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Jenna remembered when the Earth started dying. It wasn't a global warming event everyone expected, but it came from the melting tundra that uncovered an early species of horse and a flock of seabirds as old as humankind.

It caused a civil war, and bombs rained down over us.

Their eyes were fixed on Jenna and Maddie, observing their every move. Emotionless men in long trench coats and dark sunglasses. They never approached. Never spoke to us. They trailed behind us, silently and persistently, like shadows. It was creepy that they never left her or Maddie. The smell of fear lingered in the air as Jenna reacted with a shudder. She faced them. These men differed from the typical security guards at the National Academy of Sciences campus. They were like rigid statues. They were mindless droids with feeble programming hidden behind their coats and glasses. The droid men stepped forward, closer to the perimeter as she and Maddie approached them grinning. She and Maddie took the perimeter track and strode along the high fence that glowed from the fresh addition of razor-sharp strands of barbed wire. It made the otherwise dull perimeter fence glisten. The men always followed whenever she and Maddie were in their field of view. Like now. Could they read her mind? Apparently, some droids could. Did they know she despised them because of the way they stared at her, and the way they'd been programmed? Well, their programs were flawed. They, and their sense of secrecy, didn't impress her.

Jenna’s gaze lingered on the sprawling National Academy grounds, contemplating the perfect route for their walk. The droids wanted something from them. Maddie believed the same thing. Well, mostly. Maddie was far more forgiving than Jenna. "Maddie, are you coming?" she asked of her tall, olive-skinned sister nearby.

Maddie looked away from the men. "It's a stinking hot day, Jenna. Let's make them sweat hard in their stupid long coats. Ready to jog the boundary fence and watch them boil when they try to keep up? Perhaps we will fry their circuits." She grinned. "Let's go." They launched into a light run. Both Jenna and Maddie were fit, but Jenna excelled in speed and stamina, so she gave Maddie a head start. They'd both boil too, but at least the sportswear Maddie and she were wearing was appropriate for the draining hot weather. The droid's clothing, however, wasn't. Dumb droids. The idea of them falling over in the blistering sun made her quietly laugh. Maddie and she shared the same goal about these droid men. Torment them every time they could. She took a deep, satisfied breath and sprinted off after Maddie. A short while later, Jenna glanced over her shoulder and briefly closed her eyes with glee as she saw the men struggling to follow. Even their young leader couldn't keep up. Now to decide how else to annoy them.
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Chapter II
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In the movies, a girl in a moving car's trunk usually means she's been abducted. But not in my case. I could have removed the rear light, thrust out one of my copper-coloured arms and waved madly at the traffic behind. Somebody would notice. They'd stop the car or call the police. I wouldn't have been driven off into the darkness, alone and vulnerable. Not murdered and dumped in some derelict location. I grinned at my wild imagination. It wasn't really like that.

I remembered that at the time I'd been six years old, my hair much longer and darker, not cropped short like it was now, and I was in the boot of the car with my dog George. His thick brown coat kept tickling my nose. The small enclosure always reeked of old oil and pinecones, and I loved it. And no, Uncle Peter hadn't abducted us. Maybe it embarrassed him, the idea of driving a six-year-old girl around in his car alone. I think it was something I'd instigated. It was something George and I did rather than ride on the back seat. Uncle Peter would often call out to me. "Police!" he'd say. "Keep George quiet. Okay?" I'd smile. "Of course," I'd reply. There were never any police. There was never any trouble. He always made it up. It was just Uncle Peter's way of having some fun, and making sure we were okay because he worried about us.

A distant siren wailed. Jenna pushed the memory aside. The ground shook and a distant rumble grew. Above them, the bright perimeter lights clunked on. The locational warning alarm switched on and sirens bellowed around Jenna and Maddie.

"Come on," Jenna grabbed Maddie's hand and pulled her toward safety. They rushed to the Academy's biggest building, descended the stairs to the basement, and joined their classmates. There they sat on a low bench seat running around the outer wall, where every few meters a dim red light barely glowed near the high ceiling.

"Tell me again," said Maddie, her voice barely a whisper. "Why are they doing this? Why bomb us? Why try to destroy our lives?"

"They are not like us," said Jenna. "If we won't let them have our food and water, if they can't take it by force, then they won't let us have it either."

"But it's not ours," said Maddie. "It's a natural resource. Water, air, the floor around the Earth we call the ground and the sea, it all belongs to the world. It's Gaia's. If they're not careful, she will release another virus on us all and this time destroy us."

Jenna smiled softly and patted Maddie's hand. This was why Maddie was studying to become a bio-molecular engineer. Maddie thought differently to any other person she knew. But Jenna shuddered at the idea of another virus. "They are not like us," she repeated. "They are more like the filthy droids."

The ground shook again from bombs landing around them, and the basement lights flickered. "I hope they don't hit the spaceport," said Jenna.

"I'm sure it's fine," said Maddie, squeezing her hand. "You'll get your chance to pilot that ship." Maddie shifted on the bench seat. Her knees pressed into Jenna's. "I can't wait until we finish our studies and leave this place."

The wail of the siren stopped, and bright white ceiling lights flickered on above them, filling the room with a cheerful glow Jenna did not feel. The student next to Maddie stood, and Jenna struggled to remember his name. Was it Palo? That's it. She nodded to him.

Normally, he'd walk off, instead, he stood there, troubled.

"Everything alright?" asked Jenna.

He glanced around the room. "It's not what Maddie said. It's nothing to do with her wonderful Gaia. They don't care for our water or the sparse crops in the fields between here and Spalding. Don't you know where you are? This entire valley is the home of AI research. The electricity generated locally all comes here. All the town's water comes here. It's all used to feed and cool the supercomputers. We are like Silicon Valley fifty years ago, but now this is the home of Big AI. This is the future. It will change the world. Here! Run off to Mars if you want. But in the three years it takes, we are going to have horses again, and dogs with much better robotics than they currently do. And ours won't ever die."

Maddie's fingers bit into her arm. Jenna blinked with surprise at Palo's sermon. Where had all that come from? "Good to know, Palo," she said and glanced over at Maddie and noticed her jaw tighten. "Why would anyone want robotic dogs and fake horses?" said Maddie. "Or any other robotic animal?" Maddie stood and stepped closer to him. "Unless they bomb your robotic pets and us out of existence, why would it matter to you? And I don't care for them." She reached for Jenna's hand and tugged at her. "Coming?"

Jenna nodded, and they climbed the stairs and stepped outside into the hot air. At least it hadn't been stuffy in the basement, with the air-conditioning going, but outside the oppressive heat reminded her of how bad it was here. But nothing seemed out of place. There were no signs of any visible damage, so the bombing must have happened somewhere off campus. Maybe near the local town's power station? "Did you know that, about the supercomputers?"

"No," said Maddie. "But I'm not even sure it's true. I think he likes you and doesn't want you to go to Mars. He's making stuff up."

Jenna chuckled. "Likes me. If you say so," she said, but if Palo had tried to impress her, he'd gone about it the wrong way. All she wanted was to finish her studies and apply to become a pilot on the next Infinity ship to Mars. She wanted to flee these awful sirens and talk of war.

"Palo is in one of my bio-engineering classes," said Maddie. "He's pretty smart."

Jenna grinned. "So maybe it's you he likes."

"Maybe. Maybe not," said Maddie. "I don't really care. I've got some study to do if we are going to Mars together. How about when it cools down, we walk over and pick on the Watchers some more?"

Jenna laughed. "Sounds like a great idea," she said. "I want to watch the Mars launch and then study for a gravity wave exam, so the distraction will be helpful."
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