sorry. I’ve got a job and I’ve got to start right away.’  

‘Oh. Well, that’s wonderful, Bragg.’  

‘It is. Unfortunately it’s on the other side of the country.’  
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Chapter 43 



Irith didn’t see Bragg for weeks after that, for he’d had to leave immediately. Neither did she hear any more about the tape, though she knew Levi had spoken to Jemma about it. 

The  One  Hundred  Days  announcement  aroused  deep  suspicion  among  the President’s enemies. However, it was so popular with the voters – his InstaPoll popularity briefly hit seventy-seven percent – and he was seen as so visionary and statesmanlike by the commentators that, for a few brief weeks, his position was unassailable. 

A  month  after  the  announcement,  Irith  was  walking  without  crutches,  though  she wasn’t quite restored to her former self. Her ankle ached, as did her ribs, and she felt odd tingles in her right cheek from time to time, where the implant had been. The outside of her  thighs  had  the  horrible  orange-peel  appearance  of  cellulite,  though  Dr  Giglio  had promised  to  reduce  it  with  ultrasonic  therapy.  She  felt  a  trifle  saggy  in  the  breasts  and buttocks  though  that,  apparently,  would  reduce  over  time,  as  her  skin  went  back  to  its original shape and she recovered lost muscle tone. 

Her  skin  proved  to  be  the  biggest  problem.  Dr  Giglio  had  refused  to  remove  the chemically  aged  skin  with  acid  peels  in  case  he  did  permanent  damage,  for  in  some places the ageing effect had gone deeper than envisaged. For the same reason he’d been reluctant  to  laser  etch  it,  as  he’d  originally  planned,  so  Irith  just  had  to  wait  until  it sloughed naturally. This had begun to occur, but patchily – she felt like an old, weathered reptile shedding its skin. 

Irith  was  desperate  to  go  home  now  and  escape  this  freezing,  endless  winter  for Sydney’s sweltering heatwave, but she couldn’t. Officially, according to Jemma, Irith was still  on  secondment  to  the  Bureau  of  Oceans  and  International  Environmental  and Scientific Affairs of the US State Department. And Malati was still held in Immigration prison in Boston, though she now had a portable computer and access to the net to study for her university entrance exams. She was remarkably cheerful about her incarceration. 
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Irith wasn’t. The longer it went on, the less hopeful she felt that Malati was going to get out. It seemed that Levi had been blackmailed, used, then betrayed. 

A few days after Irith handed back her crutches Jemma asked her to go to a meeting of scientists and engineers working on the Ice-Age Prevention Program. 

‘It’s  just  one  of  dozens  of  meetings  we’re  sponsoring,  all  over  the  country,’  said Jemma. ‘In fact, all over the world. I find that many small working groups can be more valuable than a few large ones. Good ideas can come out of them, and not always from the people you’d expect.’  

‘All right,’ Irith said dubiously. She hadn’t used her professional skills in months and any opportunity to polish them was welcome. ‘Is this what you brought me to London for in the first place?’  

‘In a way,’ Jemma said, ‘though it wasn’t an official program then.’  

‘So this work on the ice age has been going on for months?’  

‘It’s been a concern for years.’  

Irith felt a bit used. ‘Is it  really  as desperate as the President said?’  

‘The  National  Academy  of  Sciences  has  sponsored  the  most  sophisticated  global climate modelling ever done, and it’s not pretty,’ said Jemma. ‘This winter could kill fifty million people, and that will just be the beginning. Northern hemisphere grain crops are predicted  to  fail  again  next  summer,  because  it  will  be  too  cold  and  wet. If  they  do,  a billion people are going to starve to death. By the end of the decade, human civilisation could well be wiped out, if war doesn’t do it first. That’s why we’ve got to act now. In ten years’ time the world won’t have the productive capacity to make any difference.’  

Irith wrapped her fingers around her teacup. ‘What’s this workshop really supposed to do?’  

‘Exactly what the President said – find a way to stave off an ice age.’  

‘Is that all?’ Irith said sarcastically. 

‘It’s deadly serious, Irith.’  

‘Then why do you want  me?’  

‘You are an expert on past climate changes.’  

‘I  could  name  dozens  of  scientists  with  more  experience.  People  who’ve  devoted their lives to the science. I’m only thirty-one, for God’s sake.’  

‘They’re all working on the problem already, Irith, and so should you be.’  
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‘I’d feel like a fraud.’  

‘Just be yourself. And be forthright. The aim is to come up with a solution we can implement,  not  to  go  round  in  circles  or  hive  ideas  off  to  committees  who’ll  call  for feasibility studies or more data.’  

‘Have you got any idea what it would cost to prevent an ice age?’  

‘Our working assumption is the GDP of the United States for a year.’  

‘And, therefore, it’s impossible.’  

‘Just come up with the ideas. If they’re good enough, we can get the money.’  

‘Trillions of dollars?’ Irith said disbelievingly. 

‘Yes, trillions. What’s money when the fate of humanity is at stake?’  

‘I wish you’d been approving my research grant applications. The effort it took me to get a few measly thousand …’  

‘Come up with a good project on ice-age prevention and you can have wheelbarrow loads of it.’  

Irith went into the meeting room, feeling self-conscious about her peeling skin and her limp. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Jemma. ‘Scientists are an ugly bunch at the best of times.’  

‘Thanks,  Mum!  If  I  ever  want  my  self-confidence  lowered  even  further,  I’ll  know where to come.’  

‘I didn’t mean you.’  

‘But what am I supposed to do?’ Irith whispered. She felt totally out of place in this room full of balding men and grey-haired women. 

‘When you think of something to say, speak up and argue your case forcefully.’  

Irith  was  used  to  that,  from  birth.  She  went  up  to  the  back  corner,  surreptitiously inspecting the other people as she passed. She saw no one that she recognised. 

‘Good morning,’ said Jemma, addressing the room. ‘I’m Jemma Wong. I’m with the State  Department  and  I’ll  be  chairing  this  meeting  today,  under  the  President’s  One Hundred  Days  to  Save  the  World  Program.  First  of  all,  if  you  would  each  introduce yourselves  and  the  institution  you  represent,  and  then  we’ll  get  straight  down  to business.’  

‘Dr Irith Hardey, CSIRO Climate Research Centre, Sydney,’ Irith said when her turn came, but felt no need to elaborate on her position, or her research. 
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‘Let’s begin,’ said Jemma. ‘We don’t have much time.’  

‘Where are our briefing papers?’ asked a balding man in the front row. 

‘There are none,’ said Jemma. ‘You all know what the issue is. The purpose of this meeting  is  just  to  spin  off  ideas.’  She  met  the  eyes  of  the  man  who  had  spoken,  then continued.  ‘I’m  sure  you  all  know  the  situation. Scientific  opinion  previously  held  that there would be an onset period of at least fifty to a hundred years before an ice age took hold.  That’s  not  the  case.  We  now  know  that  climate  can  flip  suddenly,  like  a  switch being turned off. It’s done this many times in the past. The most recent modelling, which has just been independently validated by the NRC, shows that the world’s climate stands on the very cusp. We don’t know if it’ll flip this year, or next, or even in three or four years’ time, but we do know it’s going to be soon. 

‘Once it flips, global temperatures will drop by ten degrees within two or three years. 

Superstorms  will  bury  Europe,  North  Asia,  Canada  and  half  the  US  in  snow  tens  of metres  deep.  Ice  storms  will  destroy  powerlines  and  wipe  out  forests  and  crops.  There will be no power, no transport, no industry. No harvest! You can work out for yourselves what  that’s  going  to  mean.  Even  for  those  countries  that  are  presently  self-sufficient, stored food would last only a few months.’  

‘Even  if  that happens, the snow will thaw in summer,’ said a thin, red-faced woman from the middle of the room. ‘There’ll still be –’  

Jemma cut her off. ‘That much snowmelt would produce the biggest floods since the last ice age ended. The Mississippi would be a hundred miles wide, the Rhine twenty or thirty.  The  grain  belts  of  Europe,  America,  and  East  and  South  Asia  would  be  under water  for  months.  By  the  time  the  floods  had  gone  down,  the  next  winter,  the  killer, would be on its way.’  

She paused for a moment, then went on, slowly, ‘That’s why you’re here. You’re all experts on different aspects of  climate change, past or present. We want your ideas on how to stop an ice age. Any way, no matter how silly it sounds.’  

‘It’s impossible to stop an ice age once it’s started,’ said a cadaver-headed, jug-eared man  just  in  front  of  Irith.  From  where  she  was  sitting  she  could  only  see  the  backs  of most people’s heads. ‘The Earth’s been in an ice-age phase for millions of years and it’ll probably go on for another thirty or forty million. You can’t reverse climate that easily, 385 
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when everything is pointing one way. Even if you could stop it this year, it’d begin again next year, or the one after.’  

‘If we don’t stop it now,’ said Jemma, ‘there won’t be a next year. We’ll only get one chance.  Once  the  ice  age  takes  hold,  the  world’s  industrial  capacity  will  have  been destroyed and we simply won’t have the ability to do anything meaningful. That’s why it’s got to be now, so let’s have your ideas. Who wants to begin?’  

‘Space mirrors,’ said a beanpole of a man in the front row, whose yellow hair stuck out in all directions like a handful of wind-blown hay. ‘Put up an array of huge mirrors to beam sunlight down onto the Arctic regions.’  

‘Can’t  be  done,’  said  a  woman  whose  thinning  caramel  hair  was  woven  up  into  a beehive, exposing a long neck wrinkled like an elephant’s trunk. ‘It’d take thousands of mirrors to make any difference, and the world doesn’t have the rockets to lift them into orbit.’  

‘Let’s not worry too much about what can and can’t be done,’ said Jemma. ‘Right now,  what  we  need  are  the  ideas,  and  some  thoughts  as  to  how  they  might  be implemented.’  

‘What  about  damming  the  Mediterranean  Sea  at  Gibraltar?’  said  a  small,  black-haired woman leaning against the left wall. She spoke with a Hong Kong accent. 

‘How would that help?’ said Jemma. 

‘With  global  warming,  the  rainfall  in  the  Mediterranean  area  has  decreased,  the evaporation  rate  has  increased  and  the  water  is  getting  saltier,  therefore  denser.  The damming of rivers that flow into it, especially big ones like the Nile, has cut the flow of fresh water into the sea.’  

‘Is that significant?’  

‘Yes, it is. The Mediterranean Sea has actually dried up quite a few times in the past. 

But  my  point  is  that  the  water  flowing  into  the  Atlantic  via  the  Straits  of  Gibraltar  is getting  saltier,  and  that’s  pushing  warm  ocean  currents  away  from  Europe  towards Canada. That causes greater snowfall in eastern Canada. An ice sheet is now forming on Baffin Island, which is what began the  last  ice age. If we can choke off the flow of salty water out of the Mediterranean, it could stop that happening.’  

‘Is it practical?’ said Jemma, forgetting her own rule. 
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‘We  wouldn’t  want  to  block  the  flow  completely,’  said  the  dark-haired  woman. 

‘We’d just need to reduce it to about a fifth of the present volume. The calculations were done a long time ago. It’d take about a thousand cubic kilometres of rock.’  

‘And centuries to build,’ said the beanpole with the straw thatch. ‘The earth and rock excavated to build the Panama Canal was a mere fifth of a cubic kilometre and that took thirty years. You’d never do it in time.’  

‘What  about  salting  the  North  Atlantic?’  said  the  jug-eared  man.  ‘Its  salinity  is another ice-age initiator.’  

‘What do you mean?’ said Jemma. 

‘Because  of  global  warming,  there’s  too  much  fresh  water  going  into  the  North Atlantic. Its water is less salty, therefore lighter, and that’s also changed current patterns, diverting  the  Gulf  Stream  south.  That’s  why  Europe  is  cooling  so  dramatically.  Add enough salt in the right place and you could stop that.’  

‘How much would it take?’ said Jemma. 

‘I’ve no idea, though it wouldn’t be difficult to calculate.’  

‘It’s worthy of further consideration,’ said Jemma, ‘though I can imagine what the House Appropriations Committee would say if the President took it a proposal to make the sea saltier.’ Several people laughed. ‘Please do the calculations and forward them to me. What else?’  

‘If you want to affect climate in a hurry, you have to change the atmosphere,’ said a hook-nosed man in the back row. ‘Ocean currents move slowly. It takes decades, or even centuries, for a change in ocean currents to affect climate.’  

‘Not necessarily,’ said the jug-eared man. ‘Stopping the Gulf Stream turning south might only take a few years, if we could work out how to do it.’  

‘But  even  if  you  could  do  that  by  salting  the  North  Atlantic,  it’s  not  a  permanent solution. In a couple of years you’d have to do it again, and again.’  

‘How  about  spreading  carbon  black  across  the  snowfields  of  Canada  and  Siberia?’ 

said the balding man in the front row. ‘That’d absorb sunlight and help to melt them.’  

‘Until the next snowfall,’ said jug-ears sarcastically, ‘when it’d all be buried again. 

And that’d add fresh water where it wasn’t wanted, too.’  
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‘Not  necessarily,’  the  balding  man  echoed  jug-ears.  ‘But  I  agree,  it’d  be  better  to change the atmosphere – though how you hope to do that beggars belief. Do you have any idea of the scale we’re talking about?’  

‘If  we  could  melt  the  permafrost  in  Russia,’  Irith  said  tentatively,  ‘that’d  release billions of tons of trapped methane, and methane is a greenhouse gas …’  

‘But  how  are you going to do it?’ snapped jug-ears. ‘ Where  are you going to get the energy from, and how are you going to employ it across millions of square kilometres of land? It’s the stupidest idea I’ve heard yet.’  

Irith  sank  down  in  her  seat  and  felt  the  tips  of  her  ears  burning.  ‘Resorting  to personal abuse doesn’t help,’ Jemma said coldly. ‘Try to be constructive, please.’  

‘Some volcanoes emit huge amounts of carbon dioxide,’ suggested the young blonde woman  beside  Irith.  ‘What  about  stimulating  them  with  atomic  bombs  to  make  them erupt?’  

‘It’s too risky,’ said jug-ears. ‘Volcanoes put enormous amounts of dust and sulphur into the upper atmosphere, and both cause global cooling. It’d probably hasten the bloody ice age.’  

‘The  world’s  nations  already  put  ten  billion  tons  of  greenhouse  gases  into  the atmosphere  every  year,’  said  straw  thatch,  ‘plus  whatever  comes  from  volcanoes  and other sources, and even that’s taken decades to affect climate. Even if we could double that, by some massive process plant, or by burning the forests off continents, it’d still take decades to warm the planet.’  

The  debate  went  on,  the  ideas  becoming  more  outlandish  and  the  rebuttals  more scathing, until finally the meeting ground to a halt. 

‘So what do we have?’ said Jemma. ‘Damming the Mediterranean may be part of a long-term solution to the problem of global cooling, but it’d take a century to build, at the absolute minimum, and use up half the GDP of the planet. Is that all?’  

No one spoke. If this is cooperation, Irith thought, the world is doomed. 
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Chapter 44 



Despite  Irith’s  experience,  the  past  one  hundred  days  had  proved  to  be  a  period  of unprecedented  cooperation  between  the  great  powers,  and  even  between  those  lesser powers who had been warring for decades. The ceasefires and truces had held; only a few thousand  lives  had  been  lost  in  violence  in  the  dozen  theatres  of  war  in  Europe,  the Middle East and South Asia. 

It  had  also  been  a  period  of  unprecedented  secrecy.  The  world  was  awash  with rumours as to what Project Human Lifeline would involve. These ranged from the absurd (warming the polar regions with giant space mirrors), to the bizarre (bathing vast areas of limestone terrain in sulphuric acid to pump carbon dioxide into the atmosphere), to the patently impossible (building a wall from the Antarctic Peninsula to Tierra del Fuego to divert the cold current circling Antarctica into the tropics). However, not the least detail had leaked about the project that was to be announced. 

Irith had spent her time working in a little office Jemma had made available for her, bringing  herself  up  to  date  with  the  latest  research  on  climate  change  and  doing  peer reviews of research papers as they came in. Though the work was fascinating it wasn’t as good as doing her own research, and it only occupied a part of her mind. The rest of it was lost in the traumas of the past months, to say nothing of the things she had done to survive them. 

When Irith wasn’t working she spent her time with Levi, who was taking it easy for the first time in his life and looked better for it, or went on walks with her mother. Jemma was  on  leave  from  the  State  Department  at  the  moment  and  seemed  in  no  hurry  to  go back. Irith hadn’t seen Bragg at all; she’d just had brief, frustrating phone conversations with him on the rare occasions when he wasn’t working. 

Irith  often  travelled  up  to  Boston  to  visit  Malati in  the  Immigration  prison.  Malati had broken down and wept when she’d seen what Irith had gone through on her behalf, and  heard  the  tale  of  what  she’d  done.  Malati  made  it  all  endurable,  for  after  that  first 389 
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meeting she was unfailingly cheerful. She was treated well enough, Malati said, she had all she needed to study for her finals, and she never doubted that Levi would someday get her out. 

 

It was March 18, and Irith and Levi were sitting in front of the screen in Levi’s living room,  along  with  Bragg,  who  was  finally  back  in  Washington  for  a  few  days’  break. 

President Woolley was about to give his One Hundred Days to Save the World address. It was being watched by the biggest audience in history, 6.7 billion people – or so the spin doctors would have it. 

‘I sure hope he can pull this off,’ said Bragg. 

‘Woolley is a consummate politician,’ said Levi. ‘He hasn’t come all this way to let everyone down. I’m prepared to bet he had the plan down in silicon  before  he made the One Hundred Days announcement.’  

‘Here he is,’ said Irith, turning the sound up with the remote. ‘Shhh!’  

This time the President was in the Oval Office, seated behind his desk. 

 

 People of the world,  President Woolley began , one hundred days ago I stood before you and begged you to give humanity a second chance. And you’ve done it. You’ve put your grievances aside and worked together on the biggest problem humanity has ever faced.  

 

On  a  screen  behind  him  a  distant  image  appeared,  the  world  as  a  globe  seen  from space,  slowly  rotating.  The  northern  latitudes,  including  almost  the  entirety  of  Canada, Russia and northern Europe and Asia, were covered in white. 

 

 The ice is coming. This is what the Earth will look like if we don’t succeed.  

 

The globe expanded until it occupied the vast screen and the white resolved into ice crusting the northern continents. The magnification jumped; moving ice, spreading south in walls hundreds of metres high, ground everything before it to powder. The animation was photographic quality – to all intents and purposes it was film of something that was already happening. 
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The  great  cities  of  the  north  fell  one  after  another  –  Leningrad,  London,  Toronto, Chicago,  Berlin,  Moscow,  Beijing  –  crushed,  pulverised  and  obliterated.  The  ice  wall stopped not far from another great city that had been buried thirty metres deep in snow. 

The roofs of many of the buildings were gone; collapsed or blown away. Wind howled through its skyscraper canyons. There was no living thing in sight. 

 

 New York,  said the President . As it will be in a decade, if we can’t agree.  

 

The  view  panned  back  until  the  world  became  a  globe,  which  displayed  one animation after another as he spoke. 

 

 And this is the way Earth once was.  

 Millions of years ago there were no ice ages – the whole Earth was warm, even Alaska  and  Siberia.  Plants  and  animals  flourished  at  the  South  Pole.  But  the continents moved. Great mountains rose up, altering the way the air flowed around the world, permanently changing the weather.  

 A  sea  gap  opened  between  South  America  and  Antarctica.  Another,  between North and South America, closed and the ocean currents that kept the world warm grew colder. About a million years ago the first ice age of modern times was born. 

 The first of many. And now begins the last that civilised humans will see, unless we have the courage to act.  

 

‘What’s he up to?’ said Irith, who had thought long and hard about the problem and could not see any solution. 

 

 The best scientists in the world have considered how to reverse this ice age,  said the President . We’ve given them unlimited resources and told them to spare no expense to find a solution. They’ve investigated a hundred options.  

 

He paused briefly. The animations continued behind him: a gigantic sea wall being constructed  between  Africa  and  Gibraltar  to  reduce  the  salty  discharge  from  the Mediterranean  Sea;  a  forest  of  chimney  stacks  the  height  of  skyscrapers,  pumping 391 
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greenhouse gases into the upper atmosphere; a floating curtain up the middle of the North Atlantic, forcing the Gulf Stream to continue north. 

 

 All options failed their tests,  the President went on . 

 

Irith sat up. He didn’t look like a man reporting failure. 

 

 All failed for one or more of three reasons: they wouldn’t work; or they could not be built, even with all the resources of the world; or they  could  be built, but not in time to save us.  

 

President Woolley gave the camera one of his by-now-famous pauses, drawing it out until Irith couldn’t bear it any longer. ‘Get on with it!’ she shouted at the screen, and at that moment he spoke. 

 

 All failed, but one. The great Pan-American Channel.  

 

‘What?’ said Bragg. 

 

 The closing of the Panama Seaway between North and South America, three or four million years ago, started the great cooling that led to the ice ages.  

 

‘That’s debatable,’ Irith said softly. ‘At least, it’s only part of the story.’  

‘It’s more than enough for a general audience,’ said Levi. ‘Shh! I want to hear this.’  

 

 Opening the Panama Seaway again will change the circulation patterns of the North Atlantic enough to stave off the coming ice age.  

 

An animation showed the current patterns changing, stopping the ice age in its tracks. 

‘But  any  canal  would  have  to  be  hundreds  of  metres  deep  and  tens  of  kilometres wide to make any difference at all,’ said Irith. ‘And even then –’  
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‘It’d  take  hundreds  of  years  to  dig,’  said  Bragg,  ‘with  the  best  technology  in  the world.’  

‘Shh!’ hissed Levi. 

 

 There’s  only  one  way  it  can  be  done  in  time.  The  idea  was  first  considered  about eighty years ago, as it happens, as a replacement for the Panama Canal.  

 

‘Oh no,’ said Bragg, who had a comprehensive knowledge of engineering history. ‘I don’t believe it.’  

  

 It  was  called  Project  Plowshare  –  the  peaceful  use  of  nuclear  devices  for  great construction projects. It wasn’t feasible at the time, way back in the 1960s, but now it is. The charges would be placed underground in this area, and detonated in such a way as to excavate a channel from the Atlantic to the Pacific.  

 

The  animation  showed  a  curving  band  from  one  side  of  Panama  to  the  other, extending  out  across  the  continental  shelves  on  either  side  to  the  deep  water  of  the Caribbean Sea in the east and the Pacific Ocean to the west. 

‘You  notice  he  says  “charges”,’  said  Irith,  ‘and  not  whacking  great  atomic  bombs that are going to spread radioactivity everywhere.’  

 

 It’s not an ideal solution. Excavation of the channel will have certain … undesirable effects. The inhabitants of the affected area will have to be resettled, and there will be a certain amount of unavoidable air and water pollution. But we have no choice.  

 

President Woolley looked directly into the camera, a simple man doing the best he could  in  an  impossible  situation.  Despite  her  cynicism  about  public  figures,  Irith  was impressed. He was very, very good. 

 

 The  nuclear  powers  of  the  world  have  reviewed  the  scientists’  models  and  the engineers’  plans,  debated  the  issue  and  agreed  to  work  together.  In  an unprecedented  spirit  of  cooperation,  each  nuclear-armed  country  has  agreed  to 393 
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 make available ninety-seven percent of its atomic devices for this task. In fact, the devices have already been provided and are rapidly being put in place.  

 

The screen cut to an aerial view of Panama, now dotted with drilling rigs. 

  

 We  began  flying  the  rigs  in  ten  weeks  ago  –  hundreds  of  them.  They’ve  been working night and day all that time. To maintain secrecy, their work was described as urgent earthquake research. The shot holes have been drilled; the nuclear devices are being installed. The planning was completed three weeks ago. As of this moment, the affected residents are being evacuated.  

 The nuclear devices will be set off in ten days’ time. On March 28, 2042, at 12 

 noon.  

 

He paused for a long moment, as if to allow his worldwide audience time to digest what he had told them. 

 

 I’ve invited the world’s nuclear powers to join me at the new Washington Superdome in ten days’ time. We will push the button together. 

 

‘ Ten days?’ said Irith. ‘How can they have done it so quickly?’  

 

‘It must have been planned before he made his One Hundred Days to Save the World announcement,’  said  Levi.  ‘He  knew  what  he  was  going  to  do  –  his  statement  was designed to gain time to do it. And to force the other world leaders to cooperate. He’s a cunning devil.’  

‘It wouldn’t have taken long to model the configuration of the channel,’ said Bragg, 

‘or work out how many nuclear devices were needed, and where they were to go. The time-consuming part would have been to drill thousands of holes wide enough to put the devices down. How many would they need, Levi?’  

‘There’ll  be  about  seventeen  thousand  bombs,’  said  Levi,  ‘if  it   is   ninety-seven percent of all the nuclear bombs left in the world, though they’ll put a number of devices down each hole, at different depths. Shh!’  
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 This  is  not  a  miracle  solution.  The  weather  may  get  worse  before  it  gets  better. 

 People will suffer, and people will die, before the ice age is reversed. But the Pan-American Channel is the only thing we can do and, by golly, we’re going to do it, and trust to God that it works.  

 

He looked upwards. 

  

 We’re in your hands now, Lord.  

 

And back at the camera. 

  

 Will you join me in ten days’ time as, together, we take our destiny in our hands?  

 

The camera lingered on his still figure for a moment, then the image dissolved back to the newsroom and its panel of commentators. 

Levi muted the sound. ‘Could it work, Irith?’  

‘I wouldn’t know until I’d modelled it, though my feeling is the channel won’t be nearly big enough.’  

‘It’s insane,’ said a red-faced Bragg. ‘It would put enough radioactivity in the air to contaminate most of the western hemisphere.’  

‘Not  to  mention  creating  tidal  waves  in  the  Caribbean  and  on  the  Pacific  coast  of Central America,’ said Irith. 

‘And blasting up enough dust to block out the sun for months. It could create a mini nuclear winter,’ said Bragg. 

‘And an ecological catastrophe.’  

‘And destroy all of Panama. Were the Panamanians even consulted?’  

‘I doubt it,’ said Levi. ‘They never have been in the past.’  
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Chapter 45 



The announcement created a furore in America. The President’s enemies in the military, the  NRA  and  the  PDL  were  beside  themselves  with  fury  at  the  thought  of  wasting  the nation’s nuclear arsenal for peaceful purposes, no matter how necessary or urgent. They launched  a  furious  attack  on  the  President,  accusing  him  of  lying,  insanity,  even  high treason. After a honeymoon period of only a day his InstaPoll rating began to plummet. A concerted push began to recall Congress and have him impeached for treason. 

 

The more Irith thought about the Pan-American Channel, the more it bothered her, and she said so to Bragg the following night after they’d gone to bed. 

‘Me too,’ he said. ‘But it’s been announced by the President and endorsed by every power on Earth, even the most cantankerous, with one exception.’  

‘Oh?’ said Irith. 

‘Except  Britain.  The  BFB  Government  isn’t  coming  to  the  party.’  He  snuggled  up against her and began to stroke her shoulder. 

‘Any particular reason?’ she said, sitting up abruptly. 

Bragg sighed. ‘Do we have to talk about this now? I’ve got to go back to work in a couple of days.’  

‘Yes  we  do.’  He  took  his  arm  away.  ‘Holbrook  claims  that  the  Pan-American Channel won’t work, and that it’s not in Britain’s best interests, and if Britons have to go it alone against the entire world, they’ve done it before and they’ll do it now.’  

‘I would have thought it very much in Britain’s best interests,’ said Irith. ‘In an ice age, the top half of Britain will be under a kilometre of ice and the rest will be colder than Siberia. Uninhabitable, in fact.’  

‘If he truly believes it’s not going to work, I can see why he wouldn’t want to waste nuclear warheads on it,’ said Bragg. ‘But undoubtedly the real reason he’s pissing in the soup, if I can use such a crass expression, is the loss of Britain’s nuclear capability. The 396 
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only way Holbrook can make up for the national humiliation, and personal loss of face, is to tear apart any proposal the US comes up with. It won’t make a scrap of difference, of course. President Woolley has charge of the British nuclear arsenal and has ordered that it be used as well.’  

‘Which can only make Holbrook more angry,’ said Irith, ‘though I don’t see what he can do about it.’  

‘He must be planning something,’ said Bragg. ‘He’s still building troop carriers at a furious rate. He’s commandeered half the merchant shipping fleet, and bought hundreds of  obsolete  vessels  from  flag-of-convenience  countries,  and  they’re  being  fitted  out  as troop carriers as well.’  

‘I can’t believe he’s planning to invade Europe.’  

‘Who knows what’s on his mind.’  

‘Well, attacking the US is out of the question,’ said Irith. 

‘Unless he’s a madman. Some of his recent speeches have been pretty rabid. And, as for President Woolley’s plan, I guess there’s nothing to be done but wait and see how it turns out.’  

‘If  it  was  already  decided  before  he  announced  One  Hundred  Days  to  Save  the World, how can it possibly have been thought through properly?’  

‘His scientists and engineers could have been researching the idea for years, Irith. All the analysis could have been done long ago. You’d never know.’  

‘Then why didn’t he announce it at the time and save everyone worrying?’  

‘It doesn’t pay to give your enemies too long to mobilise against controversial issues, and Woolley has a lot of enemies. 

Better to remind the people that the crisis is desperate, involve them in a search for solutions, then present the project as a  fait accompli. It cuts the ground from under the feet of some of the objectors. In ten days the opposition may not be able to gain popular support, because everyone knows the project is going ahead no matter what. And besides, the majority of the people of the world have much to gain and little to lose.’  

‘Except the two hundred million who live in Central America,’ said Irith. 

‘Most  of  whom  are  poor,  uneducated  and  powerless.  There’s  nothing  they  can  do about it.’  
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‘I don’t see how the project engineers can have done a proper risk analysis in time,’ 

said Irith. ‘I’m sure they haven’t considered everything that could go wrong.’  

‘There’s  no  way  to  find  out,’  said  Bragg,  sliding  his  hand  inside  her  nightgown. 

‘Forget it, Irith. It’s done. It’s time to get on with our lives. Why don’t we –?’  

She  pulled  away.  ‘Not  now,  Bragg.’  Irith   knew   something  was  wrong.  ‘Way  back when I first came to London, Mum was working on a top-secret project to do with climate change, and she’s had the ear of the President. I’ll bet she knows what’s really going on.’  

‘Even if she does, she couldn’t possibly tell you about it.’  

‘I’m going to call her,’ said Irith. 

‘Now?’ cried Bragg, gritting his teeth. ‘But we’d planned to have –’  

‘It can’t wait.’ She slid away from him and out of bed. 

 

‘Look,  Irith,’  said  Jemma,  who  had  come  over  even  though  it  was  nearly  midnight,  ‘I can’t  tell  you  anything  about  that  work.  You’ll  just  have  to  accept  the  President’s assurances, which are on the net, that the project has been thoroughly investigated  and modelled.’  

‘How  can  it  have  been,  when  it’s  all  been  done  in  such  a  rush?’  Irith  hoped  her mother  would  say  otherwise,  that  people  had  been  secretly  working  on  the  project  for years,  though  that  would  only  confirm  her  belief  in  the  deceit  of  everyone  involved, including Jemma. 

‘Even  if  that  was  the  case,’  Jemma  said  carefully,  ‘I  couldn’t  possibly  confirm  it. 

Besides, the Pan-American Channel really is the best alternative.’  

‘How can you say that?’  

‘It  offers  hope  to  a  world  that  has  had  none  for  a  very  long  time.  Even  to  the homeless refugees. And it’s bought time. Without the President’s One Hundred Days to Save the World, there would have been world war. The northern hemisphere would now be  a  radioactive  wasteland  and  the  few  survivors  would  have  been  wiped  out  by  the nuclear winter that followed. His announcement bought time; it forced warring nations to work together instead of tearing each other apart. Isn’t that worth a few inconveniences?’  

‘I don’t call blowing a city-wide channel through Panama a “little inconvenience”! 

The  project  really  bothers  me,  Mum,  and  I’d  like  to  do  some  research  into  its  other impacts.’  
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‘Go ahead,’ said Jemma. 

‘No, I mean  proper  research,’ said Irith. ‘When you took me to that stupid meeting a couple  of  months  ago,  and  when  you  brought  me  to  England  in  the  first  place,  you claimed that you wanted to use my knowledge and my abilities. I want access to scientific data that’s been top secret for years.’  

‘What  kind  of  data?’  Jemma  said  warily.  ‘I  can’t  authorise  anything  that  would compromise national security –’  

‘I’m not talking about that kind of data and you know it,’ snapped Irith. ‘I’m talking about the kind of scientific information that used to be freely available. Now it’s held in secure databases and you have to get approval to use it. I presume it was locked up so there  would  be  no  official  confirmation  of  the  coming  ice  age  until  the  President  was ready to use it – to manipulate us.’  

‘Even if I  did  get you access,’ said Jemma, neither confirming nor denying what Irith had said, ‘I don’t see what you can do in eight days.’  

‘I might find something that’s been missed. Can I have it?’  

Jemma puffed out her cheeks. ‘I’m not sure the Secretary of State would allow it.’  

Why was she being so difficult? Irith began to think that they did have something to hide.  Maybe  the  Pan-American  Channel  was  a  great  fraud  designed  to  cover  up something else. 

‘As you say, Mum, there’s only eight days to go. I’m sure I won’t uncover anything embarrassing in that time.’  

‘There’s  nothing  embarrassing  to  be  discovered.  It’s  just  that  with  the  PDL  gone completely feral, and the President’s other enemies determined to stop the project at  any cost – Irith, can’t you see that opposing it tars you with the same brush?’  

‘I’m not opposing it, Mum. I’m just trying to find out what’s really going to happen afterwards.’  

‘Well, you’re helping to bring him down and the result can only be anarchy.’  

‘Are you saying I  shouldn’t  do what I think is right? From when I was a little girl, you taught me to stand up for what I believe in.’  

‘I – All right! I’m not held in high esteem in the Department these days, but I think I can  go  out  on  a  limb,  just  this  once.  I’ll  make  some  calls  and  get  back  to  you  in  the morning.’ Jemma rose. 
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‘Why don’t you make them now?’ said Irith. ‘I’d like to get started right away.’  

 

Militia  armies,  secretly  backed  by  the  PDL  and  funded  by  a  levy  on  the  ten  million members  of  the  NRA,  began  mobilising  all  across  America.  There  were  calls  to overthrow the President by force of arms in a Second American Revolution though, after a tense stand-off, this plan was quietly abandoned when the US Army made its loyalty to the Commander-in-Chief clear by forming a ring of armour around Washington. 

Instead,  the  NRA  mobilised  a  motorised  militia  strike  force  of  one  hundred  and twenty-five  thousand  men  into  privately  owned  tanks,  armoured  personnel  carriers  and every other ex-military vehicle they could get their hands on. The strike force began to assemble in Phoenix, El Paso and San Antonio. From there they planned to race down the Pan-American  Highway  through  Mexico,  and  the  other  nations  of  Central  America, attack  the  contractors  installing  the  nuclear  devices  in  the  drill  holes  and  ‘bring  our bombs back home’. 

 

‘They haven’t released much information about the channel,’ said Bragg in the morning, 

‘but you can  see the drilling rigs on this  array of satellite photos. All the land rigs are finished and are being demobilised, but there are still a few working on the continental shelves.’  

Irith rolled her chair across next to his. Having realised that it was the only way he’d get  to  spend  time  with  Irith,  Bragg  had  put  the  best  face  he  could  on  the  matter  and offered to help her. She had been given access to a lot of data, though by no means all she wanted. 

Bragg  had  made  an  overlay  showing  the  locations  of  all  the  boreholes.  The  grid pattern  was  twenty-two  kilometres  wide  and  seventy  kilometres  long,  curving  across eastern Panama from the Golfo de San Miguel to the Golfo de Darien, with extensions across  the  broad  continental  shelf  to  the  south  and  the  narrower  one  on  the  northern, Caribbean side. 

‘I’ve  looked  up  the  project report  for  the  original  nuclear  canal,’  said  Bragg.  ‘The Interoceanic Sea-Level Canal Study was done by the US Atomic Energy Commission in the 1960s. It proposed to use 350 megatons of nuclear explosives, but that was just for a narrow, shallow shipping canal.’  
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‘How many megatons will they use here?’ said Irith. 

‘That hasn’t been revealed, but it could be twenty to thirty thousand.’  

‘You’ve got to be joking!’ Irith had also been doing research in the archives. ‘Back in the 1980s, a five-thousand-megaton nuclear war was  considered  enough to lead to a nuclear winter.’  

‘But that was due to firestorms injecting billions of tons of soot into the atmosphere, from burning cities and forests,’ said Bragg. ‘These devices will be detonated hundreds of metres underground. The explosions will inject a colossal amount of dust, certainly, and that’ll have climatic effects, but there’ll be relatively little soot.’  

‘How much dust?’ said Irith. 

‘They’re not saying, though the channel volume will be, approximately, five hundred cubic kilometres.’  

‘They’re  going  to  vaporise  five  hundred  cubic  kilometres  of  rock?’  Irith  said incredulously. 

‘They’re going to  move  that amount,’ said Bragg. ‘Most will be blown up and out from the channel zone, to fall down again on either side. As much as ten percent could be dispersed  high  into  the  atmosphere  as  dust  or  vapour,  though  I  imagine  it’d  be  rather less.’  

‘Ten percent of five hundred cubic kilometres is a hell of a lot of material,’ Irith said caustically. 

‘Don’t  get  shitty  with  me  –  I’m  on  your  side.  Let’s  get  it  in  perspective.’  Bragg consulted  another  report  on  his  screen.  ‘It’s  more  material  than  Krakatoa  put  into  the atmosphere when it exploded in 1883. In fact, it’s about as much as Tambora blasted into the upper atmosphere when it blew itself apart in 1815.’  

‘And caused 1816 to be called “the year without a summer”,’ said Irith. 

Bragg read some more before replying. ‘But that was due to the two hundred million tons  of  sulphurous  gases  it  injected  into  the  stratosphere  –  sulphuric  acid  aerosols  are extremely  good  blockers  of  solar  radiation.  You  wouldn’t  expect  much  sulphur  to  be liberated here. Based on the composition of the rocks in the canal zone, it’d be no more than ten or fifteen million tons of sulphur. So, at a guess, the dust and gases are going to make the climate colder in the northern hemisphere, for a year or two, but not drastically so.’  

 

401 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

‘Are you saying it’s all right, then?’ She couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of her voice. 

‘No,  I’m  not, Irith.  There’ll  be  radioactive  fallout  over  a  huge  area.  The  President said they’re using clean bombs, and of course they would. No one would want to create fallout unnecessarily. But even clean bombs create a lot of short-lived fallout, as well as particles with longer half-lives. Unfortunately the details are classified, so we have to take their word for it. The problem I’m most concerned about is tidal waves. From my own engineering work, they could be massive.’  

‘Evacuation warnings have already gone out to coastal communities in the Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico, and along the Pacific shores,’ said Irith. 

‘If  the  explosions  cause  a  major  block  of  land  to  move,  the  waves  could  be  a  lot higher than predicted,’ Bragg said direly. ‘And they could affect coastlines as far away as the other side of the Pacific – Asian cities, and even Sydney.’  
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Chapter 46 



The days raced by. The Mexican Government, after a flurry of heated consultation with Washington,  allowed  the  ragtag  but  heavily  armed  militia  cavalcade  through.  The political  commentators  agreed  that  it  was  a  deliberate  attempt  to  embarrass  the  US 

Government and the President. President Woolley had done his best to talk his Mexican counterpart out of it, but President Garcia had refused to budge. Woolley didn’t have a lot of  influence  in  Central  America  at  the  moment.  The  militia  set  off  down  the  Pan-American Highway at high speed, though it would be touch and go if they could reach Panama in time. 

 

Irith did not have to look hard to find problems with the channel, though none that had not been anticipated or that the world, with the exception of Central America, was not prepared to pay the cost of. 

The  only  good  news  was  the  growing  unpopularity  of  the  BFB  Government,  and Prime Minister Holbrook, in Britain. Despite the all-pervasive official propaganda, it was clear that the nation was increasingly disenchanted with the new regime which, despite locking  up  a  million  refugees  in  brutal  internment  camps,  had  solved  none  of  the country’s  problems.  The  queues  were  longer  than  ever,  the  rations  less  and  of  poorer quality,  and  unemployment  a  million  higher  than  when  they  had  come  to  power. 

Businesses were failing every day and public discontent had become so pronounced that the regime had declared martial law again. 

The  Yellow  Armbands  roamed  the  streets,  beating  people  at  random.  But  the populace, instead of being cowed, was only encouraged in their little rebellions and in the acts  of  sabotage  and  non-violent  resistance  that  were  taking  place  across  the  country every day. 

The PM was forced to denounce the actions of the Yellow Armbands, and friction between them and the BFB often flared into violence, but the Yellow Armbands were no 403 
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longer  controllable.  Rumour  had  it  that,  outraged  that  the  earlier  promises  of  power sharing had not been met, they were planning a coup. 

Bragg had gone back to the west coast and Irith continued alone, though the work she’d  done  did  not  satisfy  her  doubts.  Ever  since  the  project’s  announcement  she  had been bothered by a niggling worry that something had been missed completely. Time was running out to find it – there were more possibilities than she could investigate in a year. 

‘How’s it going?’ said Levi on the morning of March 27. Tomorrow was the big day. 

Irith rubbed her red eyes, not looking away from the screen though it had begun to blur in front of her. ‘It’s a complicated picture. Some factors cancel each other out, but overall –’  

‘Cut to the chase, Irith. There’s no time to go all scientific.’  

‘The Pan-American Channel is too small to be effective. It simply won’t let enough water through to make a difference. To do the job properly it would have to be ten times as big – say, a few hundred kilometres wide, and three to five hundred metres deep. But that’s planetary engineering beyond humanity’s wildest dreams.’  

‘In other words, the channel isn’t going to work?’  

Irith  considered  the  question,  frowning.  ‘Well,  it  could  make  a  minor  change  to oceanic circulation, though that would take a while to significantly alter climate – if at all.’  

Levi bent over and studied her screen for a moment, and then her. ‘If you’re right, and the channel isn’t going to make much of a difference, why is he doing it?’  

She  scratched  her  nose,  which,  since  being  restored  to  its  previous  shape,  had  a persistent itch right on the tip. Irith didn’t take in what he was saying. 

‘Well, salty Atlantic water will immediately begin flowing through into the Pacific Ocean –’  

‘Not much, as you’ve just pointed out.’  

‘No, but it would cool the Caribbean Sea and the Gulf of Mexico a bit. That would cool  and  weaken  the  Gulf  Stream,  which  would  have  a  cooling  effect  in  northern latitudes. However, that would be counteracted by reduced evaporation, and less snowfall over eastern Canada, so the overall effect  could  be positive …’  

‘How much, and how quickly?’ said Levi. 
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‘Some effect  might  be felt within a year or two,’ said Irith, rubbing her nose until it was  red.  ‘The  Gulf  Stream  is  a  really  fast  current  –  in  places  it  moves  two  hundred kilometres in a day – so any change won’t take long to affect the weather in the north. I suspect it won’t be enough to make a difference. But …’  

‘But what, Irith?’  

‘I can’t help feeling that I’ve still missed something.’  

‘Something that will invalidate your model?’  

‘No, it’s fine,’ she said absently. ‘Some other problem this channel could cause.’  

‘Well, you’ve got just over a day to think of it,’ Levi said over his shoulder as he went out. 

‘I know,’ she said to the empty door. Levi was already talking on his communicator. 

Irith opened an online atlas of Central America on the big screen and went through the geological maps again. The geology was extremely complex. On the Pacific side of Panama the boundaries of three crustal plates – the Cocos, Nazca and South American plates – met the western boundary of the Caribbean Plate. It was a recipe for instability, and the junctions weren’t far from the channel. But that wasn’t all. Not only were there active volcanoes to north and south, but two major earthquake zones as well, one running parallel  to  the  Pacific  coast  of  Panama,  the  other  arcing  up  from  the  Andes  towards Panama, then running in a broad band across Colombia to Venezuela. 

Irith frowned as she called up a more detailed map. What would happen when five hundred  cubic  kilometres  of  earth  and  rock  was  instantaneously  removed  from  the channel, only to thunder down onto the land on either side? In such an unstable area the effects could be catastrophic. 

‘Levi?’ she called through the open doorway. ‘Could you come here for a moment?’  

‘What is it?’  

‘I think we have a problem.’  

‘What sort of a problem?’  

‘A considerable one. Did you know that changes in pressure – like sea level rising or falling – can initiate earthquakes and cause dormant volcanoes to erupt?’  

‘Earth science isn’t my field,’ said Levi. 

‘Well,  anyway,  it  happens.  Central  America  is  one  of  the most  geologically  active areas  on  Earth.  It’s  got  huge  mountains,  deep  trenches,  lots  of  volcanoes  and  tectonic 405 
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plate  boundaries  moving  in  all  directions.  Just  imagine  what’s  going  to  happen  when twenty or thirty thousand megatons of atomic bombs go off there, simultaneously. It’d be like hitting Panama with the back of an axe a hundred kilometres long. 

‘It’s going to send a colossal shockwave downwards – like an enormous earthquake.’ 

She did a quick calculation. ‘Thirty thousand megatons is about four billion billion billion ergs – a Richter 10.2 earthquake.’  

‘Are there many that big?’ asked Levi. 

‘None,  ever!  The  biggest  earthquake  ever  recorded  was  in  Chile,  in  1960.  It  was Richter 9.5. Richter 10.2 is  forty  times bigger.’  

Even Levi was looking worried now. ‘Go on.’  

‘The explosion, and the shockwave, will be followed in an instant by one and a half trillion tons of rock being blasted upwards. And finally, three-quarters of a trillion tons of shattered  rock  is  going  to  rain  down  on  either  side  of  the  channel,  which  will  be  like another  massive  quake.  Together  the  shocks  will  wrench  the  region  massively  out  of equilibrium.  Faults  that  have  been  healed  for  thousands  of  years  will  burst  open. 

Volcanoes that have been dormant for tens, even hundreds, of thousands of years, could erupt.’  

‘How quickly?’ said Levi. 

‘Earthquakes could begin within hours and go on for months, even years. Eruptions might not occur for years, or decades.’  

‘Surely  that  was  taken  into  account  before  the  President  gave  the  channel  the  go-ahead?’  

‘They couldn’t have, Levi. Nothing like this has ever been done before. There simply isn’t the data to be sure.’  

‘In that case,’ said Levi, ‘there isn’t any argument that can be advanced to stop it. 

And  at  this  late  stage,  you  couldn’t  stop  the  Pan-American  Channel  with  less  than  the best argument in the world.’  

‘Then I’d better get to work,’ said Irith. ‘What’s happening with the militia army?’  

Levi switched to NetNews. ‘The vanguard is approaching San Jose, Costa Rica. The rest of them – those that haven’t broken down or crashed – are spread out along the Pan-American Highway as far back as Managua, Nicaragua.’  

‘Can they stop the bombs going off?’  
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‘Certainly,’ said Levi. ‘If they get into the channel zone, the President won’t be able to blow it up. And it’s hard to see how he can keep them  all  out, since the governments in Central America are refusing to cooperate with him, but are being very cooperative with the militia. And he can hardly send the US Army against the militia – his enemies would accuse him of starting the Second Civil War.’  

‘His enemies are overly prone to adapting history to their own vicious ends.’  

‘Indeed,’ said Levi thoughtfully. 

‘He could blow up a few bridges,’ said Irith. 

‘I’m not sure how well that’d go down. Bombs are a pretty sensitive issue in those parts at the moment. Meantime, the PDL and his other enemies are throwing everything they can at him, down there and in Washington. It’ll be touch and go if he makes it to tomorrow.’  

She wasn’t sure whether to hope for that or not. 

 

Irith worked all day and into the evening. At 9 pm, only fifteen hours before the bombs were  due  to  go  off,  she  uncovered  something  that  disturbed  her  gravely. It  was  an  old report about the stability of the little-studied boundary between the Caribbean Plate and the South American Plate. 

A series of great fracture zones, marking the broad boundary between the Caribbean and  South  American  plates,  curved  across  north-west  Colombia  into  Venezuela.  They were  linked  to  other  ‘healed’  fractures  that  ran  towards  the  border  with  Panama.  The fractures had not moved in thousands of years, but healed faults could be broken apart by nearby earthquakes. 

Irith began to calculate the effect of the nuclear explosions on the plate boundaries. It took hours, and the results were so alarming that she checked every input to her model and ran it again. At 2.15 am on March 28 she was no longer in doubt. She woke Levi. 

‘What  is  it?’  he  said  shortly,  coming  in  with  a  plate  of  chocolate  biscuits.  She couldn’t  imagine  where  he’d  got  them  from.  Even  in  the  US,  rationing  was  very  tight now. 

Irith, salivating, took a couple. She hadn’t eaten since breakfast-time. ‘The channel explosions could crack open massive faults that  haven’t moved for thousands of years, Levi.’  
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‘And then what?’ said Levi. 

She gulped half a biscuit, oblivious to the crumbs spilling down her front. ‘When you strike a Richter 10.2 blow to the Earth, anything could happen.’  

‘I wish you’d get to the point,’ Levi grumbled. He’d been much less focussed since his  bypass.  Less  interested,  perhaps.  ‘What  do  you   think   is  going  to  happen?’  He munched on another biscuit in defiance of his heart-friendly diet. 

‘A major realignment of the plate boundaries near Panama, in an earthquake swarm that  could  last  for  months  or  even  years.  Massive  earthquakes,  magnitude  9  to  10, continuing until the stress has been relieved.’  

‘How sure are you?’ said Levi. 

‘Not  a  hundred  percent,  obviously.  I  don’t  have all  the  data  I’d  like  …  But  pretty sure.’  

‘Sure enough to stop the project?’  

Irith thought about that for a moment. 

‘It’s an awfully big ask, Irith. The President’s reputation is on the line – the whole world is watching.’  

‘If mountains fall down on South American cities, it isn’t going to do his reputation any  good,’  she  retorted.  ‘Anyway,  all  I  want  is  the  chance  to  put  my  case.  They  may know better. Someone may have already done a study that shows there’s no problem.’  

‘We’d be hard pressed to get in. Security will have locked the whole place down by now.’  

‘Then now’s the time to call in any favours you’re owed,’ said Irith. ‘Can you get me a hearing?’  

Levi  rubbed  fingertips  across  his  weathered  brown  dome,  the  familiar  gesture pushing the skin up into ridges and furrows. He did not speak. 

‘I’m just asking for a delay,’ Irith went on. ‘They can excuse that easily enough –technical difficulties, vital safety precautions, unsuitable weather. I’m sure they’ll want to play up the safety angle.’  

‘Not as much as they want to play up the “Save the World” angle,’ said Levi. ‘The last thing President Woolley, or any of the world’s leaders, want is a distraction. If they allow time for second thoughts the resistance – which is gathering head all over the world 

– will blow the project apart.’  
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‘Then we’d better get going. Hello?’ said Irith, staring at her screen. ‘That’s strange.’  

‘What’s the matter?’  

‘I  can’t  get  into  the  database  I’ve  been  using.  It  keeps  saying  “invalid  password”. 

Shit, now my file’s corrupted.’  

‘Pull the plug, quick,’ snapped Levi. 

Irith  disconnected  her  computer  from  the  net.  Levi  trotted  across  and  ejected  the backup disc. ‘Is everything on this?’  

‘All but my latest calculations, but I can redo them.’  

He  inserted  a  Holodisc  of  his  own into  the  drive  of  her  computer.  ‘Let  me  have  a look with my security programs.’  

Irith picked up her backup disc and went to insert it in Levi’s drive. 

‘Don’t  touch  that!  The  disc  could  be  infected.’  He  hammered  at  Irith’s  keyboard. 

‘Too  late.  Someone’s  sneaked  a  worm  in  past  your  virus  checker  and  it’s  corrupted everything.  The  drives  will  have  to  be  re-formatted.  They’re  not  taking  any  risks  with their big day. I’d better check the backup.’  

Levi  started  up  his  security  programs  and  inserted  Irith’s  Holodisc.  ‘Too  late. 

They’ve got to it as well. God, they were quick.’  

‘I’ve  got  an  earlier  backup,’  said  Irith.  ‘It’s  only  a  few  hours  old.  I  always  make two.’  

It proved to be unaffected, though it was 5 am by the time Irith had her computer going. With a heavy sigh she set to work to redo what had been lost. 

Shortly,  Levi  put  his  head  in  the  door.  He  looked  as  though  he  was  restraining himself. ‘Have you heard the news?’  

A fist closed around her heart. ‘They haven’t set the bombs off early?’  

A chuckle burst out of him. ‘Not a bit of it. The blast is still scheduled for noon. No, it’s the militia army.’ Another chuckle. 

‘What have they done?’  

‘Turned  themselves  into  a  laughing  stock.  The  convoy’s  stalled  in  southern  Costa Rica. It’s out of fuel and can’t get more at any price.’  

Irith smiled. ‘Why not?’  

‘No one’s saying, but it appears that a few Delta Force squads hijacked the militia’s tankers, and at the same time saboteurs opened the stopcocks on all the large fuel tanks in 409 
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the country. There’s none to be had at any price. The media are making a meal out of the militias, the NRA, the PDL and the entire right. They’re calling it “The Army that ran out of gas”, and “The Confederacy of Dunces”, and saying that the NRA couldn’t organise a shit-fight in a night cart, or words to that effect. The whole country is laughing at them.’ 

Levi whooped like a schoolboy. 

Irith laughed till the tears ran down her face and dripped onto the keyboard. ‘Surely it must be the end of Jefferson Jackson’s Presidential ambitions. After this humiliation, he’s a dead man walking.’  

‘Er, more than you know. There are rumours that he’s shot himself,’ Levi said, more soberly. ‘And other rumours that his hand shook the first time he pulled the trigger, and it took two bullets to do the job.’  

‘I don’t imagine he’ll be sorely missed,’ said Irith. ‘Even if  he  did.’  

‘Ouch,’ said Levi. ‘No, I shouldn’t think so.’  

‘And the fuel, it was Woolley’s doing, I suppose?’  

‘Unofficially.  And  after  what  that  NRA  assassin  did  to  him,  who  could  blame  the President  for  the  manner  of  his  revenge?  But  it’s  the  channel  that’s  uppermost  in  his mind. He’s not going to let anything stop the Big Bang.’  
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Chapter 47 



‘I’m  doing  no  good  at  all,’  Levi  said  at  six-thirty  in  the  morning.  ‘My  contacts  aren’t high-level enough.’  

‘What about hacking in and trying to stop it?’ Irith rubbed her red eyes. She’d redone the lost work, using the terabytes of data she’d previously downloaded. 

‘That won’t be possible,’ said Levi. ‘When the whole world is watching, nothing will be left to chance.’  

‘Are you saying that no one can get in?’  

‘It doesn’t have to be an open system, so it won’t be.’  

Five and a half hours to go. Irith shivered. It seemed colder than ever. ‘Better keep working on those contacts, then.’  

‘I’m sorry,’ said Levi ten minutes later. ‘It just can’t be done.’  

‘Keep trying,’ she replied without looking up. ‘I’m more sure than I was before …’  

‘Sure of what?’  

‘That the explosion is going to destabilise the tectonic plate boundaries.’  

‘How badly?’  

‘Not  what  you’re  thinking,’  she  said  with  a  wry  twitch  of  the  lips.  ‘This  isn’t  a Hollywood epic. We’re talking tens of metres of movement, not tens of kilometres. Even so, the effects of a sudden plate realignment could be felt thousands of kilometres away. 

Mont Pelée on Martinique, in the eastern Caribbean, could blow up again. The last time it did it wiped out thirty thousand people – everyone on the island except a solitary prisoner in  a  cell.  Or  the  San  Andreas  Fault  could  finally  crack  open  and  take  most  of  San Francisco with it. Or LA.  Or both.’  

‘I don’t see what I can do about it,’ said Levi. 

‘I’m going to call Mum,’ Irith said suddenly. ‘She may still have a bit of influence –’  

‘I wouldn’t bet that she does,’ said Levi. ‘There’s been a seismic shift in the White House since the channel announcement. Most of the President’s old guard are out.’  
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‘That’s the worst pun I’ve ever heard.’ Irith pressed in her mother’s work code. The call  wasn’t  answered,  nor  was  there  a  message.  Her  communicator  wasn’t  answered either,  which  was  strange.  Jemma  was  always  contactable.  She  tried  her  apartment. 

Nothing. 

‘I’m going over to Mum’s apartment,’ she said. 

‘Do you want me to come too?’ said Levi. 

‘I think I’d prefer to go by myself, if you don’t mind.’ She headed for the door. 

‘Oh, by the way, Bragg left a message,’ said Levi. ‘He’s flying in this morning, just for a day and a night.’  

‘Why such a quick trip?’  

‘It was all the time he could get off.’  

‘It’s better than nothing, I suppose.’ Irith was mindful that she’d not treated him all that well the last time. ‘Could you ask him to call me?’  

Irith went down the stairs, pulling on her coat, and caught a cab to Jemma’s place. It proved a long, slow trip. The roads were icy and many of the side streets blocked with piles of dirty snow ploughed off the main thoroughfares. Though it was spring, the snow didn’t  look  like  melting  anytime  soon,  and  the  city  couldn’t  afford  the  fuel  to  carry  it away. 

The lifts were out at her mother’s apartment tower, and before Irith had reached the top she knew that Jemma wasn’t going to be in. She continued anyway, labouring up to the seventeenth floor and blowing hard by the time she got there. She rang the doorbell. 

‘She’s gone out,’ said an old man, shuffling down the hall wearing a woman’s fox fur coat over green striped pyjamas. ‘You her daughter?’  

‘Yes,’ said Irith. ‘Where did she go, do you know?’  

‘She  talks  about  you  all  the  time.’  He  came  right  up  to  Irith,  peering  at  her  with colourless, watery eyes. His skin was so thin that it was practically transparent. 

‘Really?’ said Irith. 

‘Oh, she’s very proud of you.’ He blinked at her, wiped his eyes. ‘She’s down by the river, I imagine. Spends a lot of time down there these last few days.’  

‘In this weather?’ said Irith. 

‘Jemma  doesn’t  mind  the  cold.’  The  old  man  shivered,  pulled  the  fur  tighter  and shuffled off. 
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‘Whereabouts by the river?’ she called, but he went into his apartment and the door closed. 

Irith  walked  down  the  stairs  again.  Her  knees  felt  weak  and  her  ankle  was  aching before she reached the bottom, and she felt overcome by despair. With only four hours to go there was nothing she could do. 

It was bitterly cold outside – a cold that made her nose burn and seeped straight into her  bones.  Irith  pulled  the  lined  hood  up  over  her  ears  and  clapped  her  gloved  hands together. It didn’t help. 

She  looked  around.  A  paved  path,  glazed  with  ice,  meandered  down  towards  the frozen  Potomac.  She  took  it,  walking  carefully  on  the  slick  surface.  Ice  sheathed  the trunks of the trees. She reached the riverbank path and saw, a few hundred metres ahead, a small figure sitting on a bench, staring across the river towards the airport. 

Jemma  did  not  look  around  as  Irith  approached.  Irith  stopped,  then  –  rather tentatively – sat down beside her. Jemma glanced at her. The tip of her nose was red. 

Irith didn’t say anything, and shortly Jemma asked, ‘What’s the matter?’  

‘The countdown has to be stopped.’  

‘It’s too late.’ Jemma hesitated. ‘Why, Irith? Why now?’  

Irith told her. 

Jemma turned around, staring at her. ‘You’re sure? You’re absolutely positive?’  

‘As much as I can be. I can’t  prove  that the nuclear explosions are going to cause a disaster – no one could – but all the evidence, and all my calculations, point to a major tectonic plate realignment afterwards.’  

‘And you’re hoping I’ll use my influence to get you an audience with someone high up.’  

‘Yes,  though  since  they’ve  cancelled  my  passwords  and  attacked  my  computer  I suppose that’s a forlorn hope.’  

‘Did you lose everything?’  

‘It was backed up, fortunately.’  

‘Like father, like daughter,’ said Jemma softly. ‘The problem is, I no longer have any influence  in  the  White  House.  They  didn’t  appreciate  my  giving  you  access  to  those databases. It looks as though they’ve been playing games with me as well.’  

‘Oh!’ said Irith. ‘I’m sorry –’  
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‘Don’t be. I’d outlived my usefulness anyway. But, you see, I can’t do anything to stop  the  countdown.  Nor  can  I  get  you  in  to  put  your  case  …’  She  trailed  off,  staring across the water. ‘Unless …’ Jemma turned to Irith, studying her as if testing her mettle. 

‘What?’ Irith said uneasily. 

‘There’s one man who can do it, though it isn’t going to be easy to convince him.’ 

She gave Irith another searching glance. 

Irith’s unease grew. ‘Who’s that, Mum?’  

‘Your friend, Senator Walter Deane.’  
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Chapter 48 



‘No!’ cried Irith. 

‘Not even President Woolley can keep the President of the Senate out. And Deane’s the only person I know with the intelligence to grasp your case in a hurry, and make a judgement of his own.’  

‘He’ll kill me,’ said Irith, feeling faint. ‘He’s already attacked me once.’  

‘I’ve known Wal for a long time. He’s a brilliant, ruthless man with a bad temper but, as I told you, he doesn’t hold grudges.’  

‘He came across as a vicious bastard,’ said Irith. 

‘What did you expect? You came to rob him and were prepared to do anything to get the Protocol. He defended himself and his property. No doubt he did it rather … robustly, but under the law he’s entitled to use force against an intruder. Many people would say he acted more honourably than you did.’  

Irith  opened  her  mouth,  saw  a  mental  image  of  the  man  with  his  eyeball  dangling from its socket, and closed it again. ‘Since you put it that way … How is he?’  

‘Apart from the eye, he’s as tough and powerful as ever.’ Jemma stood up, pulled a communicator from her pocket and pressed in a series of numbers from memory. After listening for a moment, she pressed several more. Putting in the earpiece, she held out the communicator so its camera showed her face, but not Irith’s. 

‘Hello, Wal,’ she said. ‘I need to see you, right away.’  

‘It’s really urgent,’ she said after he’d spoken. ‘Where are you now?’  

‘All right. I’ll be there in three-quarters of an hour. Bye.’ She cut the connection and called a cab. ‘Come on.’  

Twenty minutes later they were standing outside the Selinger Tower. Irith shuddered at the thought of going back in there, of seeing Deane again. It was 9.45. There wasn’t enough time anyway. 
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Security was even tighter than it had been previously. It took twenty minutes to get through it, though Jemma was expected. As they rode up in the elevator Irith could feel her entrails knotting together. 

They paced along the hall; Jemma came to the door and pressed the bell. ‘Come in, Jemma,’ said Deane’s voice, and the door clicked. 

Jemma opened it and went in. Irith followed, dying inside. He’d kill her – she knew it. 

Deane was sitting in an armchair by a gas fire, reading a leather-bound book. He did not look up as Jemma entered. ‘Have a seat. I’ll be with you in a moment.’  

Jemma remained standing. Deane slipped a bookmark between the pages, glanced at Jemma,  then  Irith.  His  expression  did  not  change,  though  the  atmosphere  grew  colder. 

Irith could feel the rage burning in him. One eye followed her; the other did not move. 

Irith couldn’t help staring at it. It appeared undamaged, yet, somehow, dead. 

‘Hello, Wal,’ said Jemma, putting out her hand. ‘It’s good of you to see us.’  

He rose stiffly to his feet and took her hand. He did not smile. 

‘And this is my daughter, Irith. I believe you’re acquainted.’  

‘You’ve got a nerve, Jemma,’ he said coldly. ‘But then, I always admired that quality in you so I can hardly complain. Good day, Irith.’ He extended his hand. 

Irith felt hideously embarrassed. Unable to meet his eye, she put out her cold hand. 

He  enveloped  it.  His  grip  was  firm,  though  not  crushing.  He  wasn’t  crude.  ‘And you’ve a bigger nerve,’ he said, looking Irith up and down. ‘I might admire that in you too, if you hadn’t cost me an eye. Not to mention the presidency.’  

Irith bowed her head. ‘At the time, I thought I was doing the right thing.’  

‘I’m sure you did! What do you want, Jemma?’  

‘For you to stop the countdown,’ Jemma explained. 

‘Can’t be done.’ Deane glanced pointedly at his watch. 

‘Hear  me  out,  Wal.  If  you  do  it,  and  you’re  proven  right,  you  might  get  your presidency  after  all.  Considering  what’s  going  to  follow  the  Big  Bang,  I’ve  a  feeling Woolley might retire early.’  

‘Really?’ Irith saw the naked desire in his eyes – he really wanted the presidency. He gave her a shrewd glance, then looked at Irith. ‘The President of the Senate is only third in line.’  
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‘Even so,’ Jemma said knowingly. 

‘Quite.  Sit  down.  Have  a  drink.’  He  poured  large  measures  of  whisky  into  two tumblers and handed one to each of them, before filling his own. 

They  sat.  Deane  raised  his  glass.  ‘To  the  presidency.’  He  took  a  careful  sip.  Irith tasted her own. It brought back memories of that terrible day and sharpened her fear of this man. 

‘I’ll give you ten minutes,’ said Deane. ‘That’s as much as you’d get inside, and if you can’t make a case in that time you never will.’  

‘I don’t need ten minutes,’ said Irith. ‘Sir –’  

‘After  what  we’ve   been  through   together,  Irith,’  he  said  drily,  ‘“Sir”  is  hardly appropriate. Even my enemies, and you’re in that category until proven otherwise, call me Wal.’  

Irith flushed. ‘All right, Wal. This is the problem. The shockwaves from as much as thirty thousand megatons of nuclear explosives going off at once, underground, will be the  equivalent  to  a  Richter  Scale  10.2  earthquake  –  that’s   forty   times  bigger  than  the biggest quake ever recorded. It will be large enough to destabilise the boundaries of the four crustal plates that meet near Panama, and that’s already a very unstable area. The pressure  release  when  one  and  a  half  trillion  tons  of  rock  are  instantaneously  removed from the channel, and the loading when it falls down again, will further destabilise it.’  

‘Go  on,’  he  said,  as  she  paused  to  moisten  her  dry  throat  with  another  sip  of Laphroaig. 

‘It’ll  cause  a  series  of  earthquake  swarms  that  could  last  for  months  and  fracture huge  healed  faults  running  through  Colombia  and  Venezuela.  That’s  going  to  lead  to massive  earthquakes  as  the  surrounding  plates  go  through  a  once-in-a-million-year realignment. 

‘Whole  mountains  could  come  down  in  South  and  Central  America.  Dormant volcanoes could explosively erupt anywhere along the Caribbean plate boundaries, or in the northern Andes. There could be all sorts of geological catastrophes. The San Andreas Fault could even unzip, from LA to San Francisco.’  

‘How sure are you?’ he rapped out, his good eye boring into her. 

‘I’ve used accepted geological models. I’m not one hundred percent – how could I be? I had only a few days to do it – but I’m sure enough. I just don’t know where they’re 417 
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going  to  occur,  or  when.  I  can’t  understand  how  the  project  team  didn’t  pick  this  up months ago.’  

‘They didn’t want to,’ said Deane. ‘The Pan-American Channel is the President’s pet project.  He  gathered  a  team  of  yes-men  around  him  and  they  bulldozed  it  through, ignoring anything and anyone who didn’t agree with them. It’s how things get done in this  town.’  He  looked  Irith  up  and  down. ‘Are  you  really,  really   sure?  I’m  staking  my reputation on this. Don’t give me any bullshit. If you do, and you’re wrong, I’ll destroy you. You’ll never work again. Just give me the unvarnished truth.’  

He meant every word. She shivered, for though she was as sure as she could be, it was  a  forecast  based  on  limited  data.  But  she  couldn’t  back  down  now. ‘Small  atomic tests  are  known  to  have  caused  follow-on  earthquakes,  even  in  stable  areas.  The  blow from this explosion will be so massive that they’ll be catastrophic.’  

His  eye  stared  at  her,  unblinking.  ‘All  right.  I  know  everything  about  you,  Irith Hardey.  You’re  a  brilliant,  careful  scientist.  I’ll go  with  it.  If  you’re  right,  I  may  even forgive you the eye.’  

‘But can you get us in?’ said Jemma. ‘Can you get Irith a hearing?’  

Deane glanced up at the Vienna Regulator on the wall. It said 10.35. ‘I can get us in. 

I  can  probably,  by  a  combination  of  charm  and  blackmail,  get  you  a  hearing  with  the President’s Chief of Staff, Sofia Heydenrych. But it’s not going to make any difference.’  

‘What about the President?’ said Jemma. 

Deane puffed out his cheeks. ‘He’ll be putting on the performance of his life in front of the leaders of the world. He’s not going to stop for the President of the Senate.’  

‘Not even to hear about publicity that could blow his presidency apart?’ said Jemma. 

‘I’ll see what I can do.’ Deane pressed buttons on a pad beside him. A man’s voice answered. ‘Bring my limousine round right away, please, Ramon,’ said Deane, ‘and get me a police escort to the Superdome. There’s not a second to waste.’  

Ten  minutes  later  they  were  in  the  limousine.  ‘To  the  Washington  Superdome, Ramon,’ said Deane, sitting up front, ‘and faster than you’ve ever driven before. This is an emergency.’ He got onto his communicator and began organising the clearances that would get them inside. 

 

418 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

The chauffeur took off down Pennsylvania Avenue like a scalded cat, though with the congestion and the icy roads, and five layers of security at the end of it, it was 11.30 

before they passed through the gates and pulled up at the VIP entrance. 

‘Where’s Sofia?’ snapped Deane to the officer at the door as he pulled off his gloves and stepped onto the red carpet. ‘She’s supposed to be meeting me here.’  

‘She’s tied up, Senator Deane, sir,’ the officer replied. ‘With the President. It’s only half an hour until the Big Bang, sir.’  

‘Get her out here right away.’  

The officer hesitated. ‘I don’t think I can do that, Senator. I’ve got instructions that she’s not to be disturbed, under any circumstances.’  

‘Not  even  when   I   ask  for  her?’  Deane  peered  at  the  officer’s  nametag. ‘You’re  an ambitious  young  man,  Lieutenant  Gomez,  or  else  you  wouldn’t  be  serving  in  such  an important  post.  It  just  so  happens  I  play  golf  with  your  commanding  officer,  General Gately, and if you don’t want to spent the rest of your commission in Thule – that’s in Greenland, Lieutenant, northern Greenland, where the winters are fifty below in a warm year –’  

‘I know where Thule is, Senator,’ said the officer quietly. 

‘Excellent.  Then  I  suggest  you  get  Sofia  out  here  right  away.  And  get  me  a megaphone.’  

‘I’ll … do my best, sir.’  

The  officer  spoke  into  his  communicator.  Deane  paced.  The  minutes  passed  by  –11.35,  11.40,  11.45.  An  attendant  came  running  and  handed  Deane  a  great  bullhorn megaphone. The lieutenant was still talking, giving Deane anxious glances all the while. 

Finally the door opened and Sofia Heydenrych appeared, a tall, meaty woman who hadn’t smiled during her entire term as Chief of Staff. 

‘What is it, Deane?’ she snapped. 

‘Stop  the  countdown,’  said  Deane.  ‘The  explosion  is  going  to  cause  a  geological disaster. A catastrophe.’  

‘We’ve been through all that,’ said the Chief of Staff. ‘Nothing’s going to happen bar some local earthquake activity, confined to Panama.’  

‘I have different advice,’ said Deane. ‘Who did the earthquake risk assessment?’  

‘Professor Salazar’s team. It was all done thoroughly.’  
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‘He’s  a  fraud  who  should  have  been  pensioned  off  a  decade  ago.  Who  was responsible for the independent data validation?’  

The Chief of Staff licked lips that resembled slabs of corrugated bark. They crackled. 

‘It was done in-house.’  

‘By your yes-men! So it’s not worth a cracker. Stop the countdown, Sofia.’ The clock above the door showed 11.50. 

‘I don’t have the authority, Wal.’  

‘Then get out of the way. I’ll speak to the President myself.’  

‘You’re not on the list. You refused your invitation.’  

‘Move aside!’ snarled Deane, thrusting her to one side. ‘I’m going in.’  

‘Stop him, officer!’ cried the Chief of Staff. 

The lieutenant barred the door, waving frantically to his guards. ‘I’m sorry, sir, but you can’t go in.’  

‘The hell I can’t,’ said Deane, his hand on the door. 

The guards moved up, their weapons out, though they avoided pointing them at the senator. 11.52. 

‘I’m going in,’ Deane repeated. ‘If you want to shoot me, Lieutenant, go ahead. I’m President  of  the  Senate  and  third  in  line  should  President  Woolley  be  unable  to  serve. 

Touch me and you’ll go before a firing squad.’  

The lieutenant motioned to the guards with one hand, and they fell back. ‘Come on,’ 

Deane said to Irith and Jemma. 

They passed through the door behind the lieutenant and began to run. It was 11.56 

and they still had to get through the long tunnel under the tiers of seats, and then all the way to the centre of the amphitheatre. 

They  emerged  from  the  tunnel  at  the  boundary  gate.  The  leaders  of  the  nuclear nations sat at a long table, on a platform built in the centre of the field. They were still too far  away  to  identify,  though  their  faces  were  displayed  on  a  high  screen.  President Woolley  sat  in  the  central  position.  In  a  calculated  insult  to  British  Prime  Minister Holbrook,  the  former  PM,  Philip  Madderer,  was  among  the  other  leaders.  The  invited dignitaries sat in front and the vast stadium was full of people. High up, behind the main table,  a  series  of  suspended  screens  displayed  images  of  Panama  and  the  channel  site 420 
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from  airborne  cameras  and  satellites.  On  a  smaller  screen  to  the  right,  the  countdown proceeded. 

Deane opened the gate and ran onto the field, Irith close behind, limping badly. 

‘Stop!’ roared Deane through the megaphone. 

Every head in the stadium turned in his direction. Someone announced Deane’s name over the PA and his face appeared in a small window below the countdown clock, which showed 11.58.54. His voice was heard on the PA. 

‘Stop the countdown. It’s going to be a disaster. It’s going to cause –’  

The President turned to an aide behind him and Irith could read his lips as he slashed his raised hands across in an  

X:  cut him off.  

Deane  disappeared  from  the  screen.  Irith  could  hear  him  but  she’d  bet  few  other people could, over the sudden clamour in the stadium. He hadn’t been quick enough –hadn’t cut to the meat of the argument, and now his chance had gone. 

She snatched the megaphone and began to scream out what he should have said. ‘If you do this, huge earthquakes are going to destroy Central America. Mountains will fall down. Millions will die –’  

Too  late.  The  President  was  smiling  and  bowing  to  the  Chinese  President  on  his right,  the  Russian  President,  to  his  left,  President  Candide  of  France,  former  Prime Minister Madderer, and the others beside them. President Woolley put his finger on the big black button before him. The other Presidents, Premiers and Prime Ministers did the same. They pushed with just the tips of their fingers and it was done. 
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Chapter 49 



Not  even  the  fastest  cameras,  recording  a  thousand  frames  a  second,  captured  the  full immensity of the explosions, though one of the satellite cameras went closest. The land erupted across Panama in a curving strip seventy kilometres long, and the sea bed for tens of kilometres on either side of that. Within seconds, dust, steam and rubble had blotted everything out except the boiling clouds that rose into the stratosphere. 

The Presidents, Premiers and Prime Ministers rose to their feet as one, shaking each other’s  hands.  Cheering  broke  out  in  some  parts  of  the  stadium,  though  other  sections remained eerily silent. 

Irith felt faint. The strength drained out of her legs and she fell against Deane. He caught her and held her up, and she didn’t even have the wit to find the irony in it. She swayed,  watching  the  wall  of  cloud,  like  a  conglomeration  of  poisonous  mushrooms, racing into the stratosphere. 

After  ten  or  fifteen  minutes  the  dust  and  steam  was  blown  east  towards  the Caribbean, revealing glimpses of the hellish scene. The once beautiful tropical landscape of  Panama,  the  mountains,  pastures,  rainforests  and  lakes,  had  vanished.  In  their  place was  a  ragged  chasm  a  hundred  kilometres  long  and,  according  to  the  readouts  on  the screen from the satellite radar altimeters, averaging 330 metres deep and 24 kilometres wide. The engineers’ calculations had been conservative. 

‘It’s running the  wrong  way,’ said Deane, still holding her up. 

Despite  all  that  had  gone  between  them,  at  this  moment  Irith  could  not  but  find comfort in the human contact. The explosion, the demonstration, had been beyond awe. 

Beyond imagination. Beyond horror. 

She  looked  up  at  the  close-ups  on  the  screen,  which  did  indeed  show  the  Pacific Ocean flooding into the Pan-American Channel, undoubtedly to overwhelm the smaller Atlantic flow coming from the other direction. 
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‘The tides on the Pacific side have a range of twenty feet,’ she said, ‘versus only a foot  on  the  Caribbean  coast  of  Panama.  And  it’s  high  tide  on  the  Pacific  side,  so  the surface flow will be to the east, into the Atlantic Ocean. But once the channel fills, the main flow will be in the other direction.’  

‘But will it be enough to make any difference to Earth’s climate?’ said Deane. ‘It’s a pretty small channel compared to the size of the oceans.’  

An astute man, she thought ‘Perhaps a little, though it won’t be enough to save us from the ice age.’  

‘Then why the fuck did he do it?’ said Deane. 

The mushroom clouds had coalesced in the stratosphere and were now spreading out to  cover  the  whole  of  Panama  in  roiling  black  nodules  like  monstrous  skin  cancers. 

Cameras on distant aircraft, circling at a safe distance a hundred kilometres out over the Pacific, pored over every inch of the desolation. Central Panama, once green and lovely, at least from altitude, was nothing but ridges of steaming and smoking rubble, hundreds of  metres  high,  whose  fall  had  pulverised  everything  within  thirty  kilometres  of  the channel. 

Other cameras were tracking the spread of tidal waves out into the Pacific Ocean and the  Caribbean.  Analysis,  running  in  a  small  window  up  to  the  left,  stated  that  these tsunamis were slightly less than the forecast heights, and that damage would be less than expected. As the areas at risk had already been evacuated, no loss of life was forecast. 

‘I have no idea,’ Irith replied belatedly, sagging out of Deane’s grasp to the artificial grass. He didn’t move to pick her up, didn’t seem to notice. 

‘It’s a symbol,’ she heard her mother say. ‘A symbol of unity. The world has to work together to survive and this is the first step. In some ways it’s a good sign, even if Panama had to be sacrificed to make it so.’  

Deane lifted her up. ‘How long, Irith?’  

‘How long for what?’ she said limply. 

‘Until the first after-effects. The earthquakes.’  

It was really hard to think. ‘I don’t know … probably not long. A few hours.’  

‘Christ! Should I alert the world or should I say nothing?’  
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‘You don’t have a choice,’ said Jemma. ‘You said enough inside, before they cut you off, to arouse public concern. There’ll be a thousand reporters outside, wanting to know the details. You’ll be lucky to be finished with them by dinner-time.’  

‘Then I’d better get on with it.’ Senator Deane straightened his shoulders, checked in a hand mirror that his bad eyeball wasn’t the wrong way around, passed Irith to Jemma and turned towards the VIP exit. 

 

He  was  still  outside  half  an  hour  later,  talking  to  the  reporters,  when  Jemma  and  Irith emerged into the VIP’s foyer after the minor dignitaries had gone. The leaders had long since been whisked away by helicopter. Neither Irith nor Jemma had wanted to answer questions so they’d kept out of sight, and fortunately their faces hadn’t gone up on the screens. There were television cameras everywhere outside the glass walls, though. 

Irith kept her face turned away, just in case. ‘Can we sneak out of here?’ she said, as they stood in the foyer. 

‘I’ll  see  what  I  can  do.’  Jemma  went  across  to  one  of  the  security  officers  and showed her ID. He consulted his watch and replied to her question. Jemma came back. 

‘It’ll be an hour or two before we can get a car, and there aren’t any cabs to be had. 

We’ll just have to wait here.’  

‘I’ll call Levi,’ said Irith. ‘He’ll want to know what’s happened. And Bragg too, if he’s got in from the west coast.’  

How  she’d  neglected  him  before!  Now  that  it  was  all  over  Irith  regretted  her obsessiveness  of  the  past  weeks,  and  her  tendency  to  put  work  before  everything,  and everyone, else. She’d begun doing that nearly a decade ago, to block out problems she couldn’t,  or  wouldn’t,  face  up  to,  but  it  had  long  since  become  a  habit.  One  that  was preventing her from moving on. It had destroyed their relationship the first time and she didn’t want that to happen again. 

‘Tell them to come over to my place,’ said Jemma. 

They stood in a corner as far away from the door as possible, but it was still cold. 

Irith  was  rubbing  her  hands  together  when  a  tall  man  in  a  chauffeur’s  uniform approached. 

‘Hello,  Ramon,’  said  Jemma,  recognising  Deane’s  chauffeur.  ‘You’ve  got  a  long wait.’  
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‘Senator Deane asked me to take you home,’ said Ramon. ‘He’s going to be hours. 

Come this way, please.’  

He ushered them along a series of gloomy passages and out an unmarked side door into the limousine, which was pleasantly warm. Half an hour later he deposited them at Jemma’s apartment. The lifts were still out. 

They were sitting down in front of Jemma’s blank screen, not speaking, when there came a long, low, drawn-out rumble. 

‘What’s that?’ said Jemma. 

Irith consulted her watch: half-past two. The speed of sound being 1,200 kilometres an  hour,  it  was  right  on  time.  ‘That’s  the  bombs  going  off,  2,900  kilometres  away.  I wondered if we’d hear it from here.’  

A little later, the bell chimed and Levi and Bragg were there, well rugged up against the cold. Jemma let them in and offered hot chocolate. A pot was already simmering on the stove. 

‘Make mine a double,’ said Levi, looking pinched about the mouth. ‘And put a drop of brandy in it, if you don’t mind. My batteries are frozen solid. What a day!’  

Irith embraced Bragg. ‘It’s so good to see you. And I’m sorry.’  

‘For what?’ said Bragg, taking off his coat. ‘Brrr! I’d forgotten how cold it is back east.’  

‘I’m sorry for putting you second yet again. For being so obsessed with my work. 

For –’  

‘You do go a bit far at times,’ he said, looking into her eyes and smiling. ‘And it does piss me off every now and again, but you wouldn’t be you if you didn’t.’  

Irith  felt  warmed  more  than  she  could  have  imagined.  The  world  might  be  going straight to hell but at least she still had Jemma and her friends; at least she had Bragg. 

Jemma poured the hot chocolate into large beer mugs and decanted what amounted to a double cognac into each, even her own. Irith raised her eyebrows. Still, this was no ordinary day. 

‘What do we do now?’ said Irith. 

‘It’s all over and I’ve retired,’ said Levi. ‘We go home, if we’ve still got homes to go to, and see what happens.’  
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‘What  do  you  think  is  going  to  happen?’  said  Bragg.  They  all  looked  at  Irith.  ‘I haven’t got the foggiest,’ she said. ‘Let’s have a look at the news.’  

Jemma waved a hand at the screen and it came to life. Scrolling through the endless replays of the day’s events she found a live satellite view of the Pan-American Channel, which  was  full  of  water  now.  The  shores  were  still  steaming,  as  were  the  vast  rubble ridges on either side. 

 

 It will be some time before the current regime is fully established,  the announcer was saying . However, water from the Caribbean is already flowing towards the Pacific Ocean. Satellite measurement of surface and subsurface flows is in good agreement with the computer models, which means that the ice age will be cut short before it begins. 

 

‘It means nothing of the sort,’ Irith said tiredly. ‘Why do they always have to lie?’  

‘Because hope is better than despair,’ said Jemma. ‘And hope for a better future is the only thing that can save us now.’  

 

 And  now  we  cross  live  to  the  White  House,  and  the  President  of  the  United States’ final Address to the World.  

 My  fellow  Americans,  said  President  Woolley ,  and  people  of  the  world, wherever  you  dwell.  He  paused  for  a  moment .  One  hundred  and  ten  days  ago  we were at the brink of global war, a catastrophe that threatened to wipe humanity out. 

 Yet  one  hundred  and  ten  days  ago  we  agreed  to  lay  down  our  arms  and  work together for the good of all.  

 Ten days ago we dared to take a great risk, and the people of Panama gave up their beloved country, to give the rest of the world a chance.  

 

‘I don’t know that they were actually asked, were they?’ said Irith. 

Jemma  shook  her  head,  though  it  was  not  clear  whether  she  was  agreeing  or  just wanting Irith to shut up. 
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 The nay-sayers sneered that we could not do it in one hundred days, or even one hundred  years.  Doubting  scientists  said  it  wouldn’t  work  anyway.  The  jeremiahs were  confident  that  the  nations  of  the  world  could  never  work  together,  and  few believed  that  they  would  ever  give  up  their  nuclear  weapons.  Even  my  trusted advisers  told  me  it  couldn’t  be  done.  In  my  dark  hours  in  the  middle  of  the  night, there were times when I myself doubted.  

 But I never gave up hope, because I always had faith in you. I knew that you, people of the world, believed in me. I knew that you wanted one last chance. It gave me  the  strength  to  go  on,  and  I  did  everything  in  my  power  to  make  our  dream  a reality.  

 

‘He really lays it on, doesn’t he?’ said Irith. 

‘He’s  a  politician  having  the  time  of  his  life,’  said  Levi.  ‘And  a  man  who  always dreamed of making his mark, without ever expecting to. One thing is certain now – while ever there is any history left on Earth, Woolley will have a place in it.’  

‘It remains to be seen whether it’s a great or an iniquitous place,’ said Irith. ‘Maybe he doesn’t really care,’ said Jemma, ‘as long as he’s remembered. Shh!’  

 

 And we did it. The last nuclear device was put in place this morning, the last test run at 11 am. Everything was finally ready at 11.55  – we made it with five minutes to spare.  

Woolley turned side-on, gesturing to the screen behind him. 

 

 And it worked! The channel came out exactly as my engineers designed it.  

 

‘Not exactly,’ Bragg said in Irith’s ear. ‘It’s a good seventy metres deeper than the original design, and three kilometres wider. Surely their calculations can’t have been that far out?’  

‘The  calculations  were  spot-on,’  said  Jemma.  ‘They  just  used  more  nuclear explosives than they needed to.’  

‘Why?’ said Irith. 

‘Later.’  
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 My scientific advisers were right,  the President went on . The channel is going to do its job.  

 

He stepped back and the cameraman framed him, pointing to the screen. It showed a satellite  view  of  the  channel,  full  of  water  that  had  been  digitally  edited  to  replace  the murky brown with an oceanic blue. 

 

 And this is how it’s going to work. 

 

The  video  morphed  to  a  photo-realistic  animation  of  the  warm  Caribbean  water flowing  through  into  the  cooler  Pacific.  The  viewpoint  progressively  stepped  back  to reveal more and more of the oceanic conveyor system of currents that transported heat around the globe. Now showing the  spinning Earth from space, the animation depicted the polar currents warming, the snow- and ice-clad continents progressively greening. 

The  scene  zoomed  to  an  alpine  meadow  covered  in  snow  and  ice,  with  a  glacier grinding through a village in the background. 

 

 Before the channel, this was all we had to look forward to. 

 

The  President  said  no  more  until  the  village  had  been  crushed  to  rubble  and  the glacier filled the entire valley. 

 

 Now we can hope for this. 

 

The glacier was replaced by a carpet of wildflowers on which herds of cattle were grazing  peacefully.  In  the  distance,  Hollywood’s  idea  of  an  alpine  village  appeared, complete with children playing American football in the grass. 

 

 This  is  our  future  now.  It’s  not  going  to  come  tomorrow,  and  things  may  get worse – I won’t lie to you, they  will  get worse 428 
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 – before they get better. We’ve got long, hard months and years ahead of us, but we can hope again. This is the future we can look towards, and every one of you who believed in me has made it possible.  

 Thank you for your faith. Now it’s time for us to roll up our sleeves and get to work.  

 

He took off his jacket and rolled up his shirt sleeves. 

Jemma  turned  off  the  screen.  ‘I  haven’t  seen  Deane  on  the  news,  which  is  a  little odd.’  

‘Give  him  time,’  said  Levi.  ‘President  Woolley  is,  justifiably,  basking  in  his  great success. The media want to focus on that. It might be different in another day or two.’  

‘It doesn’t look as though your forecasts are going to come true, Irith,’ said Jemma. 

‘Give them time,’ Irith replied darkly. 
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Chapter 50 



Shortly afterwards, Jemma was called into the State Department for an urgent meeting. 

Late that afternoon she called Irith. After asking how she was, though not appearing to listen to her reply, Jemma said, ‘I think it would be a good idea to watch the news this evening.’  

‘Why?’ Irith said curiously. 

‘I believe you’re going to hear something you’ll be rather interested in. I’ll be back later. Why don’t you and Bragg stay over? You can have the spare room.’  

‘I – all right,’ said Irith. ‘What’s going to be on the news?’  

Jemma refused to be drawn any further, and rang off. 

 

 In a sensational development just hours ago, the British Government has collapsed following broadcast of a secret surveillance tape that shows Prime Minister Joseph Holbrook  conspiring  with  the  leader  of  the  neo-Nazi  Yellow  Armbands,  Erasmus Lowther, in a program of bribery, intimidation and assassination prior to the BFB 

 Party sweeping to power in Britain six months ago. Excerpts from this tape, which have been verified as genuine, were broadcast by the BBC-in-Exile earlier today. It details, among other crimes, thirty-seven planned assassinations of political figures, most of which have since been carried out. These included Sir Christopher Burleigh, the  Chancellor  of  the  Exchequer  under  Prime  Minister  Madderer,  and  Charmain Slee, the Chief Whip in the former Government.  

 In  a  massive  show  of  revulsion  at  the  allegations,  three  million  people demonstrated  against  the  regime  in  London  this  afternoon.  Despite  orders  to disperse  the  protest  by  all  means  at  their  disposal,  the  Metropolitan  Police  have allowed it to proceed. Three hundred and sixty-two Members of Parliament burned their BFB membership cards on the floor of the House before crossing the floor and voting against the Government in a spontaneous demonstration of no confidence.  
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 Prime  Minister  Holbrook  declared  the  motion  illegal  and  ordered  his  Yellow Armband guards into the House, but was forced to resign when security locked the doors and formed a human barricade outside under a barrage of broadcast cameras. 

 The Leader of the Opposition made a citizen’s arrest on the floor of the House and the Prime Minister is now in custody.  

 In  a  related  development,  it  was  revealed  today  that  the  Government  was actively planning to abandon Britain, which would be uninhabitable in the coming ice age, and re-establish the monarchy in Argentina. An invasion force, comprising an army of three hundred thousand men, had been mobilised and was due to set sail within  days.  After  overcoming  the  small  and  poorly  equipped  Argentinean  defence forces, troop carriers were to ferry two million Britons to their new homeland within the ensuing four weeks, and another eight million in subsequent months. Those who could not be accommodated on the troopships were to be left behind to their fate.  

 

‘Why Argentina, of all places?’ said Irith. 

‘It’s the perfect choice,’ said Bragg. ‘It’s not too far away; it’s a big country with a small  population  mainly  of  European  origin;  and  there’s  long  been  a  British  enclave there.  Argentina  has  ample  resources,  including  water  and  farmland,  no  neighbours capable of intervening and, unlike other possible refuges such as Australia, it won’t be badly affected by an ice age.’  

‘And  it’s  got  a  lot  to  do  with  your  tape,’  said  Levi.  He  shook  her  hand.  ‘The President  must  have  sent  in  a  team  to  recover  it.  You’ve  really  made  a  difference  this time.’  

‘Funny, isn’t it?’ she replied, not thinking about the tape at all. ‘We all worked so hard to recover the Life Lottery Protocol, yet in the end I can’t help thinking that it would have been better if we hadn’t –’  

‘I don’t know about that,’ said Levi. 

‘And yet this tape, which I stole in a fit of psychotic fury, then lost, has changed the fate of two nations.’  

‘There’s a certain irony to it,’ said Bragg. 

‘Indeed. Coming to bed, Bragg?’  

‘I – Yes, of course.’  
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That night, when Bragg was fast asleep, Irith was lying awake, reading, when the room shook gently. After a few seconds it shook again, just hard enough to rattle her cup on its saucer. 

She sat up. Washington wasn’t in an earthquake zone and the shockwave from the explosion,  even  if  it  could  have  been  felt  this  far  away,  would  have  arrived  ages  ago. 

Long before she’d heard the explosion, in fact. Shockwaves travelled faster through rock than through air. 

Putting  her  book  down,  Irith  slid  out  of  bed,  pulled  a  robe  around  herself  and knocked on Jemma’s door. She’d come home at midnight and gone straight to bed. 

‘Come in.’  

Irith  opened  the  door  and  put  her  head  around  it.  Jemma  was  sitting  up  in  bed, wearing a yellow jumper over her linen nightgown. 

‘Did you feel that?’ said Irith. 

‘Yes. I thought it was rather odd.’  

‘That’s not the word I would have used,’ said Irith grimly. 

‘What do you mean?’ Jemma sat up straight. 

‘If that earthquake was due to the channel …’  

‘Yes?’ said Jemma. 

‘Any  shock  felt  three  thousand  kilometres  away  from  its  source  is  one  hell  of  an earthquake.’  

She went out and turned on the screen. Jemma followed and put the kettle on. 

 

 Aftershocks are continuing following this evening’s massive earthquake near the city of Cúcuta, Colombia. Reports of damage have yet to come in, though satellite radar imagery  shows  that  the  quake  has  caused  landslides  for  one  hundred  kilometres along the rugged Cordillera de Mérida, into neighbouring Venezuela, and great loss of  life  is  feared.  We’ll  now  cross  to  Dr  Pauline  Wight,  an  expert  on  Colombian geology at the Lamont-Doherty Geological Observatory.  

 Dr Wight, just how big was the Cúcuta earthquake, and did it have anything to do with the atomic blasts in Panama earlier today?  
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 The quake appears to have been the largest in recorded history,  said Wight, a small, neat tweedy woman with black piercing eyes . Though we’re still running the calculations,  at  the  present  time  we  put  the  magnitude  at  10.1,  which  is  massively bigger  than  the  great  Chilean  and  Alaskan  quakes  of  last  century.  The  magnitude scale is logarithmic, of course, so an earthquake with a magnitude of 10.1 is many times more powerful than –  

 Quite,  said the anchorman hastily; nothing turned an audience off quicker than mathematics . And was it caused by the Panama blast?  

 Almost certainly. The area is tectonically unstable and I believe that shockwaves from  the  nuclear  explosions  have  unlocked  the  boundary  between  the  Caribbean Plate and the South American Plate, which runs through Colombia and Venezuela. 

 Further seismic activity –  

 You mean, more earthquakes,  interjected the interviewer .  

 More  earthquakes  can  be  expected  around  the  northern  margin  of  the  South American craton, as well as along adjacent plate boundaries, as the plates readjust. 

 Furthermore, the explosions may have damaged healed faults along –  

 Are you saying there could be more earthquakes in the same area?  

 I’m saying,  Wight said patiently , that there  will  be more large earthquakes.  

 As large as this one?  

After a long hesitation, the geologist said , They could be larger. And they could occur anywhere along the south-western boundary between the Caribbean Plate and its  neighbours.  In  other  words,  anywhere  along  the  Central  American  Isthmus, throughout  Colombia  and  Venezuela,  or  even  outside  that  area,  as  the  plate configurations continue to adjust to constantly changing stresses.  

 What do you mean by ‘outside that area’? Are you saying that there could be earthquakes in the continental US, as Senator Deane suggested earlier today?  

Wight hesitated.  That’s a possibility we’re still working on.  

 But  surely  this  was  investigated  during  the  design  of  the  Pan-American Channel? President Woolley assured the world that the project was perfectly safe.  

 I can’t comment on that,  said Wight . I wasn’t part of the team. Aren’t you the world’s leading authority on earthquake risk in Central America?  

 I believe I am.  
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 Yet you weren’t consulted?  

 No,  said Wight .  

 Why not?  

 I can’t speculate on that,  said Wight .  

 

‘So you were right,’ said Jemma. ‘Now what?’  

‘I’m going to sleep on it and see what happens overnight,’ said Irith. 

She lay in bed with the light out, staring at the dark ceiling. There was no precedent for such a massive underground blast, so it wasn’t possible to predict what would happen next, though Irith knew it wasn’t going to be good. 

The room shook twice more that night, harder than before. Irith was glad she didn’t live  in  a  mountain  village  in  northern  Colombia.  She  rolled  over  and  clung  to  Bragg’s muscular back and was glad he was there, even  briefly. He had to catch an early flight back to the west coast. 

Jemma  woke  her  at  eight  with  a  cup  of  tea  and  a  plate  of  toast.  Bragg  was  gone. 

‘There  have  been  earthquakes  in  Colombia  and  Venezuela  all  night.  Huge  ones  –magnitude 8 and 9. And smaller quakes throughout Panama, Costa Rica and even as far north as Honduras.’  

‘I felt a couple of the shockwaves,’ Irith said absently, still thinking about Bragg. She wished he’d woken her to say goodbye. 

‘And since then earthquakes have occurred under the Pacific Ocean near Panama and Costa Rica. Almost as big.’  

Irith  focussed  on  what  Jemma  was  saying.  ‘It  stands  to  reason.  If  you  get  a  big movement along one plate boundary, stresses will build up along the others nearby.’  

‘How long is it going to go on?’ said Jemma. 

‘A  hundred  years?  A  thousand?  I  have  no  idea,  Mum.  Stress  can  build  up  for hundreds of years before the rocks tear apart in an earthquake. But I’d expect the biggest earthquakes  to  occur  quickly.  They’ll  trigger  others,  swarms  of  them,  until  the  plate boundaries have readjusted, and then there’ll be smaller ones, tailing off over years.’  

‘As big as the ones they had overnight?’  

‘I haven’t been watching the news.’  
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‘There have been two more quakes around magnitude 10 since you went back to bed, plus  another  three  over  9.5.  Half  a  mountain  has  fallen  down  in  the  Cordillera  near Mérida, Venezuela, and those mountains go up to sixteen thousand feet.’  

‘And there’ll be thousands dead, no doubt.’  

‘The  search  and  rescue  teams  haven’t  got  in  yet.  Every  road  in  the  area  has  been destroyed, and that’s not country to fly through at night. And you’re saying there could be worse to come?’  

‘It seems a reasonable probability.’  

‘The  President’s  euphoria  is  going  to  be  pretty  short-lived,’  said  Jemma.  ‘Oh,  and Deane rang a while ago.’  

‘Yes?’ Irith said warily. 

‘He said, “No eye for this eye.” I think that means you’re forgiven.’  

‘Oh!’ said Irith, feeling confused. ‘I think I’ll try to refine my model.’  

She had been working for a few hours, and was even more sure that worse was yet to come,  when  Jemma  appeared  at  her  door  with  a  plate  of  pastrami  and  gherkin sandwiches. ‘How’s it going?’  

Irith crammed a sandwich into her mouth, muttering something noncommittal. 

‘It’s getting worse in Colombia,’ said Jemma. ‘Two cities and forty-nine towns and villages  have  been  wiped  off  the  map.  The  earth  is  still  shaking  and  the  rescue  teams can’t get in to look for survivors, not that many are expected. Some villages were buried under hundreds of metres of rock, others ground off the mountainside by avalanches that didn’t stop for ten kilometres.’  

‘I suppose Woolley is taking a lot of flak.’  

‘He’s weathering it. He’s arguing the line, backed up by his tame experts, that the earthquakes have nothing to do with the nuclear explosion. No one’s buying that, but the consensus seems to be that it’s an acceptable price to pay to save North America, Europe and North Asia from the ice.’  

‘Especially if someone a long way away is paying the price,’ said Irith. 

‘Quite.’  

‘Have there been any reports of quakes in Mexico or the US?’  

‘No.’  
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‘The  geological  models  are  now  suggesting  that the  continental  United  States  may escape seismic activity after all.’ Irith took another bite of her sandwich. ‘It doesn’t seem right,  somehow,  that  there  should  be  no  consequences  for  the  nation  that  had  half  the bombs.’  

‘That remains to be seen,’ said Jemma. ‘Oh, there was a curious item on the news earlier – I don’t know whether it’s related or not, but I recorded it anyway. An LP gas tanker  reported  that  the  sea  was  bubbling  and  burning,  hundreds  of  kilometres  off  the North Carolina coast. No ship is reported missing from the area and there aren’t any oil rigs anywhere near there.’  

‘The sea was burning?’ Irith swung back to her portable and began a search of the net. 

‘So they said. Is something the matter?’  

‘I’ll tell you in a minute. See if you can find any similar occurrences.’  

Jemma was back five minutes later. ‘I found two other reports of fire on the sea – one off  the  coast  of  Panama,  the  other  west  of  Oregon,  a  hundred  kilometres  out  in  the Pacific. 

‘The Oregon one wasn’t called Hydrate Ridge, was it?’  

‘The report didn’t say. Irith –?’  

‘I’ll tell you as soon as I figure it out.’  

Half an hour later Irith got up from her computer and ran into the living room. ‘I – I need a favour from Senator Deane. Since he’s so pleased with me.’  

‘You’ve changed your tune,’ Jemma snorted. 

‘He terrifies me, Mum, but this is really important.’  

‘All right,’ Jemma said dubiously. ‘What is it?’  

‘There’s a marine survey boat on station out in the Atlantic, not that far from here as the chopper flies, and it’s got a deep-sea submersible on board. Ask Deane to get it turned around and heading for a locality called Blake Ridge, a few hundred kilometres off the coast of North Carolina. I want it ready to do a dive to the sea bed at Blake Ridge.’  

‘Is that all?’ Jemma said mischievously, knowing it was not. 

‘He can organise to have me flown out to the survey vessel. I’m going down in the submersible.’  
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‘Don’t  be  absurd!  The  captain  and  the  chief  scientist  have  rights  of  veto  over  any change to a marine survey program, and any dive in a submersible.’  

‘I know that,’ said Irith. ‘But Senator Deane just has to lean on them the right way, call in a few favours, offer to increase their funding in the next appropriation – or cut it! 

You owe me this, Mum, after what you did to my last mission.’  

‘I’ll  see  what  I  can  do!’  Jemma  snapped.  ‘What  shall  I  say  is  the  purpose  of  the mission?’  

‘If you can’t work that out by yourself, you’ll have to wait till I get back.’  

 

Forty-eight hours later, Irith was balancing on the deck of the RV  Submarine Explorer, in a heavy sea, waiting to enter the submersible  Marvin. The captain, the chief scientist and the surface controller stood in an angry group behind her, along with the two scientists whose long-planned research had been bumped so that Irith could do this dive. There was nothing worse, and doubtless they were asking why, if it was so important, one of them hadn’t been asked to do it. 

Irith hadn’t thought of the personal impacts, and she felt more than a little guilty. It was  important  to  go  down  to  the  sea  bed  and  see  what  was  happening,  though  the scientists here could have done it equally well. She’d used her mother, and Deane, to get the dive for herself, but she wasn’t going to give it up now. 

The chief scientist gestured curtly towards the hatch. Irith’s equipment was already inside. She climbed up and eased in through the narrow space. The hatch was closed and the pilot went through his last checks as the submersible was prepared for launching. 

Irith sat on her seat, took several deep breaths and peered out through her viewport until the claustrophobia passed. 

The  Marvin  went down quickly, descending 3,170 metres to the bottom in less than two hours. Before they got there, Irith could see that something was wrong. One hundred metres  above  the  sea  bed  the  water  was  murky  with  particles  of  suspended  sediment. 

Even in the submersible’s floodlights the visibility was only four or five metres. At this depth, this far from land, it should have been thirty or forty metres at a minimum. 

‘Must’ve  been  an  underwater  mudslide,’  said  the  pilot,  Andreas  Papachristos,  a round,  cheerful  man  whose  curly  blond  hair  had  receded  halfway  across  his  skull  in  a straight line but was as thick as moss beyond that. He was the only friendly face she’d 437 
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met  on  board  ship.  As  long  as  he  was  at  the  controls  of  his  beloved   Marvin,  Andreas didn’t care who went down with him. 

‘But what would cause it out here?’ said Irith. She already had a fair idea, but wanted to know what he thought. Andreas had seen more of the bottom of the  world’s oceans than anyone on the planet. 

He shrugged. ‘Sometimes mud accumulates on a slope until it can’t hold any more, then it all collapses in a big slump. Sometimes an undersea quake triggers it off.’  

Or  a  shock  from  a  distant  one,  thought  Irith.  She  turned  on  her  video  cameras, recording everything stereographically for later analysis. 

Andreas  slowed  the  rate  of  descent,  creeping  down  at  just  a  few  centimetres  a second. Irith was glued to her viewport, but saw no sign of life. She saw nothing at all but the thickening turbidity and, once or twice, streams of small bubbles rising past them. 

‘That’s  odd,’  Andreas  said.  ‘You  don’t  often  see  gas  bubbles  down  here.  Must  be coming out of the sediment.’  

‘I  dare  say,’  she  said  casually.  Irith  didn’t  want  to  prejudice  the  dive  by  making assumptions. 

Ten metres further down and there were more bubbles; the water  was  cloudy with them. The visibility was down to a couple of metres. 

Five  metres,  three,  two.  ‘According  to  the  charts,  and  yesterday’s  bathymetric survey, we should be just two metres off bottom,’ Andreas said, ‘but I can’t see it.’  

‘Haven’t you got an altimeter?’  

‘It’s out of service. We’re having trouble getting the parts.’  

‘What about the sonar?’  

‘It doesn’t look straight down. Do you want to settle?’  

‘No, just descend until we can see what’s there.’  

He crept down another metre, two. The visibility was only half a metre but Irith still couldn’t see the bottom. ‘We ought to be sitting in the mud. Are you sure we’re in the right place, Andreas?’  

Andreas didn’t even bother to check his instruments. ‘Plus or minus two metres.’  

‘Then where’s the bottom? The survey was only done yesterday, for God’s sake.’  

‘Depths can be out by a metre.’  

‘Keep going until we see it.’  
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He went down half a metre, a metre, two metres, three. The visibility had dropped even further. Some of the submersible’s lights had disappeared in the murk. ‘What the hell’s going on?’ Andreas said. 

‘It’s as if we’re dropping into a hole in the bottom of the sea,’ said Irith, which was absurd. Out here, the bottom had a smooth, gentle slope for kilometres in every direction. 

She  took  snap  after  snap  with  the  still  cameras.  Later  analysis  might  reveal  details invisible to her here. 

He  kept  going  and,  eleven  metres  below  where  the  sea  bed  should  have  been,  the Marvin  gently engaged with the mud. The thrusters stirred up a cloud of sediment that greyed everything out. Andreas looked to Irith for instructions. 

‘Keep  going  south-east,  following  the  dive  plan,’  she  said,  typing  notes  into  her PocketBook. ‘Keep just above the sediment surface.’  

He  did  so  and,  after  some  ten  minutes  of  blind  creeping,  with  the  bottom  rising progressively up to the surveyed depth, they edged over a lip of consolidated sediment onto flat sea bed and, suddenly, into clear water. The pilot rotated the  Marvin  on its axis and hovered at the boundary between the clear water and the turbid, which was slowly drifting the way they had come. After several minutes the murky water cleared from the edge of the depression they’d emerged from, revealing a ragged rim and little rivulets of turbid water trickling into what appeared to be an enormous hole. 

‘It looks as if it’s been blown out by a bomb,’ Andreas said, turning along the rim. 
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Chapter 51 



Irith checked her instruments and noted position fixes on the digital chart for each of her observations  as  well  as  for  the  still  photos. The video  footage  was  automatically  time-stamped and synchronised with the navigation track. ‘One hell of a bomb – the crater has got to be three hundred metres across. Go that way. Let’s see if there are more of them.’  

She took replicate water and sediment samples from five locations, using the port and starboard manipulator arms, and stored the sealed containers in the science sample basket outside.  She  also  made  measurements  of  water  chemistry,  optical  properties  and dissolved gases with her analysis pod, recording the data on duplicate Holodiscs. 

They encountered several other depressions, more readily visible because the water was clearer in this direction. The largest was almost a kilometre across and had a depth in the centre of thirty-nine metres. In between, the mud was covered with a grey limestone crust, broken here and there by clusters of tubeworms. 

‘What  the  hell’s  happened?’  said  the  pilot.  ‘Has  a  bomber  lost  its  payload  or something?’  

‘No,’ she said distractedly, running her cameras and taking measurements. Irith felt distinctly uncomfortable. Something was very wrong but she couldn’t work it out. 

‘Where to now, Irith?’  

‘Take me to Location Two on the dive plan. I know the bottom’s still there – I was looking at it on the echo sounder just before we came down.’  

The  water  was  exceptionally  clean  here  and  she  saw  something  odd  from  thirty metres  away  –  a  large  white  mound  protruding  up  through  the  mud.  In  the  dark surroundings it had an almost luminous gleam. 

They came closer. The mound was ice-white, about eight metres across and curved like a cluster of enormous bubbles emerging from the sediment. It was surrounded by a knee-high forest of tubeworms. Little streams of bubbles escaped upwards from several points on the mound. 
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‘It’s methane hydrate,’ said Irith. ‘Micro-organisms digest organic matter in the mud on  the  floor  of  the  ocean  and  give  off  methane  gas  –  the  stuff  you  cook  with  on  your stove. Over millions of years they produce an awful lot of it.’  

‘I wouldn’t have thought it’d stay in the mud,’ said Andreas. 

‘Some  gets  trapped  in  the  sediment  layers.  Because  it’s  so  cold  down  here  the methane reacts under pressure to form methane hydrates – where methane is trapped in a cage of ice crystals.’  

‘I’ve come across it before,’ said Andreas, ‘though not in big mounds like this.’  

‘There’s more gas hydrate in the sea bed than there is oil, gas and coal in the world. 

Maybe  three  times  as  much.’  She  took  more  samples  and  made  more  chemical  and physical measurements with the sensors in the analysis pod. 

‘How come we aren’t using it to solve the energy crisis?’ Andreas asked. 

‘It only occurs in deep water and it’s very unstable. A fall in pressure, a slight rise in temperature  –  Andreas,  don’t  get   too   close  to  the  mound  with  the  lights  –  and  it  can liberate its methane.’  

The pilot hastily reversed the submersible. ‘Then what the fuck are we doing here?’  

‘We’re finding out what’s happening, and why. It’s really important,’ said Irith. 

He  turned  away  from  the  viewport,  staring  at  her.  ‘Those  craters  –  that’s  where mounds have gone off – exploded! – in the last day.’  

‘I’d  say  so  …’  Irith  suddenly  recalled  a  paper  she’d  read  on  that  topic  during  her doctoral  research,  five  or  six  years  ago.  Huge  landslides  in  the  Atlantic  Ocean  off Norway, thousands of years old, could only have been caused by gas hydrate explosions. 

The backs of her hands prickled. This was a dangerous place to be. ‘Hence the reports about  the  sea  burning.  The  mounds  turned  back  to  gas,  explosively,  and  the  methane bubbled up to the surface and caught fire.’  

‘How the hell did this dive get past the safety committee?’  

‘I didn’t imagine it’d be anything like this,’ Irith said, a little defensively. She should have done her homework. She should have realised. ‘No one did.’  

‘If one of those mounds goes off now, it’ll crack the  Marvin  open like an egg.’  

‘They  don’t  just   go  off.  They’re  stable  at  this  temperature  and  pressure  …’  How could she be sure? 

‘How can they be stable? There are craters everywhere.’  
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‘It must have been the shockwaves –’  

‘From the nuclear explosion?’  

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’s what it was.’  

He relaxed a little. ‘Even so, I’d better abort the dive.’  

Irith knew he was right. The risk was too great.  But she did need a bit more data. 

‘Can I just get some images from the other side of the mound? It’ll only take a minute. 

It’ll make all the difference.’  

After  a  long  hesitation  Andreas  said,  ‘All  right,  but  I’m  not  going  too  close.’  He turned the submersible, taking a wide path around the mound. 

Irith had just taken the first image when the underwater telephone squelched to life. 

 ‘Submarine Explorer  to  Marvin, Submarine Explorer  to  Marvin?’  

‘ Marvin  here,’ said Andreas. ‘What’s the matter, Belinda?’  

‘Get the hell out of there, right now.’  

The  pilot  reacted  instantly,  bringing  the  front  of  the  submersible  around  and  up. 

‘What’s the matter?’  

‘There’s been a monster earthquake in Colombia and the shockwave is due through here any minute. You don’t want to be anywhere near the bottom when it passes.’  

‘We’re  on  our  way,’  said  the  pilot,  directing  the  thrusters  downwards  and  giving them  full  power.  He  adjusted  the  trim  and  reached  for  the  switches  to  drop  the  ballast weights. 

Irith  had  remained  at  her  viewport,  taking  more  photographs  and  catching  a  last glimpse of the gas hydrate mound as they rose. She’d been a qualified marine scientist for five years, yet her total time at the bottom of the deep sea was less than a day. It’d almost be worth the risk, just to stay down here another three or four hours. There was so much to see, and so much to learn. She could never tire of it. 

The  bottom  blurred  momentarily  and  wisps  of  turbidity  rose  up  everywhere.  The submersible lurched sharply. 

‘What the fuck was that?’ cried Andreas. Letting go the ENABLE switch, he turned around to stare at her, wide-eyed. 

Irith tore her eyes away from the viewport just as the sea bed erupted. A cloud of gas and mud foamed out of the sediment below and to her left, belching towards them and obscuring everything as it  came. The whole floor of the sea seemed to be boiling. The 442 
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turbidity front struck the submersible, hurling it backwards, twisting and shaking it like a pebble in a fist. The noise of the gas hydrate explosion was a great roar punctuated by hammer blows against the hull. 

Andreas was tossed backwards, slamming the back of his head against the viewport on the other side. Irith hit the roof, then the floor, then the roof again. Her hands touched something  solid  and  she  clung  onto  it  with  all  her  strength  as  the  submersible  rolled, twisted and turned. 

It struck something underneath her with a thud, turned upside down, kept rolling and struck again and again, as if it were being bowled across the sea bed. She heard a metallic tearing sound; the external fittings being torn off. She hoped it was just the lights or the cameras,  and  not  something  vital,  like  the  upper  hatch.  Irith  fell  down  with  each revolution, cracking her forehead, her elbows, knees and hip. Once she caught a fleeting glimpse of a thicket of orange tubeworms as they were flattened beneath the weight of the submersible, then the turbid water obscured everything again. 

The submersible rolled and bounced for what seemed like kilometres before coming to rest on its side. Grit rained down, and larger lumps – chunks of limestone crust. The roar in the distance died away. Silence fell. 

Irith didn’t move. She hurt all over and blood was running from her left nostril. She felt her nose. It didn’t seem to be broken, though the bridge really hurt. Her fingers were bloody and blood had dripped all over her blouse. Her right wrist hurt too much to move. 

It was swelling visibly – sprained if not broken. 

‘Andreas?’ she said weakly, mopping the blood off her face with a tissue. 

The pilot didn’t answer. Andreas was lying sprawled on his back, his head under a fire extinguisher. There was blood in his mouth and a huge lump on the back of his head, and  he  was  unconscious.  Deeply  unconscious,  Irith  found  and,  as  she  probed  his  skull with her left hand, a section of bone moved under her fingers. A chill seared through her. 

He’d  fractured  his  skull.  Even  if  he  didn’t  die,  he  wasn’t  going  to  be  getting  the submersible out of here. 

She  moved  him  into  the  recovery  position,  as  best  she  could  one-handed,  so  he wouldn’t  choke  on  his  tongue. There  was  nothing  else  she  could  do.  She  tried  to  keep calm while she thought. 
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All  submersibles  had  well-established  emergency  procedures,  though  she  didn’t imagine they catered for this eventuality. Besides, she’d come aboard in such haste that there hadn’t been time to go through the detailed pre-dive procedures that were normally mandatory. 

First, contact the mother ship with the underwater telephone and let them know that the submersible was in one piece, more or less, and the crew still alive. And find out what to do. 

‘ Submarine Explorer, this is  Marvin. Do you read me? Over.’  

There was no reply. 

‘ Submarine Explorer, this is  Marvin. Do you read me? Over.’  

Nothing. 

‘ Submarine Explorer, this is  Marvin. Come in, please.’  

Irith turned up the volume but heard nothing, not even a hiss or a crackle. She tried the other frequencies, with the same result. The underwater telephone was dead. 

A  disturbing  possibility  occurred  to  her.  What  if  that  great  burst  of  methane  had come up next to the mother ship? It could have caught fire or exploded. A cubic metre of methane  hydrate  would  produce  150  cubic  metres  of  methane  at  the  surface,  so  the submarine burst must have generated tens, maybe hundreds of thousands of cubic metres. 

Enough to blow the mother ship apart, or melt it to slag. 

Peering out the viewport, she saw just  a uniform grey-brown. The turbidity hadn’t settled  yet.  The  sediments  were  fine  this  far  out  to  sea  –  it  would  probably  be  hours before she could see anything. 

Wait – there seemed to be a faint banded structure to the murk. Irith fumbled in one of  the  equipment  boxes  until  she  found  a  flashlight,  which  she  shone  through  the viewport.  It  wasn’t  turbidity  out  there  at  all  –  it  was  sediment.  The  submersible  was buried in mud. 

Suddenly her claustrophobia exploded. She was  buried alive in metres of mud and she’d  never  get  out.  She  was  going  to  run  out  of  air  and  suffocate.  She  gasped  deep breaths, trying to get control. She wanted to scream, to batter her fists against the pressure sphere of the submersible. There was just ten centimetres of titanium between her and the water at three hundred and twenty atmospheres of pressure. If the sphere sprang a leak, the jet of pressurised water would slice her in half like a bandsaw. 
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Was  there  a  way  out?  Irith  checked  the  other  viewports.  The  down-facing  one showed just uniform mud, but through the viewport that pointed diagonally up she could see muddy, moving water, so the submersible wasn’t completely buried yet. If she could move it, quickly, there was a chance. If not, the settling mud would hold it in place. 

Irith tried the controls. The electric motors made a grinding noise but the submersible didn’t move. She brought up the on-screen diagnostics. Either the thrusters had sheared off or they were jammed with mud. While she was contemplating that problem, the hard disc spun down, the screen went blank and the lights went out. The power had failed. 

An  emergency  cabin  light  came  on.  What  now?  Read  the  emergency  procedures. 

Where  would  they  be?  Irith  glanced  over  at  Andreas,  who  lay  exactly  as  before.  The emergency  procedures  were  probably  on  the  vessel’s  computer,  though  without  power she couldn’t access them. There had to be a hard copy as well. It would be somewhere obvious. 

She looked around. The interior of the submersible was like the cockpit of a space shuttle – a maze of instrumentation, switches, readouts and monitors. 

There  it  was,  on  an  enclosed  rack  between  two  monitors  –   Marvin  Operations Manual. Irith pulled it down. It was heavy and she had to steady it with her right hand, which  sent  a  spasm  of  agony  through  her  wrist.  Laying  the  manual  on  the  seat  back, which was now horizontal, she found the first aid kit and bound her wrist as tightly as she could, using her left hand and her teeth. It wasn’t a very good job, for her wrist still hurt. 

Irith flipped to the ‘Emergency Procedures’ section and read the introduction, which told her nothing she didn’t know. 

 Step 1. Using the UQC (underwater telephone), contact the  Submarine Explorer  for instructions.  

She could skip that, since the phone was out. 

 Step 2. How to engage emergency power.  

Irith read the section and began to follow through the procedure. 

 Identify the ‘GREEN Bus’ power switch and check that it’s ON.  

She found the GREEN Bus on the emergency battery panel, up near the ceiling on the portside. It was ON. She moved the Service Selector switch to GREEN and made sure the Service Release breaker was ON. A row of LED lights came on – the submersible had power. 
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 Step 3. Using the UQC, contact the  Submarine Explorer  for instructions.  

She didn’t see how it could help but she tried it anyway. No response. 

 Step 4. If communication with the  Submarine Explorer  cannot be established, carry out the following procedures in the order that they are set out. Each procedure is capable of bringing the  Marvin  to the surface. Once the  Marvin  is ascending, do not perform any additional procedures.  

That  was  clear  enough.  The  Marvin  weighed  17  tons  in  air  but  in  water  it  was neutrally buoyant, so it wouldn’t take much loss of weight to move it up. 

 Procedure A. Release the ballast weights.  

Irith  read  through  the  procedure.  Four  ballast  weights,  each  of  250  pounds,  were carried on each dive, though two had been dropped just before reaching the bottom. She checked  that  the  required  switches  were  in  their  correct  positions,  held  down  the ENABLE switch and pushed up on each MOMENTARY switch for a couple of seconds. 

She felt a slight shudder as the first ballast weight was released, but nothing at all for the second, which probably meant that the surrounding mud had prevented it from falling. 

The submersible did not move. 

One  procedure  down,  she  thought.  If  none  of  them  worked,  she  had  seventy-two hours left to live. No, rather less, for the later procedures required her to dump the spare batteries, which meant limited power for the carbon dioxide scrubber. She didn’t know how  long  she  could  survive  without  it.  Ten  or  twelve  hours,  perhaps.  Not  long  at  all, really. 
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Chapter 52 



 Procedure B. Blow the main ballast tanks.  WARNING: DO NOT BLOW TANKS BELOW 

 1000 METRES DEPTH.  

No reason was given. Irith assumed that the pressure required to blow the tanks at greater depth could lead to an uncontrollable ascent, or catastrophic damage to the tanks, and perhaps the submersible as well, due to expansion. The  Marvin  had gone downslope so the bottom here would be below 3,200 metres. Therefore, Procedure B was out. 

 Procedure C. Release science sample basket.  

Because  the  submersible  was  half  buried  in  sediment,  Irith  wasn’t  confident  that releasing the sample basket would do any good either. Nonetheless, it might as well be done. She raised the red cover on the sample basket release switch and let the basket go. 

She didn’t feel a thing this time and the submersible did not move. Irith sat back on her haunches and rubbed her forehead, which was throbbing. The pilot lay still, breathing shallowly. 

All right, the standard procedures haven’t worked. Next, the emergency procedures, which  required  the  use  of  emergency  jettison  power.  Irith  read  the  procedures.  They involved dropping the main batteries and the manipulator arms and, finally, releasing the pressure sphere and forebody from the rest of the craft. Irith wasn’t sure she was ready to get  rid  of  the  main  batteries.  Once  she  did  that,  she’d  only  survive  as  long  as  the emergency power lasted. 

She read the section on life support. When using emergency power, the CO scrubber 2 

had to be turned off at intervals to save power. The manual did not specify the intervals, though carbon dioxide levels could be monitored via the CO2meter. 

After turning off the CO scrubber, Irith searched her bag for an emergency Mars bar 2 

and nibbled at it while she typed up notes of everything she’d seen. She wanted to leave a complete record of her observations, in case she didn’t make it. She couldn’t imagine she 447 
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would. She’d had more than her fair share of luck over the years and it had to run out some time. 

By the time she’d finished the best part of an hour had gone by. The air seemed a little thick and Irith felt vague stirrings of claustrophobia again. She flicked on the CO2 

scrubber and went back to the procedures. 

Irith didn’t want to drop the batteries for nothing, so she flipped to the back of the manual and studied a layout diagram in the dim light. It wasn’t clear how the batteries were  released.  Moreover,  because  the  submersible  was  packed  in  mud,  they  might  not release at all, in which case she’d have given up power, and life, for no gain. 

Irith decided to release just one battery. If it didn’t fall, the others probably wouldn’t go either. 

 Procedure D. Drop the ‘A’ battery.  

The diagram didn’t say whether the ‘A’ battery was the inner or outer of the three, and there was no way of telling which was the most likely to fall free, so she decided to drop the ‘B’ battery. It was bound to be the middle one. That required her to energise the RED EMERGENCY Bus. 

The red cover on the emergency battery panel was held closed with a safety wire. 

She found the wire-cutters, cut it and lifted the red cover. Irith pushed the switch to ON. 

She  checked  the  instructions  again,  de-energised  the  battery  by  pushing  down  the 120-volt contactor switch, and looked around for the Emergency Release switches. She couldn’t see them anywhere. Panic swelled. Fighting it down, Irith re-read the Emergency Procedures and discovered that the switches were directly above the contactor switches, right where she’d been looking. 

There  were  two  ‘B’  battery  release  switches.  She  operated  the  first  but  nothing happened. She tried the second. Again nothing. The sediment must be too tightly packed to  let  the  battery  fall,  so  there  didn’t  seem  any  point  in  releasing  the  others.  Once released, their power was lost to her. 

Irith skipped to the next procedure. 

 Procedure F. Release the starboard manipulator arm.  

That  was  easy  enough.  She  operated  the  STBD  Arm  Cut  and  STBD  Arm  Drop switches on the emergency dump panel, and felt the submersible shudder, though it didn’t rise a millimetre. 
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 Procedure G. Release the port manipulator arm.  

Irith  sent  it  the  way  of  the  other.  No  shudder  this  time.  She  was  running  out  of options. 

 Procedure H. Drop the ‘C’ battery (if three batteries are installed).  

Later, she thought. What else is there? 

 Procedure I. Last resort procedure ONLY. Release the pressure sphere and forebody assembly.  

The sphere and forebody were about 2,750 pounds positively buoyant, Irith read. A bit  more  than  a  ton.  Would  that  be  enough?  She  did  a  mental  calculation.  The submersible could be completely buried by now, and sediment could still be raining down on  it.  Under  water,  and  loosely  packed,  the  sediment  might  only  weigh  half  a  ton  per cubic  metre,  but  it  would  only  take  a  few  cubic  metres  to  hold  the  submersible  down. 

Irith wasn’t sure she wanted to risk releasing the sphere and forebody while she had any other options. There was still one procedure she hadn’t tried – blowing the main ballast tanks. 

That was dangerous at this depth, but she had no idea  how  dangerous. Irith got out another  Mars  bar  from  her  emergency  supply.  It  was  the  second-last.  She  gnawed carefully at the end. Amazing the sense of well-being one could get from such a simple thing as chocolate. 

The submersible shook – another quake? – and for a few brief seconds Irith thought it was going to free itself, but when she looked out the viewport she could still see layers of mud. 

She checked on the pilot again. Andreas was  still breathing, but cold. Irith put her coat around him, finished the Mars bar, licked her fingers and went back to the manual. 

All  right,  here  goes.  She  closed  the  main  ballast  vents  by  pushing  their  switches down,  then  pressed  down  the  switch  for  the  aft  ballast  tank,  just  for  a  few  seconds. 

Nothing happened; there was no sound, no vibration, no movement. She tried the switch for the forward ballast tank. Again, nothing. 

Shit! What was the matter now? Had it worked, or hadn’t it? The instructions warned against putting more air in the tanks than necessary. It wouldn’t have much effect at this depth, but the more the submersible ascended the more the compressed air would expand. 

As the water pressure fell the speed of ascent would increase dramatically and, if the air 449 
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expanded more quickly than it could be vented, it could damage the tanks or even burst them. Would that result in the submersible falling to the bottom again? She didn’t know. 

Irith tried again: aft, then forward. Nothing. It wasn’t working. Why not? Maybe the compressed air tanks were empty. No, they both said 3,000 psi, the same as before. 

Irith  read  through  the  entire  procedures  section  again.  Perhaps  emergency  power couldn’t be used to blow the ballast tanks. But normal power was out. She switched back to normal power in case it had gone down due to an intermittent fault and, miraculously, the lights came on. She pushed the aft ballast tank switch again. 

This time there was a faint vibration and the submersible gave a shudder. She could hear the ballast water rushing out. The flow might help to free the submersible from its confining sediment. It was a pity that the submersible lay on its side. Had the outlets been lower down, the rushing water might have done more good. 

Irith  blew  the  tanks  for  a  few  seconds  more.  Another  shudder,  though  the submersible remained where it was. The air pressure gauge dropped a fraction. About to try again, she recalled the warning about putting more air in the tanks than was absolutely necessary. You’re below 3,200 metres, remember – way below the safe depth. 

She vented the tanks, holding the buttons in for a few seconds, then a few seconds more for good measure, then blew them again. Again she felt that satisfying shudder of the submersible, but nothing more. 

Irith continued in this way, alternately blowing the water from the ballast tanks and venting them to let out the air, until the pressure gauges on the compressed air tanks said 500 psi. The submersible still hadn’t freed itself and it didn’t look as if it was going to. 

She switched off the CO2scrubber to conserve power. 

Now what? Might as well put the last of the air into the tanks. One danger seemed to cancel out the other. Irith did so, blowing the tanks until she could no longer hear any sound. Once the submersible lifted, she’d have to vent the ballast tanks for all she was worth. 

Switching back to emergency power, Irith read through the procedure for releasing the sphere and forebody from the rest of the submersible. She read it again, and then a third  time.  The  last  instruction  was  telling:   Before  releasing  the  sphere,  pack  away  or secure all loose equipment.  
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Irith packed everything away but her last Mars bar, which she put in her pocket. She had a drink, peed into her urine bottle and packed it away as well. She didn’t want that bouncing off the walls when the submersible freed. Last of all, she had to do something about the pilot. Andreas was a heavy man and it wouldn’t be easy to move him. 

She couldn’t get him onto the one seat back that was horizontal, so Irith strapped the pilot  to  the  angled  deck  plates,  with  her  jacket  folded  and  tied  around  the  back  of  his head. It was the best she could do. 

Now, the instructions specified that the sphere must be released only after all other steps had been taken, so Irith thought she’d better release the other batteries, just in case. 

She  dropped  battery  ‘A’,  then  shifted  the  Service  Selector  switch  to  GREEN,  as instructed. The lights went out, leaving only the emergency light on. 

She dropped battery ‘C’. There was no shudder or vibration. 

Right, she thought. Last resort.  Procedure I. 

The sphere and forebody release mechanism was under the middle plate in the deck –the plate she’d strapped the pilot to. Irith carefully moved him to the starboard plate and lifted the middle one. After removing the pin in the top of the release shaft, as instructed, she replaced the plate, carefully securing it with the screws stored on the underside. 

Irith took a deep breath and felt in her pocket for the last Mars bar, but withdrew her hand without it. I’ll save it for last, she thought. To celebrate when we get to the surface. 

Or as consolation if we stay here. 

Removing the T-handled wrench from the science instrument rack, Irith fitted it into the  release  socket.  She  twisted  it  in  the  direction  indicated.  It  was  hard  to  turn  one-handed, and the handle gouged into the side of her hand. She ignored the pain and, after about eight turns, felt something give. 

The sphere quivered, shook hard and the whole forebody jerked upwards. It seemed to catch on something, turned upside down, then freed itself from the sediment and shot upwards. Irith struck the hatch, cracking her wrist, shoulder and head against the side so hard  that  she  cried  out.  If  her  wrist  hadn’t  been  broken  before,  it  was  now.  Her  feet slammed against a bank of switches, breaking several off. 

The submersible came upright, dropping her to the deck plates beside the pilot, who was flopping from side to side like a rag doll. 

 

451 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

Irith caught hold of a seat, braced her feet against the wall and hung on. Black water hissed past the viewports though with the outside lights gone she couldn’t see anything else.  The  submersible  seemed  to  be  accelerating,  wobbling  from  side  to  side  as  it  flew upwards. Her head was throbbing unbearably and she felt faint. Irith closed her eyes, held on with her good hand and lost track of time. 

She  must  have  fainted,  for  she  roused  to  find  herself  lying  between  the  seats, clutching a strap so hard that it hurt. She’d been in that awkward, twisted position long enough to have developed a cramp in her right leg. 

Irith was trying to massage it away when she realised what was happening – or about to. 

‘Shit!’ she cried. ‘The ballast tanks!’ She’d blown all the water out. They were full of compressed  air  which  would  be  steadily  expanding  as  the  external  water  pressure dropped. 

What  depth  were  they  at?  The  air  would  only  double  in  volume  between  3,200 

metres and 1,600, so it wasn’t an emergency yet. But, after 1,600 metres, every time the depth halved, the air would double in volume again, faster and faster as she approached the surface. If she didn’t vent the ballast tanks soon, the air would expand faster than she could vent it, with disastrous consequences. 

Irith  stood  up  but  a  wobble  threw  her  off  her  feet  and  the  submersible  accelerated again, leaving her stomach behind. Where was the depth gauge? She frantically tried to remember the rundown Andreas had given her on the way to the sea bed. She hadn’t paid as much attention as she should have, since the depth reading had been continually on the pilot’s navigation screen. 

The main depth sensor was a quartz oscillator pressure transducer which monitored outside pressure and displayed it continually. Unfortunately it had no readout gauge – the data was fed directly to the computer, and the computer was down. The same went for the backup transducer, and a less accurate strain gauge transducer. The underwater telephone could also be used as an echo sounder to measure depth, by reflecting the beam back from the sea surface, but it wasn’t working either. Surely there had to be a fail-safe, manually readable system? 

Irith couldn’t remember, but she found it in the manual. An external Bourdon tube dial gauge could be read through the viewport. 
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Irith shone the torch through the viewports until she located the Bourdon tube. The depth read 2,200 metres, which meant that the submersible had risen almost a thousand metres  in,  what,  twenty-four  minutes.  That  was  over  half  a  metre  a  second,  but  the submersible was accelerating all the time, so its speed would be faster now. 

Hobbling  to  the  port  distribution  panel,  Irith  vented  the  forward  tanks  for  a  few seconds,  then  a  few  seconds  more,  just  in  case.  The  manual  didn’t  say  anything  about venting  the  aft  tanks.  Were  they  part  of  the  forebody?  Not  knowing,  she  held  in  their buttons, just in case. She didn’t hear anything. 

Her heart was racing and she didn’t feel at all well. Hardly surprising, considering the battering her body had taken. Irith sat down on the seat, staring out the viewport at the black water, thinking of nothing. 

Time passed. She vented the tanks and checked the gauge: 900 metres. The upwards velocity  appeared  to  be  a  metre  per  second,  if  her  calculations  were  correct.  At  the moment it was beyond her capacity to check them. She felt exhausted, dull, listless and ill. Irith wondered if it had something to do with CO build-up. 

2 

The pilot didn’t seem to be breathing. She put her fingers on his neck and felt the faintest of pulses there. He was cold. Irith was too. The outside water was about 4 degrees at this depth. 

700 metres. She vented the ballast tanks, holding the button down for a good while this  time.  It  made  a  loud  noise  as  the  air  escaped,  but  had  no  detectable  effect  on  the submersible’s upward velocity. 

600  metres.  As  she  went  back  to  her  seat,  her  knee  wobbled  and  she  dropped  the flashlight, which crashed onto the deck and went out. There had to be spares but in the dark she couldn’t find any. 

400 metres. She gave the tanks a good venting; at least, she thought so. 

300 metres. It was no longer pitch black outside; the water had the faintest trace of blue. 

200  metres.  Now  she  could  clearly  see  the  water  streaming  past.  Irith  tried  to calculate the submersible’s velocity but gave up. Her brain hurt. 

100 metres and there came a creaking groan, as of straining metal, from above. Fuck! 

She’d  forgotten  to  vent.  Irith  scrambled  to  the  button  and  held  it  down.  The  groaning 453 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

continued. It sounded as if the tanks were being torn open, and the submersible was flung wildly from side to side. 

It  must  be  rising  at  several  metres  per  second,  a  phenomenal  speed  under  water. 

What  if  the  mother  ship  was  directly  above?  At  that  speed,  the  ten-centimetre-thick titanium sphere would hit the hull hard enough to break the plastic viewports, or shear the hatch off. The submersible would fill and sink, taking them to the bottom  again, if the impact hadn’t already killed her and Andreas. 

There was nothing she could do but pray. Irith closed her eyes and kept her finger on the button as the submersible rocketed towards the surface. Five, four, three, two –  

She felt it burst out of the water, then it dropped back with an impact that threw her to the floor and wrenched another cry out of her. 

Irith  landed  on  her  back  beside  the  pilot,  gritting  her  teeth  as  what  was  left  of  the submersible rolled in the waves. She could see out of the viewports. It was daylight, the sky was bleak and rainy, and there was a big swell running – three or four metres. 

Each time the submersible came to the crest of a wave, Irith looked for the mother ship. She didn’t see it, though that was not surprising. The viewports were on the lower half of the pressure sphere and looked downwards. 

There’s a procedure for this, she realised, reaching for the manual. 

She turned the radio on and selected Channel 16, as instructed. The lights came on. It was working, at least. 

‘ Submarine Explorer, this is  Marvin, on the surface.’  

There was no reply. 

 ‘This is  Marvin, on the surface. Come in,  Submarine Explorer.’  

‘ Submarine Explorer,  Submarine Explorer, this is  Marvin. Come in, please.’  

Irith heard nothing at all. The mother ship was not there. She was alone on the open sea, 330 miles off the coast of North Carolina. 

Completely alone, for when she bent down to check on the pilot, Andreas was dead. 
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Chapter 53 



The final emergency procedure read,  Do not open the hatch until ordered to do so by the surface  controller  or  by  a  recovery  team.  In  case  the  submersible  was  swamped  by  a wave and filled with water, presumably. Irith drank some water, peed into the urine bottle again, ate the Mars bar and began calling, over and over, on the radio. She prayed that it had a long range. 

Nobody answered. No one came. After several hours she had to go to the hatch, for she was practically suffocating. 

Irith opened the top hatch of the sphere, one-handed, and cold water poured in. She panicked  and  tried  to  close  it  again  but  the  flood  stopped  after  depositing  a  couple  of bucket loads on her head. She hauled herself up into the metal ‘sail’, which was shaped roughly like the conning tower of a submarine. The metal was warped and she could see daylight through a burst seam. She got the sail hatch open and looked out. There was only empty sea and huge waves in every direction. 

There wasn’t much freeboard, either. Irith propped the hatch ajar so the wind would refresh the air inside, and kept careful watch for waves that might swamp the little craft. 

The sun was low. She kept watch until it set, then locked the hatch and resumed calling. 

Irith called all night but received no answer. The radio picked up nothing, though she called and listened on all the channels. She didn’t dare go to sleep for fear that she would suffocate from carbon dioxide build-up. As soon as the seemingly eternal night was over and she saw light in the east, she cracked the hatch again. 

What could have happened to the  Submarine Explorer? Even if the submersible had been carried a kilometre or two along the bottom after the methane burst, and even if it had been moved a few kilometres more by currents on the way up, the mother ship should have been well within range. 
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There  were  only  two  possibilities  –  either  the  radio  wasn’t  working,  or  the Submarine Explorer  was no longer around. And Irith couldn’t imagine any circumstances that would induce the mother ship to abandon its submersible. 

That left only one possibility – that it had been sunk. The submarine hydrate burst must  have  sent  massive  volumes  of  methane  to  the  surface,  and  there  was  plenty  of equipment on board  ship to generate  sparks or static electricity. If a gas explosion had destroyed the ship, they might not have had time to get off a distress call. 

Surely,  when  they  failed  to  report  in,  a  search  would  be  organised.  But  unless  the searchers knew the  Marvin  had been down, they wouldn’t be looking for it. And by then it could have drifted hundreds of kilometres. 

Finally, Irith reached a dreadful, inescapable conclusion: if the ship was lost, and the crew  dead,  she  was  responsible.  She  hadn’t  really  needed  to  go  to  the  bottom  of  the Atlantic. Her work could have been done almost as well with an unmanned submersible. 

She’d used Deane to indulge her urge to get down to the sea bed again. 

And if everyone on the mother ship was dead, she didn’t know how she was going to live with herself. 

 

Another  day  went  by;  another  night.  Irith  often  saw  fires  burning  on  the  sea  at  night. 

Despite  the  cool  weather  the  pilot’s  body  was  beginning  to  decompose.  There  was nothing  Irith  could  do  about  that  either.  She  couldn’t  possibly  have  lifted  his  hundred kilos up through the narrow hatches. 

My  own  private  albatross,  she  thought  wryly.  Every  breath  a  reminder.  Poor Andreas. He’d been such a good bloke. 

Another  day  passed,  and  another.  The  currents  must  have  carried  her  a  long  way north, for it was freezing here, and no warmer inside the submersible than out. A rime of ice had formed around the exposed parts of the submersible and, no matter what she did, Irith found it impossible to get warm. 

The  sea  surface  was  covered  in  fog  banks;  she  could  never  see  more  than  a  few hundred metres. Once, a container ship went by in the fog, only fifty metres away. Irith shouted  herself  hoarse  but  they  wouldn’t  have  heard  her  over  their  engines.  She  went below and sent out her SOS, over and over. The ship didn’t stop. 
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At  least  the  body  had  stopped  decomposing  now,  in  the  cold.  She  sometimes  saw icebergs in the distance, which meant it was one hell of a season in the world outside. 

Still winter, in April. 

Irith  spent  her  days  at  the  radio,  transmitting  over  and  over  again,  hoping  that, somehow or other, her signals would get through. She prayed that the radio was working, that she’d had no response because the outside aerial had broken off. If the radio itself was still working, should a ship come close enough when she was transmitting, it might still pick up her signals. 

The submersible had contained enough food and water for three people for seventy-two hours, so she wouldn’t run out for a while yet. It wasn’t much consolation. Irith was losing  the  will  to  go  on. If  she  climbed  up  through  the  hatch  and  jumped  into the  sea, she’d be dead from exposure in ten or fifteen minutes. 

It was beginning to seem like a reasonable alternative. At least the nightmare would be over. 

 

Thump, thump, thump. 

It  sounded  like  someone  banging  on  a  drum.  Irith  roused  slowly.  Her  head  was throbbing, as always, and every bang speared right through it. 

No,  surely  the  banging  was  too  regular.  Perhaps  the  waves  were  crashing  the submersible against an iceberg. 

She  dragged  her  listless  body  up  and  opened  the  hatch.  A  man  in  a  wetsuit  was clinging on top. He jerked his head back at the smell. Irith had got used to it. 

‘Thank you for coming,’ she said as he reached down to pull her through the hatch. 

He shouted to a boat alongside. Someone passed up a lifejacket, which he put around her, and then a wind jacket. 

‘Could you get my computer, please?’ she said. ‘It’s got all my work on it.’  

She was helped into the boat, which took her to  a US Navy destroyer, just visible through the fog, where they fed her, gave her a glorious shower and put her to bed in the sick  bay.  She  said  nothing  but  ‘please’  and  ‘thank  you’  the  whole  time.  Irith  felt  too exhausted to talk about it. 
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That evening a chopper took her to Halifax, Nova Scotia, where a plane was waiting to take her to New York for debriefing. A doctor checked her over on the plane, set her wrist, and concluded that she was none the worse for her experience – physically at least. 

In New York she was met by a pair of officials from some agency whose name she didn’t catch. They spent hours with her, going over what had happened. She gave them the data files and the notes from her portable, which they promised to return. She didn’t learn anything from them. 

They went out. Irith lay back in the chair and closed her eyes, recycling everything again and again and again. However she looked at it, she was culpable. 

 

The  door  burst  open  and  Jemma  pushed  in,  followed  by  Bragg  and  Levi,  who  was hobbling on a cane and looking haggard. Tears filled Irith’s eyes at the sight of them. 

Jemma ran across the room, crying as she threw her arms around her daughter. ‘I was sure you were dead.’  

‘I think I probably am,’ said Irith. 

Jemma looked shocked, embraced Irith again and held her more tightly. 

Irith  pulled  away,  hugged  Bragg  and  Levi,  then  stepped  back.  After  so  long  by herself, she felt crowded. And she felt as though the taint of the dead man was still on her. She also felt that she didn’t deserve all the fuss they were making of her. If they only know that she’d caused Andreas’s death, they’d draw right away from her. 

‘You look worn out, Mum,’ Irith said, because she had to  say something. ‘In fact, you all do.’  

‘We’ve  had  a  tough  time  of  it,’  said  Levi,  sitting  down  abruptly.  He  exchanged glances with Jemma, who put her arm around him protectively. 

Irith sighed. At least one good thing had come out of it. ‘Are you all right, Levi?’  

‘He had another heart attack when we heard you were lost,’ said Jemma. 

Something else, in her present state of mind, to feel guilty about. ‘But you’re all right now?’  

‘They give me another few months,’ said Levi. ‘It’ll do me.’  

‘A few months?’ Irith cried. 
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‘The doctors told me a decade ago that I wouldn’t see sixty,’ he smiled. ‘I’m sixty-two. Every day is a bonus.’ Seeing the expression on her face he added, ‘This is a happy day. Let’s not talk about it.’  

Irith  couldn’t  imagine  life  without  him.  She  changed  the  subject  to  accommodate him, though. ‘What happened to the  Submarine Explorer?’  

The  three  looked  at  each  other.  ‘No  one’s  exactly  sure,’  said  Bragg.  ‘It  vanished without  making  any  distress  call.  It’s  since  been  found  on  the  bottom,  apparently undamaged, apart from the crushing you’d expect from the pressure of 3,200 metres of water.’  

‘Undamaged?’  said  Irith.  ‘I’d  assumed  that  it  was  destroyed  by  a  methane  gas explosion.’  

‘That’s what everyone thought, but there’s no evidence for it. The US Navy put an unmanned submersible down there yesterday and brought back good footage of the whole ship.’  

‘So what happened?’  

‘The  Navy  has  done  sonar  scans  all  across  that  part  of  Blake  Ridge,’  said  Bragg. 

‘The  sea  bed  is  pitted  with  giant  craters  and  the  tracks  of  underwater  mudslides.  The disturbed  sediment  has  cut  canyons  tens  of  metres  deep,  releasing  vast  amounts  of methane. 

‘This  is  what  we  think  happened.  The  crater  directly  beneath  the  ship,  from  the explosion that buried the submersible, was a kilometre across and it must have released a fantastic  amount  of  gas.  Expanding  and  spreading  as  it  rose,  the  methane  would  have turned the ocean to fizzy water over an area of five or ten square kilometres. And fizzy water has nothing like the buoyancy of normal seawater. When all that gas came up under the  Submarine Explorer, there wouldn’t have been enough buoyancy to keep her afloat. 

She  would  have  fallen  to  the  bottom  like  a  rock  dropped  into  a  pond.  There  wouldn’t have been time to run to the lifeboats, much less launch them. The ship would, literally, have sunk before anyone realised what was happening.’  

‘Were  –  were  there  no  survivors?’  said  Irith,  stunned  at  how  such  a  simple phenomenon could have been so deadly. ‘What about the crew on deck?’  

‘Fizzy  water  wouldn’t  have  held  them  up  either,  even  in  their  lifejackets;  though, unlike the ship, they might have floated up again, minutes or hours later. One body was 459 



The Life Lottery 

 

Ian Irvine 

found  –  one  of  the  deckhands. There  may  be  others  but  …  the  North  Atlantic  is  a  big place.’  

‘And  it  was  all  my  fault,’  she  said.  Not  bitterly,  just  with  a  feeling  of  exhausted, fatalistic  despair.  ‘I’m  responsible  for  the  loss  of  the  ship  and  the  submersible,  and  all those lives.’  

‘Don’t  be  absurd,’  said  Jemma.  ‘It  was  just  an  accident  that  no  one  could  have predicted. It’s not the only ship to have been lost that way in the past week.’  

‘If it hadn’t been for me, they wouldn’t have been there, Mum. I didn’t have to go down in the submersible.’  

‘In  the  past  week,  dozens  of  marine  scientists  have  gone  down  to  look  at  hydrate deposits in other places,’ said Jemma. ‘ They  thought it was important. Anyway, I’ve got work for you.’  

‘Too bad,’ said Irith, ‘I’m going home, and then I’m going to resign my job. I’ve had enough.’  

‘Irith,’ said Jemma. ‘We  really  need you.’  

Something  in  the  tone  of  her  voice  cut  through Irith’s  malaise.  ‘What  for?  What’s happened?’  

‘You haven’t heard?’ said Jemma. 

‘I haven’t heard a scrap of news since I got into the submersible.’  

‘Oh,’ said Jemma. ‘I think you’d better sit down, Irith.’  
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Chapter 54 



‘You  were  right,’  said  Levi,  who  had  been  unusually  quiet,  ‘about  the  Pan-American Channel  destabilising  the  nearby  plate  boundaries.  There  had  already  been  a  series  of monster quakes before you went out to the ship, if you remember?’  

‘That’s  why  I  went  down,’  Irith  said  wearily.  ‘I  was  worried  that  the  earthquakes were going to release methane hydrates on a large scale.’  

‘They  had,  though  that  was  nothing  compared  to  what  happened  while  you  were underwater. The next quake was 11.1 on the Richter scale,’ said Bragg, ‘far bigger than the biggest earthquake ever recorded, or even the channel explosion. The scientists say it was bigger than any earthquake that was thought possible, and it was just the first.’  

‘Go on,’ said Irith. 

‘There were three such monsters in the space of half a day – 11.1,10.8 and 11.4. The last one was almost a thousand times more powerful than the great Chile earthquake. It shook the whole planet and sent shockwaves through the sediments overlying the entire global  oceanic  crust.  Satellite  measurements  show  that  it  shifted  Earth  slightly  in  its orbit.’  

‘And no doubt the shockwaves liberated a lot more gas hydrates,’ said Irith. ‘How much, exactly?’  

‘No one knows, because it’s still coming up. But massive amounts, certainly.’  

‘What? Millions of tons? Tens of millions?’  

‘More,’ said Bragg. ‘And that’s where you come in, Irith. You’ve done work on gas hydrates before.’  

‘So have lots of people.’  

‘It’s  all  hands  to  the  pump  now,’  Jemma  interjected,  ‘and  your  expertise  is  really needed. Whatever data or equipment you want, just ask and it’ll be provided right away.’  

Irith looked from her to Levi, and then to Bragg. ‘What is it?’ she said. ‘Even if it was a hundred million tons of methane, that’d be beneficial. It’s a greenhouse gas, much 461 
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more so than carbon dioxide, and the world could do with a bit of warming now. All that dust  in  the  atmosphere  from  the  nuclear  explosions  is  going  to  make  next  year  pretty damn cold.’  

‘A  bit  of warming, yes,’ said Bragg. 

‘And that’s what you’re worried about? Too much methane being released? It’d have to be tens of  billions  of tons to really have an adverse effect on climate.’  

‘Yes, it would,’ said Bragg stolidly. 

‘Oh,’ said Irith. ‘I suppose I’d better get to work, then.’  

 

Within  a  week,  using  all  the  resources  at  her  command  including  satellite  imaging  of ocean  gas  turbulence  and  flares  from  burning  methane,  as  well  as  sea-bed  surveys  and atmospheric methane measurements, Irith had done a rough calculation of the amount of methane released. It was in good agreement with the results of other researchers. 

‘Approximately a trillion tons of methane and other hydrocarbon volatiles, measured as organic carbon equivalent, have been released from sea-bed gas hydrate deposits,’ she said at the conclusion of her presentation to the National Academy of Science committee, which was responsible for independently validating her work before it was presented to the President and an emergency sitting of Congress. ‘That represents about fifteen percent of the total gas hydrates known to be trapped in the world’s oceanic sediment reservoirs. 

Release will continue for some time and my best estimate is that half as much again could be released over the coming months.’  

‘Thank you, Dr Hardey,’ said the committee Chairman. ‘Would you care to speculate on the global warming that will cause?’  

‘I’ve done some calculations. As you’re doubtless aware, this has happened before in geological  history.  An  event  fifty-five  million  years  ago,  at  the  end  of  the  Palaeocene, caused land and sea temperatures to rise rapidly, resulting in many extinctions.’  

‘I would be grateful if you could remind the committee of the details,’ the Chairman said drily. 

‘According  to  the  best  computer  simulations,  the  methane  release  at  that  time  was equivalent to about eight percent of the present global reserves of hydrate. And the global temperature increase was roughly two degrees Celsius, which would have occurred very quickly.’  
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‘And your forecast for the current release?’  

‘More like five degrees, though the oceans will warm considerably more than that.’  

‘So you’re saying we don’t have to worry about the coming ice age?’  

‘The next year or two are likely to be miserably cold, because of atmospheric dust from the channel blocking sunlight, but as the powerful greenhouse effect of the methane is generated, the temperature of the lower atmosphere is going to rise rapidly. Methane doesn’t last long in the atmosphere, but it’s oxidised to carbon dioxide, also a greenhouse gas. That will treble or quadruple the present atmospheric levels. Within a hundred years, more or less, most of the ice on the planet will have melted, raising sea level by around seventy metres and drowning every coastal city in the world.’  

‘Seventy metres,’ said a woman with a beehive hairdo, down the far end of the panel. 

‘Jesus.’  

‘The east coast of the United States is going to move inland by a hundred and fifty miles,’ Irith went on. ‘The sea will extend up the Mississippi for a thousand miles – past St.  Louis.  New  York  is  gone.  So  is  Washington,  the  whole  of  Florida,  Mississippi, Louisiana, LA, San Francisco, Seattle. Every major city in England will go under and the country will be reduced to a scattering of islands barely half its present size. The entirety of Belgium and Holland will disappear. Plus Tokyo, Beijing, Shanghai, every major city in Australia …’  

‘We get the picture,’ said the Chairman. 

‘I haven’t finished giving it to you yet. More than half the world’s best farmland will go,’ said Irith. ‘Half the world’s population is going to be displaced – four billion people. 

And, of course, that’s not the worst …’  

‘What could be worse?’ said the woman with the hairdo. 

‘As the seas warm, the rest of the gas hydrate is likely to break down. And as the land warms up, and the permafrost melts across the Arctic latitudes, it’ll release trapped methane as well. Enormous quantities of it – perhaps another ten degrees’ worth.’  

She looked around the room. Every eye was on her. ‘The Earth is going to become a greenhouse, as it was fifty-five million years ago, and it’s unstoppable.’  

‘How long will it last?’ asked the Chairman soberly. 

‘At a minimum, three-quarters of a million years.’  
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Chapter 55 



After all the meetings and interviews were over, Irith, Jemma and Bragg were sitting in a little Vietnamese restaurant not far from Boston, by the water, waiting for Levi. ‘Where  is he?’ said Irith, glancing at her watch. ‘It’s nearly nine.’  

‘Levi said he might be a bit late,’ said Jemma. ‘He had a few things to catch up on.’ 

‘I hope he hasn’t had another –’ Irith bit her lip. 

‘He sounded remarkably cheerful when I spoke to him a few hours ago,’ said Bragg. 

He ordered two bottles of Baarrooka cabernet, the finest in the restaurant’s cellars. 

‘That’ll be eight hundred and eighty dollars, sir,’ said the waiter. ‘And 1,200 ration points.’ Bragg handed over the money and his ration card without a murmur. 

‘Bragg!’ cried Irith. ‘That’s a month’s points.’  

He simply shrugged. ‘I plan to live a little, and the devil take tomorrow.’  

‘I think that’s Levi now,’ said Jemma, hurrying to the front door of the restaurant. 

Shortly she returned, walking beside Levi’s wheelchair, which was being pushed by a  slim  girl  with  very  short  dark  hair.  Irith  stared  at  her  for  twenty  seconds  before recognising her. 

‘Malati!’  She  hurled  herself  out  of  her  chair  so abruptly  that  a  passing  waiter  was forced to swerve out of the way. Irith ran and threw her arms around Malati, who wore the biggest, most beautiful smile Irith had ever seen. ‘How did you manage it?’ she said to Levi after he’d been seated at the table. 

‘Oh, you know,’ Levi said in the offhand way that he reported miracles. ‘After the President’s  …  base  ingratitude,  and  every  other  avenue  failing,’  he  grinned  at  Malati, who could not stop beaming, ‘I thought that all hope was lost. But Malati wouldn’t give up, so how could I?’  

‘But what did you  do?’ said Irith. 

‘I went and saw Senator Deane. I talked to him man to man, as it were, and pointed out a few truths about you and Jemma. Your vast contributions, your personal sacrifices, 464 
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and so forth – the usual stuff.’ He looked up at Irith mischievously. ‘And then I indicated a  few  ways  that  I  could  be  useful  to  him  in  his  campaign  to  get  the  presidency,  after Woolley resigns, which probably won’t be long. Deane agreed that I could assist him, and recognised  the  service  you  had  done  him  in  his  quest  to  become  President,  despite  … 

well, we won’t rake over old memories. He inquired how he might repay us. You know how it’s done,’ he said airily. 

Irith had no idea, but it had been done and that was all that mattered. 

‘And Malati has some news as well,’ Levi said. 

‘I  have  been  studying  for  my  International  Baccalaureate,’  said  Malati.  ‘I’ve  just received my results. I gained a 45.’  

‘Is that good?’ said Irith, puzzled. 

‘It’s the best there is,’ said Levi. ‘A perfect score. It gets Malati into any course, in any university in the world.’  

‘That’s wonderful.’ Irith hugged her again. ‘Where are you going to study?’  

‘I haven’t decided,’ said Malati. ‘I’m not in a hurry. I’m going to stay with Jemma and Levi for a while.’  

Jemma and Levi. A nice way to end it, Irith thought. 

 

‘The  question  is,’  said  Levi  when  they’d  finished  dinner  and  were  having  coffee, 

‘whether a greenhouse world is going to be worse than an ice age.’  

‘Earth was a greenhouse world for most of the past two hundred million years,’ said Irith. ‘There was little ice anywhere except on the highest peaks. Even the South Pole was balmy. It was good for a lot of species, bad for others.’  

‘Half the world’s cities, and more than half its industry, are low-lying,’ said Bragg, 

‘as is most of its most fertile land. Sea level rise will bankrupt the world.’  

‘It’s better than ninety-five percent of the world’s population starving to death,’ said Irith. 

‘The  Earth  should  be  able  to  support   half   of  them,  at  a  guess,  if  they  survive  the coming nuclear-induced winters,’ said Jemma. 

Irith  wasn’t  paying  attention,  for  she’d  been  puzzling  about  another  question  for some time. ‘Why did he do it? I’ve never understood that.’  

‘Why did who do what?’ asked Jemma. 
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‘Why did President Woolley push through the idea of the channel, knowing that it wasn’t going to change the climate in time anyway, if at all?’  

‘It wasn’t about climate,’ said Jemma. 

‘Then what was it about – saving his presidency?’ Irith sneered. 

‘He’s a better man than that, Irith, for all his failings, which as you know are legion. 

But ambition isn’t one of them. His health wasn’t good enough for him to run again, and he  couldn’t  win  anyway  –  he  knew  that.  He  was  an  insignificant  man  who’d  become President almost by accident, and hadn’t done much in his term of office. He desperately wanted to be remembered for something good. He wanted to change the world.’  

‘He’s certainly done that,’ said Irith. 

‘And sometimes good ends can come from the most selfish motives. War in Europe had  become  inevitable  and  it  was  bound  to  go  global.  The  channel  was  a  desperate gamble to save the world from nuclear annihilation. If even a fraction of the warheads held by the nuclear powers had been used, it would have destroyed western civilisation. 

The  ice  age  that  followed  would  have  driven  the  survivors  back  to  the  Stone  Age.  A greenhouse world has got to be better than that.’  

For humanity, Irith thought, though she didn’t argue. 

‘You  see  how  clever  Woolley  was?’  Jemma  went  on.  ‘He’s  rid  the  world  of  the nuclear scourge that’s been hanging over its head for the last hundred years. The bombs are gone.’  

‘Not all of them, surely?’ said Bragg. ‘The nuclear powers are bound to have kept a few back that they didn’t tell anyone about.’  

‘Oh, sure,’ said Jemma. ‘But a few atomic bombs aren’t a threat to the world. To all intents and purposes the great nuclear arms race is over.’  

‘It wouldn’t be hard to make more.’  

‘It could be done,’ said Jemma. ‘And I dare say the odd bomb will be constructed, but it won’t be easy or cheap. Nuclear power stations don’t produce bomb-grade material any more, and over the next few decades the world will need all its resources and all its productive capacity to save what it can from the rising seas. And to feed the survivors of the coming famine. By the time all that’s done, the nations of the world may have learned to work together for the good of all.’  
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‘Maybe,’ said Levi dubiously. ‘Or the squabbling over what’s left will …’ He caught Malati’s eye. ‘No, let’s be positive, for once. It’s going to happen, so let’s make the best out of it, not the worst.’ He raised his glass. ‘To the best future we can imagine.’  

They all raised their glasses, even Irith. ‘To the best future,’ she said, unconvinced but feeling that, after all, a positive attitude was better than a negative one. 

‘There’s just one little difficulty,’ said Jemma. 

‘I had a feeling you were going to say that,’ said Irith. 

‘Methane  isn’t  going  to  warm  the  planet  quickly  enough  to  overcome  this  year’s cooling and the effects of all that dust injected into the stratosphere. It’s going to be very cold  for  two  or  three  more  years,  and  there’ll  be  precious  little  harvest  in  the  northern hemisphere  this  coming  autumn,  or  the  next.  The  famine  is  going  to  be  brutal.  There won’t be enough to provide subsistence to even half the world’s population. Therefore, to prevent war over the food supplies that  are  available –’  

‘I think I can see where this is going,’ said Irith. 

‘– the world’s leaders have agreed that the only fair solution is to implement the Life Lottery after all.’  

There was a long silence. Irith was the first to break it. ‘And who’s going to run it? 

Who can possibly be trusted to make it fair for everyone?’  

‘I am,’ said Jemma. ‘And in case you’re wondering, it’s a punishment, not a reward.’  

‘I can see that,’ said Irith, ‘but why?’  

‘After all we did for him, it appears the President is a vindictive man,’ said Jemma. 

‘I  thought  he  was  supposed  to  be  a  man  of  his  word,’  Irith  said  sarcastically.  ‘An honourable man – that’s what everyone kept saying about him.’  

‘It’s what we thought,’ said Jemma. ‘Ironic, isn’t it, that Deane has turned out to be more a man of his word than Woolley? The President was furious that Deane had spoiled his  big  moment  and  is  now  getting  the  credit  for  trying  to  stop  it.  They  may  impeach Woolley yet, for corruption. If they do, or he resigns first, I rather think Deane will end up in his shoes.’  

She knocked back the rest of her drink. ‘But the real clincher was my taking you to Deane, Irith, and giving him the ammunition he needed. Despite all Woolley had done to me, he couldn’t forgive that. He demanded unquestioning loyalty but didn’t offer it back. 
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And  that’s  why  he’s  made  me  the  Life  Lottery Czar.  Because  it’s  the  worst  job  in  the world.’  

‘You could have refused. Why not retire and come home?’  

‘I’m not ready to retire, Irith. Anyway, someone has to do the job, so it might as well be me. And, in case you’re wondering, my number will be in the electronic barrel, like yours and everyone else’s. It’s the only way. And Levi is going to be my security chief, to make sure people don’t try to rort the system.’  

Irith pushed back her plate, picked up her coat and went outside, following the path until she came to a rise that looked out to sea. She sat down on the dry grass, pulling her coat under her. 

It  was  a  clear  night,  and  far  out  to  sea  she  could  see  the  methane  flaring  and exploding. Probably just as well, she thought. If the concentration built up enough, could the whole atmosphere explode? She was too tired to do the necessary calculations. The colours  looked  very  beautiful,  in  a  remote  and  lifeless  way.  Like  lightning;  no,  like  a nebula seen through a telescope. In the background there was a faint, distant rumble that never stopped. 

Suddenly  Irith’s  internal  batteries  ran  down.  She  felt  old  and  tired.  She’d  had enough.  There  were  too  many  regrets,  not  least  the  loss  of  the  ship,  and  Andreas.  No matter  how  she  looked  at  it,  she  and  she  alone  was  responsible  for  those  deaths,  and surely she had to atone for them. She could only think of one way to do that – to take the No Draw option. To complete the formal requirements for the choice that, if her name was drawn in the Life Lottery, it would go straight back in the barrel. Somehow it seemed the right – indeed the only – thing to do, though Irith couldn’t see how she was going to convince  Jemma  to  accept  it.  But  then,  among  7.9  billion  people,  how  would  Jemma know? 

Pebbles crunched on the path behind her. Irith didn’t look around, she wasn’t afraid. 

Nothing could touch her now. 

Bragg  sat  down  beside  her.  They  sat  together  for  a  good  while  without  speaking. 

Finally she turned to him. His face was dimly lit by the glow from offshore. 

‘It’s remarkably pretty,’ he said quietly. 

‘It’s hard for me to see beauty or find wonder in anything at the moment,’ Irith said dully. 
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‘You’ve had a hard year. It’ll get better. It always does.’  

‘Bragg, I’ve had enough. Someone’s pulled the plug on me and there’s nothing left inside. I’m a hollow woman.’  

‘You’re young. One day –’  

‘I don’t think so. Thanks for trying, though. I’ll always appreciate it.’  

‘You speak as though you’re going away,’ he said, suddenly anxious. 

‘I’m going home to Sydney, if I can get a flight.’  

‘I expect you can. They’ve returned to normal, within the limits of rationing, though I’m sure they’ll give you priority. Irith –’  

She cut him off. ‘I’m sorry, Bragg. Going home is all I can think about now.’  

‘I do understand. Do you mind if I come with you?’  

She  was  going  to  say,  ‘Do  whatever  you  want’,  but  that  might  have  sounded uncaring, after all they’d been through. She did care for Bragg, deeply, but Irith couldn’t see any place for him where she was going. She couldn’t see any place for herself – that was the main problem. ‘Of course you can,’ she said. 

 

‘Goodbye, Mum,’ said Irith, embracing Jemma in the airport lounge three days later. ‘I don’t know when I’ll see you, but thanks for the ticket.’  

‘It won’t be too long,’ said Jemma, looking sideways at Levi in his wheelchair. He looked really old now and rather frail, but serene. He didn’t have to worry about the Life Lottery. ‘A month or two, at the most.’  

‘At the most,’ said Levi, as Irith bent to embrace him. ‘Look after yourself. I’ll miss you.’  

Irith felt sure she wouldn’t see him again. ‘You’re going to have your hands full,’ she said, discovering that she could feel after all. She was delighted that he and Jemma had gotten together at last. He’d loved her for more than twenty years and at least they’d have a few months together. Irith had never seen her mother look so content, so fulfilled. Irith envied her. 

‘That’s the final call,’ said Bragg. ‘We’d better go.’  
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The last leg was a direct flight from LA to Sydney. Bragg slept much of the way and it gave his craggy features a youth and an innocence she’d not seen before. She tucked the blanket around him and resumed staring out the window. 

Irith had no idea what she was going to do after stepping off the plane. Her research seemed irrelevant now, even redundant. She must have sighed heavily, for Bragg stirred. 

‘What’s the matter?’ he said sleepily. 

‘It’s all gone.’  

‘What’s  all  gone?’  He  sat  up  and  ran  his  fingers  through  his  short  hair.  It  was thinning a little, she noticed for the first time, but it didn’t spoil his looks at all. 

‘My work. Suddenly, it’s irrelevant. It was my life, Bragg.’  

‘I know,’ he said with a hint of bitterness. ‘It was your life, your friend, your lover and your escape. It was  everything  to you.’  

‘What am I to do, Bragg? I feel lost, empty, useless.’  

‘Useless!’ he cried, so loudly that the people nearby looked up to see what the matter was. ‘After all you’ve done?’  

‘But I don’t have anything to go back to. I can’t just let it all tail off to nothing – I’ve got to have some kind of closure –’  

Bragg ground his teeth, looking  as though he wanted to put her over his knee and whack her backside. She pulled away as far as she could get. 

He sighed and shook his head. ‘Maybe that’s the answer, Irith. To find your closure by simply letting go.’  

‘But what do I do  then?’ she wailed. She began to breathe heavily. Irith felt panicky, almost claustrophobic, at the thought of going home to nothing. 

‘Do whatever you feel like doing when you get up each morning, for a change. Or don’t get up at all, if you feel like that. You’re not a machine, Irith, no matter how much you try to emulate one. You don’t have to plan and occupy every single moment of your life.’  

She thought about that for a long time, looking out the window into the darkness. 

‘I  suppose  …  there  are  a  lot  of  books  I’ve  always  wanted  to  read.  Novels,  not textbooks,’ she added hastily, seeing his frown. ‘And places I’d like to see, as a tourist.’  
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 ‘Well,  there  you  are.  Your  whole  life  is  sorted.’  Bragg  grinned  to  show  that  he wasn’t being serious. But then he looked away, over her shoulder at the black window. 

‘Except for one tiny detail.’  

‘What’s that?’ she said. 

‘What about me?’ 

‘I’m not sure what you’re saying, Bragg.’ 

‘I don’t know where I fit in – or even  if  I do.’ 

‘Of course you do –’ She bit her lip. 

‘I feel like your pillow. Comfortable, convenient, and any one will do.’  

‘That’s not true at all,’ she said hotly. 

‘It is, and you know it. You’ve always taken me for granted, Irith. I’ve always taken a back seat to what you’ve wanted, and it’s no longer enough. If that’s all you want from me, put me out of my misery, and I’ll take the next plane home.’  

‘Is that what you want?’ she said, throwing it back on him because she didn’t know what else to say. 

‘I want you, but if all I can have is the tiny part of you that’s left over, I’ll be on my way. Is that what  you  want?’  

No! ‘It – it’s so very hard to let go, Bragg.’  

He turned to face her. ‘Irith, you don’t have to hold up the world, all by yourself.’  

Irith  didn’t  understand  what  he  was  saying.  People  were  so  difficult,  so unpredictable. Work was so much easier. 

‘You don’t have to do it all, Irith, and you don’t have to control everything around you. You can admit to being human and having human frailties like the rest of us.’  

She felt such a fool. Of course he was right. ‘Bragg – I can’t do it by myself any more. Will you – will you help me?’  

 

Bragg roused, pulled the blanket away and blinked at her. It was still dark outside, though it couldn’t be long until dawn. ‘Where are we?’ he yawned. 

‘We passed by Fiji a good while ago. New Caledonia would be up to the right, if we could see that far.’  

‘How long till breakfast?’  

‘It’s on its way.’  
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He wolfed down his meagre portion in a couple of minutes. Rationing was very tight now. ‘Aren’t you going to eat that?’  

‘I’m not hungry. You can have it, if you like.’  

By the time the plates were cleared away they were only an hour and a half out of Sydney. 

‘This is where it all started,’ Irith said idly. 

‘Here?’ said Bragg, not comprehending. 

She  pointed  out  the  window.  The  sun  was  up  now,  shining  between  towering thunderheads. ‘Down there. I was in a submersible at the bottom of the Lord Howe Rise, an enormous slice of continent that used to be attached to eastern Australia. It rifted off about sixty million years ago and subsided below the sea. I was looking at gas hydrates, as it happened.’  

‘Did you find any?’  

‘Lots. I wonder if the big quakes have affected them.’ She stared down at the sea. 

‘That’s curious,’ she went on, slowly. 

‘What?’  

‘The sea seems to be boiling. And to look that way, from this high up –’  

‘There must be a massive amount of gas being released,’ Bragg said. ‘Do you think it’s safe to fly through it?’  

‘Can’t imagine it’d be a problem at this altitude. The air’s pretty thin here. Anyway, I imagine lightning would set it off, periodically.’  

‘I haven’t seen any lightning.’  

Scarcely had he spoken when there came a pale flash, distantly and below them. It was followed by a red flare that became a fireball, spreading in all directions. Someone screamed  from  the  back  of  the  plane.  A  hostess  ran  by,  pushing  a  rattling  cart.  More people cried out, or screamed. The captain ordered everyone back to their seats and told them to fasten their seat belts. 

The  fireball  grew  rapidly,  as  though  the  whole  atmosphere  was  on  fire,  exploding towards them in a vast, raging sphere like a photographic image of the surface of the sun. 

Suddenly the whole plane went quiet. 

‘Nature is the biggest terrorist of all,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘It creates with the most painstaking labour, then tears it all to pieces in an instant. But when it does, there’s no 472 
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malice at all. It simply can’t give a damn for any of its creations – not the least, nor the greatest.’  

Bragg was staring at the fireball with his mouth open. She felt sorry for him, and a little for herself. Just when she’d found what she was looking for. 

‘This isn’t quite the closure I had in mind,’ she murmured. 

‘What?’  cried  Bragg,  who  seemed  to  be  finding  it  hard  to  breathe.  His  hand  was crushing hers. 

‘Never  mind.’  Irith  had  been  there.  She  held  his  hand,  watching  calmly  as  the explosion front raced towards them, and the ironies did not escape her. 
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