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ONE

Matty

The farm remained a blackened hulk scarring the landscape. The walls had surrendered, fractured and collapsed to ruin around the skeletal remains of charred rafters, like ribs stripped bare by fire; a hillside scarred by violence.

A bitter wind blew flurries of sleet across the hill. The squall froze the fabric of his clothes. Icy tentacles found any opening to reach his skin, and freezing slush dripped down the back of his neck. Matty Rowell pulled his jacket in tight and folded his arms across his chest.

A dark sky hung heavy above, spitting its sodden cotton bullets downwards covering everything with a mushy white haze, only to be trod into a blurry mud laden sludge by the workers. Almost immediately he saw her hair in the busy yard, and it defied the pallor of the landscape, like blood in the snow. He fought the urge to turn around. He could feel the shape of their love pressed into his heart, a warmth he once craved like sunlight. But their past had carved them open, leaving jagged wounds that refused to mend. Instead of solace, all he tasted was bitterness, a reminder of promises broken when the world went dark.

She directed those around her. Interrupted, she stood patiently, bearing the weight of the bag, listening intently before answering. He watched, as she threw the bag onto the flatbed, and followed the man to an idling truck. The driver leaned out of his cab.

She spoke above the noise of the engine, and he heard her voice for the first time in years.

‘It’s a straight run te Thornaby, ye’ve got the papers?’ The driver nodded, ‘Tell ‘em Derwent Sons’ll collect.’

He watched her return to her work, the childish flutter in his stomach mixed with the awe and pain of their shared history. He noticed, she appeared to sense his presence. Her back was to him when she stopped working, broad shoulders tight against the material of her shirt, the sack in her hands at waist height. She turned towards him, and her piercing eyes met his. He felt the lump in his throat as she smiled; it wasn’t the soft, open kind he used to see, but a faint, knowing curve of her lips that carried as much command as it did warmth. She was acknowledging him without yielding anything of herself.

She dropped the sack into the mud, nodding towards the young woman nearby and gesturing at the sack. Her words were brisk, almost barked, though he couldn’t make them out over the noise of the yard. The woman nodded quickly, staggering off with the bag.

Then Amber Bell turned again. Her eyes lingered just long enough to make his stomach twist. He watched as her hand went to the necklace that hung around her neck. She rubbed the jade pendant between her thumb and forefinger. Like her eyes it gleamed, proud against the mud and sleet. He knew it was her mother’s, and it brought the memories back. Finally, a subtle flick of her head beckoned him towards the barn.

Matty paused, boots sinking. She hadn’t spoken, but it was enough. He looked at her, stood the same as she always had, arms folded, shoulders squared, as if the wind itself would have to ask permission to touch her. Ten years ago, she’d faced him in this same yard and turned away without a word. The farm had called her back then. He’d gone to the fight.

His chest tightened. He could’ve walked away. He almost did. Let her stand there in the grey light, let her feel what he had felt. But his feet moved anyway, heavy, careful steps tracing a path he knew too well.

When he set off, she did too. She didn’t look at him. Though he knew better, he still watched for a flicker, the smallest shift. Something that might say she felt something.

Now she moved ahead of him, and disappeared into the barn without looking back, and Matty forced himself forward, the sleet making every step harder than it already was.

‘I missed ye,’ Amber said, as he entered the barn.

He leaned his weapon against the wall and swung the pack off his back. He crossed the space, standing in front of her, closer than they’d been for ten years, but he couldn’t find the words.

‘Did ye hear me?’ She snapped. ‘I said, I missed ye.’

A gust of wind whipped through the barn, cold and bitter, impossible to escape. He shivered.

‘Aye, I missed you too. Been a long time,’ he turned, gazing out at the farmyard, her glare too much.

‘Ye’ve got quite the racket gannin’, eh?’ He said finally, nodding to the activity.

Now he watched her pause and take in the scene, ‘Aye, feeding the workers…’

‘Ye sound like yer a fully paid-up member of the NSO.’

Amber stood up and grabbed a jacket from a hook at the side of the barn, she slipped it on and zipped it up, crossing her arms.

She stood near the wide doors, her eyes on him. He shifted, leaning against a post, fidgeting with a length of old twine.

‘What’ye deein’ here, Matty?’ she asked finally, her voice quiet but firm, it carried years of unresolved hurt, a challenge she didn’t bother to soften.

The twine snapped in his hands. He looked at her.

‘I wanted to see ye.’ He threw the twine to the ground. ‘I thought maybe—’

‘Ye thought what?’ Amber cut him off, her tone sharper than he expected. ‘That we’d just pick up where we left off like? Like none of it mattered?’

He felt himself flinch. ‘That’s fuckin’ rich! Everything mattered…’

She laughed bitterly. ‘Ye just wanted me with ye. To fight, to die for a cause no-one’s gonna win! Ye wanted us to throw away me chance to build something real. For this?’ She gestured at him, at his worn jacket and the scars peeking from his collar.

Matty straightened his back. ‘Real… you’re a fuckin’ slave, the lot of ye. Scraping out a life in hiding?’

Her eyes flashed. ‘We’re not hiding. We’re living. As close to society as ye’ll get nowadays!’

She turned away from him. The blow had landed, but he didn’t feel any reward. Instead, a wraithlike gust whispered through his jacket, but before he could find the words to answer, a shout came from outside the barn.

‘Amber!’

Big Kev strode in, his wide frame blotting out the fading light. He cast an eye over Matty, but there was no hello. Kev’s face was flushed, his breath uneven from running.

‘Sorry,’ he said, his eyes flicking between them. The awkwardness hung there for a beat before he pressed on. ‘We got a problem. One of the drivers… you know, Darren, been skimming food off the westward runs.’

Amber straightened, ‘Skimming? Who for?’

Kev hesitated. ‘Tyneguard’ he spat.

‘Feeding those NSO bastards too?’ Matty couldn’t help himself.

Amber shot him a warning glance before she turned back to Kev. ‘You sure?’

‘Sure as I can be. Corvans flagged it. Supplies meant for them have been light the last few runs, and Darren’s been seen meeting with Tyneguard runners near The Milecastle Inn… robbing bastard.’

Amber paced a few steps. ‘We’re stretched thin as it is. The Corvans need that food like.’ She muttered.



Kev nodded. ‘If they think we’re playing both sides, they’ll pull out of the network. And you know what that means…’

‘I kna,’ Amber snapped, then softened. ‘I’ll handle it.’

‘Let me deal with it,’ Matty said.

Amber flashed a look at him. ‘Not your place, Matty.’

‘Tyneguard won’t stop with a few crates of food. They’ll take everything if ye let ‘em.’

‘Jesus, it’s as if ye’ve never been away,’ she scoffed, ‘how’ve we survived without ye…’

‘Amber,’ Kev interrupted, stepping between them, ‘not the time.’

Amber held her glare on Matty for a moment longer, then snapped her attention back to Kev. ‘Is he here?’

Kev nodded, with a hard expression.

‘Show me.’

They stepped out of the barn into the fading daylight, the sounds of the farmyard carrying on as if the world wasn’t falling apart around them. Near the gate to the western field, Darren was crouched against a wooden post, a cigarette dangling from his lips, his laughter spilling over as he regaled a small group with some exaggerated tale.

‘…And then the bastard looks up like he’s seen a ghost, and I…’ Darren broke off mid-sentence as he spotted them striding towards him.

The group around him fell silent, their amusement fading as Amber approached. Darren straightened, flicking the cigarette to the dirt and grinding it under his heel. He rose, sheepishly kicking at the ground as she stopped a few feet away.



As Matty watched her, he could see her father in her. She just stood and watched Darren. Keen, cold eyes, resting on him, without emotion. The wind whistled as Darren’s eyes darted between each of them, his grin slowly melting away and finally Amber got what she was looking for. Panic flickered across his face, and he swallowed, an awkward, nervous gulp.

‘Loyalty creates security,’ Amber said, her voice calm but cold.

Darren squinted, his brow creased with confusion. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

She didn’t answer but just stared at him. Darren fidgeted, his former bravado dwindling under the weight of her gaze.

‘I-I don’t know what you’ve heard, but…’ he stammered, his hand rubbing the back of his neck.

She didn’t give him the chance to finish. Before anyone could react, the sharp crack of a gunshot echoed across the yard.

Darren crumpled, blood staining the snow, as the men around him stumbled back in shock, their faces pale.

The crack reverberated through Matty’s body. He felt the visceral shock like a metal rod materialising in his spine.

‘Jesus Christ, Amber!’ Matty cried, his voice raw with disbelief.

Amber holstered her weapon, her expression unchanging as she turned on her heel. She glanced at one of the stunned bystanders. ‘Put him in the back of me truck.’

The man nodded, swallowing hard before bending to the task.

Without another word, Amber strode back toward the barn, stopping only to help someone lift a crate onto a flatbed. Matty stared after her, his head spinning, but he followed.

Inside the barn, she paused near the door, her hands gripping the edge of a workbench as if to steady herself. Matty caught up, his voice low and charged.

‘What the hell was that?’

Amber didn’t look at him. ‘That was the cost of surviving,’ she replied flatly.

She stood in the aftermath, her face half-shadowed, breath coming in steady, deliberate beats. He couldn’t move, his chest tight as his eyes traced her, every sharp angle, every controlled motion, the stillness in her hands. The light caught the curve of her jaw, and something in him knotted.


Davey

The snow fell in thick, slow drifts, blanketing the long straight road out of Hexham. Trees rose like dark cloaked giants on either side, their gnarled branches creaking under the weight of winter’s grip. Mist slithered across the powder covered tarmac like something alive, writhing under the glare of the NSO truck’s headlights as it crept into the dark.

Inside, the engine murmured beneath the scratch of intermittent static. No one spoke. They never did when Davey rode up front.

He sat still, not rigid, not relaxed. Just… composed. Gloved hands carrying their orders. His helmet resting in his lap like a skull, eyes ahead. His profile was carved out of old damage. The scar ran from the corner of his brow down through his cheek, catching what little light there was. Everyone knew who gave it to him. Nat Bell. Back when Bell was still mortal. Davey was the only one who’d gone up against him and lived. No one talked about what happened. They just knew the rest of the squad didn’t make it.

That’s where the story started.

But there were no stories from Davey. Just silence. He led. They followed. No speeches. No fuss. Orders came when they were needed. Clean. Measured. Never repeated.

Reece sat opposite him, nerves glowing, trying not to stare. He’d trained under screamers and barkers, hard men who shouted to fill the space they didn’t own. Davey didn’t need volume. They were all scared of him, not because they thought he was mad. They were scared because he wasn’t.

The fog thickened again, pressing against the glass, then as it cleared once more, one of the enforcers broke the silence. ‘So… this new push, eh? “Together we are stronger!” Got a nice ring to it, eh Davey?’

Davey didn’t look up from the crinkled orders in his hand. ‘Heard it all before.’

The second enforcer leaned forward, ‘Not filling you with hope, eh sir?’

Without shifting his gaze, Davey’s voice came low, dry as dust. ‘Pissing on a fire and calling it a flood. Same speeches, different decade.’

‘You’ve got to admit, though, Baines is trying to make things right.’

Davey snorted, finally glancing up. ‘Ye think they’re deein’ this for us like?’

‘Who else would it be for?’ the first enforcer pressed.

Davey tapped the orders, the paper crinkling under his fingers. ‘The land, the resources, the optics. It’s always about who gets to sit at the table, not who starves outside the door.’

‘You’re a real ray of fuckin’ sunshine, Davey,’ the second enforcer muttered. Reece watched the interaction, heart pounding, half expecting Davey to kill the man.

Davey shrugged, leaning back against the seat. ‘Been doing this too long. Seen how it goes. First, they’ll pull everyone together, then squeeze until there’s nothing left. Tribes won’t unite, they’ll fight harder. Too many grudges, too much blood.’

The third enforcer crossed his arms. ‘So what then?’

Davey finally turned. ‘Diven’t pin your hopes on slogans. Pin ‘em on knowing when to duck.’

Reece watched the uneasy glances passing between the men.

‘You’re a bloody downer, Davey,’ the first enforcer muttered after a long pause.

A faint, humourless smile touched Davey’s lips as he turned to gaze out the window. ‘Aye. But I’m breathing.’

‘Davey,’ the driver murmured, breaking his focus. He nodded ahead, squinting through the frost-framed windscreen.

Reece looked ahead and saw it: headlights glimmering faintly at the far end of the road, blurred by snow and mist, their glow bleeding outward like ink on wet paper.

‘Keep going,’ Davey said. ‘See what we’ve got.’ He picked his assault rifle up from the footwell.

The truck pressed on, tyres crunching over the fresh snow, the mist swirling thicker as they approached. The headlights resolved into two sharp beams, their source a stationary vehicle blocking the road. A dark figure stood silhouetted between them.

‘Slow it down,’ Davey ordered. The truck crawled to a stop, its engine idling in the heavy quiet.

Reece watched Davey lean forward, peering through the windshield. The figure didn’t move. Then he noticed something else, something in the snow at their feet. A body, sprawled awkwardly, its dark outline becoming vivid against the white as the mist drifted briefly.

‘Stay sharp,’ Davey warned them. A ball of tension grew in his gut as Reece pushed open the door and stepped into the cold. The snow crunched under his boots as he fanned out, he shouldered his weapon but kept the aim down.

He followed Davey’s lead.

Davey squinted against the glare of the headlights. Reece looked too as the figure became clearer; a woman, curls shifting in the faint breeze, an assault rifle slung across her chest. Taller than the average man. Muscular. His stomach turned. He’d heard the stories. Amber Bell.

‘Don’t do anything fuckin’ stupid,’ Davey ordered pointedly, then he took a few steps forward. His breath fogged in the crisp night air as he stopped a few paces away from her.

‘What’s this?’ he called out, his voice steady, calm.

Amber didn’t move, but her head tilted slightly. Though her face was shadowed, Reece could feel her stare boring into Davey. When she finally spoke, her voice was sharp as broken glass.

‘If ye want our goods, ye come into the fold. If ye turn me people, next time I’ll kill four of yours for every traitor I got.’

Davey’s gaze flicked down to the body at her feet. ‘You want to start a war?’

‘I never took nothin’ from you,’ Amber shot back. ‘If you taking from us leads to war… so be it.’

Davey nodded slowly, his expression unreadable. ‘I’ll pass it up,’ he said, pointing upward to indicate the chain of command.

Amber’s lip curled. ‘Aye, you better had, Davey fuckin’ Simpson.’

‘I don’t want any fight with you Amber.’ He turned to leave, and Reece instinctively began to head for the safety of the truck, but something made Davey pause. He half-turned, raising a hand to shield his eyes from her headlights.

‘Tell ‘em to stop stealing what’s ours…’ she barked again.

Davey didn’t respond, as though he knew how she was, that she’d never let it go.

‘New orders came in,’ he said, his tone lighter but no less dangerous than hers. ‘Martial law. A plan to unite the tribes. Return of sovereignty and all that. One people, one country, blah blah.’ He lowered his hand, letting the information settle in the frozen air. ‘Not good for the likes of The Law.’

‘You threatening me?’

Davey chuckled softly, the sound hollow. ‘Nah,’ he said, stepping back toward his truck. ‘I’m givin’ ye the heads up.’

They climbed into the truck without looking back, the engine roaring as they drove passed her. Reece looked at her, now illuminated by the headlights, and their eyes met. He recognised her. She was a reflection of Davey.





TWO

Ezekiel

Ezekiel’s chin rested on the ground, his eyes searched the scorched earth stretching away to the depression that was Lake Volta, once the largest reservoir on earth, now just dust. And death.

The torn and rusted corrugated iron that hid them creaked in the arid wind. Aba had stopped whimpering after he slapped her face. Still the creaking left him deaf to the sounds beyond. The sheet metal bouncing over his head obscured his view. He could not bring his eyes to rest long upon the people running across the parched lakebed, their figures blurring into the shimmering haze of heat. Their starved limbs would hardly carry them a fraction of the way into the barren wastes of the lake. He heard the shots picking them off and the trucks dashing across the dust to collect the wounded; they rarely shot to kill these days.



Suddenly, feet appeared in front of them. One pair in ragged army boots, the other in flipflops, only a few feet away from his eyes. Terror gripped his chest as he gasped air laden with blistering grit. Without thinking, he took Aba by the back of her head and shoved her face into the sand. His heart felt ready to explode from his chest. The men sat down on the metal above their heads. It contorted and pressed onto them, pinning them in the sand. He could just make out Aba’s grime-filled eye, large and white in the dull light. His hand remained on the back of her head, pinned there by the metal.

‘How many you think we have?’ one of the men said.

‘More than ten… Enough,’ the other replied.

Ezekiel could smell them, sweat and blood. Suddenly, a machete came to rest, propped against the metal and the sand below, blood dripping from the blade. As he watched the tacky substance slip down the cutting edge, he imagined whose blood it might be.

When they had come, he had been with Bertrand and his gang, who had heard about a man in Akaniem. Bertrand said the man had goats. They had been hatching a plan to steal their next meal. Ezekiel did not believe anyone had goats anymore, but Bertrand would not be told. Ezekiel hoped it was not Bertrand’s blood. For all the trouble he caused, Bertrand was his friend, his link to an all too recent childhood, now so easily forgotten.

The men stood up again and moved away. The minutes felt like hours as Ezekiel waited. He watched the trucks scooping up the injured. He saw it, but then he bowed his head. He had spent his life looking away. When the government beat his uncle for growing maize amongst the coffee plants. When his father was crushed by a digger while working construction for the Chinese mining corporation. When the last animals were eaten by humans. When his mother died of starvation. Now, he looked away as men hacked the limbs off little Kwabena.

He turned to Aba, ‘I’m sorry Aba, I didn’t know what else to do.’

Her face offered some kind of warmth, but he feared she was already too broken to find words. Her eyes slowly closed as his hand stroked her hair. As they rested there, he hoped Aba was sleeping but could not be sure because her sleep was rarely this serene.

They stayed under the metal shelter for a long time – encapsulated from the world beyond. He watched the earth bake in its daily ritual. A few of the bodies were left where they had fallen, hacked and bloody, with ragged clothes fluttering in the wind.

‘Come Ezekiel, we must go. Now!’

Bertrand’s face had appeared all of a sudden. It was uncompromising, verging on cruel. Ezekiel could handle the bellicosity, but the tear tracks down Bertrand’s dust-covered cheeks challenged his machismo.

‘C’mon.’ His hand reached beneath the metal and Ezekiel grabbed it.

His friend dragged him roughly out into the sun. Instinctively, Ezekiel searched in every direction but there was nothing, just the smoking remains of the shacks they had been living in and the infinite haze of the horizon.

‘Where—’



‘Shut up and follow me…’

Bertrand turned and marched away.

‘Where to?’ Ezekiel called, but he knew he would get no answer. He knelt down and looked under the metal sheet, fear concentrated in Aba’s eyes.

‘Come on, we’re safer as three…’

He helped her to her feet, but she was unsteady, so he let her rest against the metal for a moment. When she stood again, Ezekiel turned to see that Bertrand had stopped to wait for them.

‘She’s weak, huh?’

‘No, she’s strong, just scared.’ He stepped between Bertrand and his sister. ‘What’s this plan anyway?’

‘They took the others.’

‘I know, I watched.’

Bertrand started walking again. Ezekiel shook his head and pulled Aba after him. They followed Bertrand into a shack. Half of it was smouldering, the tin roof half collapsed, the stench of melting plastic overwhelming. None of this deterred Bertrand; he wrapped a rag around his hand and threw the charred metal to one side. Then he fell to the dirt and began to claw at the sand like a dog after a bone.

‘What is this Bertrand? We’re in danger here…’

‘Shut up man!’ He grabbed a plank lying close by and used it as a shovel. After another couple of minutes of frantic activity, Ezekiel heard a tinny ‘thunk’. Bertrand looked up with a grin.

‘Kwesi and Jojo were saving for The Journey…’

‘Ha,’ Ezekiel laughed dryly. Any excitement he felt in the anticipation was replaced with disappointment. He kicked at the dust. ‘We’re all saving for the journey…’

‘They had enough.’

Ezekiel looked at his friend.

‘They asked me yesterday if I had enough to go with them.’

‘But you don’t.’

‘I don’t…’ He was on his knees, pulling a tin from the sand. It was an aid tin, with the familiar curved neck and dragon’s head logo of the Scandinavian Arc – dented and scratched, like they all were. The aid had stopped being shipped a year ago; nothing was new in Ghana now.

Momentarily, Ezekiel was overwhelmed by the sheer joy of hope. He felt his heart beat fast and his stomach roll with butterflies. Then he looked at Aba.

‘I can’t leave her…’

‘She will go for free.’

‘No! You know what that means.’

Bertrand’s face changed. ‘Well stay here with her then. Ebo will come with me, you bet it. I don’t need to help you two…’

Ezekiel felt despair squeeze his gut. He looked at his sister.

‘Will they definitely take her at the other end?’

Bertrand sucked his teeth. ‘They will if we let them…’

‘How can we stop it? How can we know what to do?’

Bertrand’s nose snarled as he expelled a snigger, ‘I will make a plan my friend,’ he replied.

Ezekiel wiped the sweat from his forehead. He studied the wretchedness of the shack, unable to gather his thoughts. Aba walked slowly over to its entrance.

‘Ezekiel, we have to go,’ she said quietly as he watched her look out across the desert, ‘Anything is better than this.’

They walked to Worawora where they met with the traffickers. There was a crowd gathered there already. They were directed to seven Hilux flatbed trucks. The women and children were pushed into the centre of the flatbed while the men sat on the edges, their legs dangling outside the trucks. Posts had been attached to the vehicle for them to hold on to. Ezekiel imagined that there would be no stopping should someone fall off. He pushed his way through the crowd so that he could sit with his back to Aba, but a trafficker barked at him to stop so he sat where he was at the time, satisfied that at least he could see his sister.

The sun burned overhead, a brutal, unblinking eye that made every breath a chore. Ezekiel adjusted his scarf, pulling it higher over his cracked lips. The truck jostled violently over uneven ground, jolting his spine with every bump. He glanced sideways at Aba, her withered frame slumped against another woman, her eyes half-closed.

‘Aba,’ he murmured, reaching out to steady her as the truck bounced again. She didn’t respond. Ezekiel pulled a biscuit from his bag and pushed it into her hand. ‘Eat. Now.’

Her fingers barely curled around the food. Ezekiel’s stomach tightened as he saw the traffickers up ahead, guns held with a casual neglect. One of them caught his eye, his grin full of menace. Ezekiel tore his gaze away, instead focussing on the endless desert stretching out in every direction. The track they travelled was lined with corpses, some wrapped in rags, others already stripped by scavengers. He counted until he lost track.

They had been travelling for hours when the trucks slowed to a halt at a checkpoint, dust rolling over them in a suffocating fog. Ezekiel coughed into his scarf and squinted as shadows moved through the haze. Six men approached the first truck. The leader was barely older than a boy and had lost an arm below the elbow. The stump was a mass of scar tissue, and he held an M4 carbine in his remaining hand, the barrel swinging as he barked orders.

‘What’s happening?’ Bertrand’s voice came from somewhere behind Ezekiel on the flatbed. ‘Ezekiel, tell me…’

‘Shut up,’ Ezekiel snapped, leaning forward to watch as the men swarmed the first truck. The boy struck one of the passengers with the butt of his rifle, barking more orders. A trafficker shouted something in return, holding out his hand as the migrants in the first truck scrambled to pull out money. The boy grinned and gestured for one of his men, who dragged a struggling man from the truck and threw him to the ground.

Ezekiel gritted his teeth as they began kicking the man, their boots thudding into his ribs and back. The victim curled into himself. Aba’s cough snapped his attention back to the truck. He looked at her, at her empty, trembling hands, and he pulled a few crumpled notes from his pocket.

‘Take this,’ he urged, reaching over the others to press the money into her palm.

But before she could grip it, another hand darted from the mass of bodies and snatched the bills. Ezekiel surged forward, grabbing at the thief, but the movement tipped the balance of the already overcrowded flatbed. Someone shoved him back with a curse, and Ezekiel toppled backwards, causing a ruckus of groans and shouts.

‘Get back!’ a trafficker yelled, smacking a man across the head with his rifle. Ezekiel froze, his eyes darting to Aba. She looked weaker with every second that passed.

He didn’t think. Ezekiel climbed over the bodies, ignoring their protests and shoves, until he reached her. He shook her shoulder, gently at first, then harder. ‘Aba! Wake up, damn it!’

A hand gripped his shoulder, yanking him back. Ezekiel twisted in its grip, but he was pulled from the flatbed and thrown into the dirt. The heat of the sand seared his palms as he braced himself for what was coming. He curled into a ball, waiting for the kicks to start.

Nothing.

Laughter. Cruel and loud. Ezekiel lifted his head slightly, squinting at the circle of checkpoint guards and traffickers laughing at him. Even some of the migrants in the truck were chuckling. Bertrand’s laugh was the loudest, a deep belly laugh that cut through Ezekiel.

Ezekiel pushed himself to his feet, brushing dirt from his clothes. He glared at the one-armed boy, anger rising despite himself.

‘Did I say you could stand?’ the boy asked, grinning. He held his gun loose, letting the barrel swing as he stepped closer.

Ezekiel dropped to his knees. The boy laughed, the sound sharp and mocking. ‘I like your shirt,’ he said, jabbing the barrel toward Ezekiel’s chest. ‘Give it to me.’

Ezekiel stared at him. The boy was as tall as his chest. He felt his leg begin to shake, anger taking hold, but he understood the choice. This was a warning, and he could choose between how and how not to behave. Burying his pride, he reluctantly pulled the shirt over his head and hung it over the gun barrel. The boy flicked it to one of his companions. He smiled at Ezekiel.

‘I like your trousers too.’

Ezekiel shook his head. ‘No.’

The boy stepped back, laughing loudly, and now he shook his head, glancing at his companions who had stopped laughing. They were watching him quietly. The boy stopped laughing abruptly and stepped up to Ezekiel, pressing the barrel of his gun under his chin. ‘You think you can say no to me?’

‘Ok, ok!’ Ezekiel exclaimed, raising his arms and stepping away from the gun. He quickly reached to undo his trousers. Removing them he took his money from the pocket and threw them to the boy. They fell to the floor because the checkpoint guards were too busy laughing again; Ezekiel wasn’t wearing underwear. After a few agonising moments, the boy stopped hooting and approached him again, except this time he slipped his weapon under his amputated arm, and he held out his hand for Ezekiel’s money.

Ezekiel felt his muscles constrict, he felt a tear roll from his eye as time stood still. With everything a blur except for the chorus of cackling surrounding him, he clenched his fist around his money, utterly helpless to counter the game being played.

The boy’s smile was sickening, his eyes distant and dead. There was no reason, no humanity.

Slowly, Ezekiel lowered himself to the ground again. Kneeling in front of the boy, he raised his chin and held the boys gaze, eye to eye, his hands by his side. As the moments passed the laughter subsided until the only sound was the desert wind.

‘Get up scaredy man!’ the boy finally spat. He nodded to a companion who came and ripped the cash from Ezekiel’s grasp. The man swiftly counted the cash, taking some and tossing the rest back to Ezekiel, presumably the amount he would need to pay the bosses for the rest of the journey. It was a business after all.

Just like that, Ezekiel’s torment ended as quickly as it had started. He clambered, naked, back into the truck. The other migrants gave him as much space as they could in the crush. He knew they understood that association may lead to the same fate for them.

The trucks rumbled forward, leaving the checkpoint and its jeering guards behind. Ezekiel slumped against the edge of the flatbed, the metal burning his back. Aba leaned weakly into him, her head lolling against his shoulder. He didn’t dare touch her, his hands still trembling from the confrontation.

The road to Agadez was worse. Scorching days blurred into bitter nights, the convoy stopping only to offload the dead. Ezekiel had taken the shirt and shorts from one of them. He lost track of time in the endless expanse of sand, where even the horizon seemed to mock them with its unreachable promise of escape. Aba grew weaker with each mile, her cough deepening into something wet and rattling.

The silence among the migrants became more pressing than the heat. Even Bertrand, so full of smug energy, kept his head low. Ezekiel’s chest ached, but he wasn’t sure whether it was the pressure of Aba’s weight or the humiliation still curdling inside him.


As the sun dipped toward the horizon, the sky bleeding into bruised purples and reds, the convoy stopped suddenly at a cluster of mud-brick buildings. It was the outskirts of Agadez. Ezekiel heard the snap of commands and the clang of metal gates opening. The truck lurched forward into a dusty yard enclosed by high walls topped with jagged shards of glass. Tin sheets rattled in the wind, the only sound aside from the restless shuffling migrants.

‘Out,’ demanded a trafficker, waving his rifle toward the flatbed. ‘Move!’

Ezekiel helped Aba down, her legs unsteady beneath her. Bertrand jumped down beside them, flashing a grin as though the events of the previous days had already been forgotten. Ezekiel wanted to punch him, but his body was too drained to act on the impulse.

The yard was crowded with migrants huddled in small groups, their faces hollow with exhaustion. The smell was overpowering a mixture of sweat, shit, and despair. Ezekiel guided Aba to a corner and lowered her onto the ground, leaning her against the wall. She closed her eyes, her breathing shallow.

Bertrand crouched beside them. ‘You’ll see. A day or two here, and we’ll be back on the trucks. The desert’s the hard part, but after that…’ He gestured vaguely, his hand slicing through the air. ‘The sea. Freedom.’

Ezekiel tried to ignore him but couldn’t resist. ‘You’ve done this journey many times eh Bertrand?’ he quipped, tearing a piece of fabric from his tattered shorts to wipe the sweat from Aba’s face.

‘Don’t waste your energy,’ Bertrand muttered. ‘She won’t make it, Ezekiel. Not across the desert.’



Ezekiel’s hand froze. He turned slowly to Bertrand, his eyes narrowing.

‘You don’t know that,’ he said, his voice dangerously low. Bertrand shrugged, leaning back on his heels. ‘You know how this works.’

Ezekiel’s grip tightened on the rag, but before he could respond, a shout rang out across the yard. One of the traffickers, a burly man with sunglasses. He was carrying a length of hose pipe and pointing it at a migrant who had slumped against the wall.

‘You! Up!’

The man didn’t move. His head lolled forward, his body limp. The trafficker stomped over and grabbed him by the arm, yanking him upright. The man’s legs buckled, and he collapsed back to the ground. The trafficker’s face darkened, and he raised his pipe.

Ezekiel looked away, his stomach twisting. He pulled Aba closer, shielding her as much as he could from the scene. The sound of the pipe echoed through the yard, followed by a muffled cry. Ezekiel didn’t need to look to know what was happening.

‘Work fast,’ Bertrand said quietly, nodding toward the commotion. ‘Make yourself useful. They notice the ones who don’t.’

Ezekiel didn’t answer. He leaned into Aba, whispering into her ear. ‘You’re strong. You’ll make it. We’ll get through this.’

She didn’t respond, but her fingers curled weakly around his hand. It was enough. For now.

Night fell quickly, the stars burning cold above the yard. Ezekiel watched them, he worried constantly about the journey, about Aba. This was only the beginning, he knew. The desert stretched ahead, merciless and unending.

The traffickers kept them penned in the yard for days. Ezekiel tried to keep count, but hunger and exhaustion blurred the passage of time. The midday sun scorched the mud walls, and the nights froze them, their thin clothes useless against the desert chill. Aba’s cough worsened, each hacking sound dragging Ezekiel deeper into despair. Bertrand kept his distance, flashing smug looks as though he already knew the outcome of their ordeal.

Then, one morning, the roll call came.

The traffickers shouted names, their voices echoing off the walls. Each name summoned a mixture of relief and dread as migrants scrambled to their feet, clutching their meagre possessions, exhausted and hungry. Ezekiel’s heart pounded as he heard their names. He lifted her, her body frail and light in his arms, and pushed through the crowd toward the trucks waiting beyond the gates.

The Hilux flatbeds were parked in a line, their engines growling softly. The traffickers shouted, herding the migrants onto the vehicles like livestock. Ezekiel climbed into one of the flatbeds, Aba cradled against him. Bertrand appeared moments later, flashing his teeth as he swung himself up onto the side.

‘Off we go,’ he said, full of cheerfulness. ‘The big adventure.’

Ezekiel ignored him, settling Aba against the metal floor of the truck. She stirred weakly, her eyes opening for a moment before closing again. Ezekiel pressed his lips to her forehead, feeling the fever burning beneath her skin.



The journey began in a haze of heat and dust. The trucks roared across the sand, the landscape stretching out endlessly in every direction. Ezekiel clung to the edge of the flatbed, his body braced against the jolts and bumps. Aba lay motionless at his feet, her breathing shallow. He tried to get her to drink every few minutes. Water was the only luxury granted by the traffickers.

The heat was unbearable. The sun beat down mercilessly, turning the metal of the truck into a blisteringly hot surface. Migrants murmured and shifted restlessly, their voices low and exhausted. Bertrand cracked jokes, but no one laughed.

Hours turned into days. The trucks stopped occasionally, the traffickers throwing bottles of water into the flatbeds like scraps to animals. Ezekiel rationed his share carefully, pouring small amounts into Aba’s mouth. Her eyes opened less and less, her body growing weaker.

One evening, as the sun dipped below the horizon, the convoy stopped abruptly. Ezekiel craned his neck, peering ahead at the lead truck. Shadows moved in the distance, figures approaching the convoy. The murmurs among the migrants grew louder, tinged with fear. A checkpoint.

The traffickers barked, and the migrants scrambled to their feet. Ezekiel lifted Aba, holding her close as the figures approached. Men with guns, their faces hard and unyielding, circled the trucks. One of them, a boy no older than sixteen, limped toward the lead vehicle, his rifle slung carelessly over his shoulder.

‘Money!’ the boy shouted, his voice sharp and commanding. ‘Pay now, or you stay.’

Ezekiel’s stomach churned. He glanced at Aba, her head lolling against his chest. Bertrand nudged him, holding out a crumpled wad of cash.

‘Better pay up, Ezekiel,’ Bertrand said, his grin humourless. ‘They don’t take IOUs.’

Ezekiel hesitated, his hands trembling as he reached into his pocket. The boy’s gaze fell on him, his eyes narrowing.

‘You!’ the boy barked, pointing his rifle at Ezekiel. ‘Step forward.’

Ezekiel froze, his heart hammering in his chest. The other migrants shrank away, leaving him exposed. Bertrand gave him a shove, muttering under his breath.

‘Go on, don’t make it worse.’

Ezekiel leaned forward slowly, his arms tightening around Aba. The boy sneered, his gaze sweeping over them.

‘She’s sick,’ the boy said, his tone mocking. ‘Not worth the trouble.’

Ezekiel’s breath caught in his throat. He opened his mouth to protest, but the boy raised his hand, silencing him.

‘Leave her,’ the boy said, his voice cold. ‘She stays. You can go.’

‘No!’ Ezekiel’s voice cracked with desperation. ‘She’s my sister. She comes with me.’

The boy’s lips curled into a cruel smile. ‘Then you stay too.’

Ezekiel’s knees buckled, his strength draining away. He sank to the ground, Aba still in his arms. Bertrand’s voice echoed behind him, sharp and insistent.

‘Do something, Ezekiel. Don’t just sit there!’

Ezekiel looked up, his vision blurred by tears.

The boy’s sneer deepened. ‘Last chance,’ he said, levelling the rifle at Ezekiel. ‘Leave her, or you both stay.’



Ezekiel’s chest heaved, his eyes darting to Bertrand, then back to Aba’s limp form. His mind raced, searching for a way out, but there was nothing. No choice. Only the impossible.

‘She’s sick,’ Bertrand interjected, stepping forward with exaggerated calm. ‘He’s being sentimental. We’ll handle it.’

The boy’s eyes flicked to Bertrand, his finger brushing the trigger. After a moment, he nodded. ‘Handle it?’ he said, stepping forward.

Ezekiel’s hands tightened around Aba, his voice a choked whisper. ‘Don’t.’

‘Ezekiel,’ Bertrand murmured, crouching beside him. His voice was low, almost gentle. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll help you.’

He turned and gave the man a wad of notes. There were a few whispered words exchanged before Bertrand turned back to Ezekiel. He leaned down, his grip was firm as he helped lift Aba. She stirred faintly, a whimper escaping her lips.

‘We are brothers,’ Bertrand whispered, his face inches from Ezekiel’s.

They lifted Aba into the back of the flatbed and the convoy moved on, into the endless wastes of the desert. Ezekiel slumped to the floor of the flatbed. He watched Bertrand as he, in turn, gazed at Aba.

The journey blurred into a nightmare. Days passed in a haze of heat and dust, the sun baking his skin, the cold nights seeping into his bones. The bodies they passed littered the desert, their twisted forms a grim reminder of the world’s cruelty.

Qatron was a heartless place. Ezekiel felt he had left something there. Three weeks they had waited for their names to be called. Many migrants had been beaten, women taken by night to be returned in the morning and others disappeared altogether. He stayed by Aba’s side at all times, encouraging her to drink, and Bertrand returned each evening with paracetamol which he said he traded, but Ezekiel didn’t really want to know where it came from. He just gave it to his sister and watched, waiting for each small improvement.

The compound in Sabha, four hundred miles South of Tripoli, reeked of desperation, a stench that clung to the skin. Aba sat propped against the cracked mud wall, her thin frame swaddled in a threadbare blanket. She nibbled on a piece of bread, chewing slowly as though each bite required deliberate effort. Her sunken eyes lifted to Ezekiel, a faint flicker of hope replacing the emptiness that had haunted them for weeks.

‘You think they’ll have schools there?’ Aba asked, her voice soft but steady.

Ezekiel crouched beside her, adjusting the blanket around her shoulders. ‘Of course they will,’ he said, forcing a smile. ‘They’ll need teachers, Aba. You’ll be one of them. I can already see it.’

She tilted her head, a faint smile creating dimples in her cheeks. ‘You think so? Even me?’

He nodded. ‘Especially you.’

‘What about you?’ she pressed. ‘What will you do?’

Ezekiel hesitated, glancing down at his hands, calloused and scarred. ‘I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘Anything that keeps you safe.’

She frowned, her small hand resting on his arm. ‘But what would you want to do?’



The corners of his lips formed a shy smile. ‘I’ve always thought I’d like to grow flowers. Beautiful ones. Maybe be a gardener.’

Aba chuckled, a rare sound that made his chest tighten. ‘A farmer?’

‘No,’ he said with a mock-serious look. ‘Not a farmer. Just flowers. For the beauty of it.’

Her laughter bubbled up again, light and free, for just a moment banishing the shadow that loomed over them for just a moment. Ezekiel chuckled with her, his heart lifting despite the oppressive heat and dust.

Then he saw the man.

Near the far side of the yard, his gaze locked on them. Ezekiel felt his blood turn to lead as the man pointed, summoning another with a sharp gesture.

‘Ezekiel?’ Aba’s voice trembled. She had followed his gaze.

‘Stay close,’ he whispered, pulling her into his arms. ‘Whatever happens, don’t let go of me.’

The men crossed the yard with purpose, their boots kicking up clouds of dust. Ezekiel rose, Aba clinging to him, but it was no use. They grabbed her, prying her small hands from his shirt.

‘No! Leave her alone!’ Ezekiel shouted, struggling against their grip. He swung wildly, but another man appeared and drove the butt of a rifle into his stomach. He crumpled to the ground, gasping for air, his vision swimming.

‘Ezekiel!’ Aba screamed, her voice shrill with terror as they dragged her away.

Ezekiel clawed at the dirt, trying to get up, but a familiar voice cut through the chaos. ‘Stop it, Ezekiel! You’ll get yourself killed!’

Bertrand’s iron grip hauled him back by the shoulders. He thrashed against him, shouting Aba’s name, but Bertrand held firm.

‘You can’t save her now!’ Bertrand hissed, his voice laced with bitterness. ‘They’ll kill you, and then she’ll be alone. Is that what you want?’

Ezekiel froze, his body trembling with helpless rage as he watched Aba disappear into the compound. His chest heaved, his fists clenched so tightly that his nails cut into his palms, but he was helpless.

That night, Aba returned. Ezekiel sat in the same spot, his head bowed, his body aching from the beating. When she shuffled into the yard, he barely recognised her. She moved like a ghost, her head down, her steps slow and  mechanical.

‘Aba,’ Ezekiel whispered, rushing to her side. She winced as his arms wrapped around her. He gripped her face and looked into her eyes, but her face was blank, her eyes hollow, her spirit crushed.

He pulled her close, cradling her like a child. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he choked out, his voice cracking. ‘I’m so, so sorry.’

She didn’t respond. She didn’t cry. She didn’t move. She was silent, her body stiff in his arms.

The night dragged on, cold and endless. Aba’s hacking cough returned worse than ever, rattling through the quiet yard. Ezekiel tightened his grip on her, his heart breaking with every laboured breath she took.

In the pale light of dawn, he stared at her gaunt face, his own resolve hardening. He had failed her, but he would not fail again.

Bertrand was furtive when he returned with the dawn.

‘I picked up some work in town…’ Bertrand said as he slumped down next to Ezekiel.

‘Be careful, they’ll see you.’

‘They see us all, what you talking about? I see Aba is back, you see, nothing to worry about.’

‘What are you talking about!’ Ezekiel checked himself as he raised his voice, ‘God knows what they have done to her, she is not good. You have no soul Bertrand. I hate you sometimes…’

Bertrand blew through his teeth. ‘You are a baby, Ezekiel. She is alive my friend and so are you – thanks to me!’

Ezekiel watched him, as his friend leaned forward, anger convulsing through him.

‘A scaredy boy, eh?’

‘Shut up, you have a big mouth…’

Ezekiel bit his tongue when he saw the boss enter the yard. Then he heard their names.

They travelled from Sabha to Tripoli in the reservoir of an oil tanker, with holes cut in it for air. They had endured another lottery of bribes and beatings in some hovel in the Libyan capital. Aba was more poorly than ever. Ezekiel tried desperately to make her eat and drink, but she hardly opened her eyes now. She hadn’t spoken since the traffickers took her in Sabha, and flies buzzed around her eyes. Bertrand’s paracetamols were all gone.

Now, they travelled in a small bus with only four other migrants. They approached another compound, this one in a place called Sabrata. As he stepped down from the bus, Ezekiel felt the warm breeze from the Mediterranean Sea wash over his face.

‘We made it!’ Bertrand hugged him tightly but received little response from him. All Ezekiel could think about was Aba.

They followed the traffickers to a tiny rib waiting in a sheltered inlet.

One of the traffickers looked at Aba, held between Ezekiel and Bertrand. ‘What is she? Shark food!’ he bawled.

Bertrand was shown how to use the small outboard motor. Ezekiel looked out to the horizon, a hazy line in the distance. He glanced at the boat which was to carry them all that way North to Europe. It was no more than a dinghy, with a small outboard motor attached to the back. Ezekiel didn’t know anything about boats, but this looked bad.

They were given life vests and water and some packets of biscuits, then told to get in. The traffickers towed their little dinghy out to international waters and then they cut the rope and pointed out to sea.

Bertrand winked at Ezekiel as he powered up the motor. It puttered away and their little boat crawled across the vast emptiness of the Mediterranean. As the sun set, Ezekiel couldn’t see land either in front of their boat or behind it. Aba lay at his knees, curled up like a cat in the bottom of the dinghy. Her wheezing was only interrupted by her coughing fits.

The other migrants became restless. They began by asking Ezekiel what was wrong with the girl. Then they told him to keep her away. Finally, one of the migrants leapt forward. At first, Ezekiel thought he had fallen but quickly noticed the sweaty little man had his hands around Aba’s neck. When he realised that the man was trying to throttle her, Ezekiel kicked him so hard in the side of his body that the man fell into the bottom of the boat. But he could see, even in the darkness, that they were going to kill her. Ezekiel drew the small knife he had found in Agadiz and he held it above the air-filled rib. Their attackers hesitated but before he could reason with them, Ezekiel felt strong hands grappling him and he realised his friend had grabbed him from  behind.

‘Give me the knife Ezekiel.’

Ezekiel felt Bertrand’s forearm tighten around his neck, his other hand gripping the wrist that held the knife. Ezekiel began to fight but the dinghy rocked wildly in the choppy waters.

Another migrant stood in front of Ezekiel and punched him in the stomach twice.

‘She will kill us all! She has the virus!’

Ezekiel tried to catch his breath. Bertrand had relieved him of his knife when he had slumped to the bottom of the rib, winded.

‘My friend, it is true,’ Bertrand said quietly, agreeing with the other man.

Ezekiel shook his head wildly, unable to speak as he fought for air. Bertrand grabbed Aba’s pitiful body. Ezekiel watched helplessly as he lifted her with ease and threw her over the side of the boat like a rag doll. Ezekiel tried to get up, but the other migrants had him. Just as he was about to be thrown overboard too, Bertrand shouted for the other men to stop. Ezekiel writhed as they pinned him to the bottom of the boat.

‘He will calm down,’ Bertrand said to them, brandishing the knife, ‘you do not kill him.’ He leaned in towards Ezekiel, his cold eyes shining white, ‘If God wills it, she will live,’ he smiled then, ‘I saved your life again, my friend.’

Ezekiel cried out but the men held him down as Bertrand returned to the motor and turned the throttle. Tears streamed down Ezekiel’s cheeks, but he could not bring himself to look in the direction his sister had been thrown.

Another night passed. Ezekiel lay in the bottom of the dinghy, catatonic. The engine had cut out the previous evening; the fuel all gone. The rib drifted hopelessly. The sun dried their parched bodies and the waves lapping against the side of the rib lulled their minds into delirium.

Ezekiel had no idea that the British Navy frigate had pulled alongside their raft. His first memory of the rescue was watching the Rock of Gibraltar pass by as the frigate motored into the open ocean laden with migrants scooped from the Mediterranean like leaves from a swimming pool. They were told that the ship was bound for England, employment and a new life.











THREE

Trevor

It was a hot afternoon in Italy. Trevor Eastman preferred the air conditioning inside The Belmond, rather than the terrace. He swallowed; the scotch warmed his throat. From the shadows of the study, he watched the old men around the pool, titillated and misrepresented by the bikini clad girls who fluttered around them like butterflies around wilting flowers. He felt a stab of disgust and turned his eyes to the bank of screens to his right.

‘Saved by new outbreaks in the Pacific regions and on the African continent,’ his companion said, nodding at the markets, before nosing his drink.

Trevor nodded, ‘Saved by the horsemen…again.’ He mumbled, mostly to himself.

‘Sorry?’

Trevor waved his glass lazily across the lavish compound, ‘Thank God for pestilence, famine and state failure.’

‘Ha. We owe a lot to all those penurious souls looking for a better life too.’

‘No profit without problems.’

The other man raised his glass, ‘As always.’

Trevor turned back into the room, ‘So, tell me why I’m here? I didn’t bring my trunks and that’s not my scene anyway.’

‘No,’ the man replied, ‘You’ve never been one of those,’ before he fixed Trevor with a stern eye, ‘What of England?’

‘That bird has flown. The country is in chaos, but without ARC interference he’d be winning the race and he’s exporting his successes around the world.’

‘Our technologies, stolen!’

‘…All the same, he’s managing a huge transfer of labour and ideas across continents. No one in history has been this close to achieving a unified global government. Hell in a century or so, they’ll add another testament to the damn bible, the English stand behind him, the Chinese are allied to his cause, Moscow fucking loves him, ConSud are in bed with him, he’s untouchable…even with all the blood spilled.’

Trevor jumped as his companion slammed his fist down on the table so hard that his tumbler hopped and rolled off the surface smashing on the tiled floor.

‘Nobody is untouchable! You hear me? What of Dart?’

‘Follows Baines, for now…’ Trevor kicked himself for misreading the situation.

‘Well?’

‘It’s the long game…’

‘We haven’t got time for the long game! These socialists are thriving outside of our sphere of influence. The ConSud are breathing all over our markets!’

Trevor held the piercing stare. He heard in the background some calamitous high jinks from the pool.

‘The Confederación Del Sud are coming whether you like it or not.’

‘Not if we move!’

Trevor saw it then. The unspoken, the un-uttered order. ‘Direct action?’ He tutted at the pipe dream, ‘The Scots haven’t got the stomach for war, in fact the Scandinavian Arc are set to close their borders; the Capitalists are scared of the rest of the world, just like the Bolsheviks once were!’ He smiled at the irony, ‘The Scots are even planning to send all the English settlers back!’

‘They’ll have the stomach if we make it worth their while, anyway they’ll follow the rest of the ARC…’

‘I don’t think you understand how popular Baines is, he is leading the world back from the desolation of The Collapse… Hell, it’s a better system than ours, it just doesn’t pay you lot. Our in, is to get a seat at the table with ConSud…’ Trevor replied.

‘You sound like one of them.’

‘Don’t do that,’ Trevor found himself pointing at the man, ‘I’m too long in the tooth for that game. I see what’s in front of me, and don’t you kid yourself, we’ve spent our lives destroying the dreams of good men so that they,’ he pointed at the pool, ‘Can keep doing whatever the fuck they want whenever they want to do it!’

There was a long pause, before the man answered with eyebrows raised, ‘And…’

Trevor sat down, rubbing his forehead.









FOUR

Jocelyn

Jocelyn Waterman paced the damp corridor, her breath clouding faintly in the stale, recycled air. The old maintenance shafts of the Channel Tunnel had been transformed into a secure meeting space, a crude bunker lit by flickering LED strips. The hum of generators accompanied every footstep. She hated the unescapable tang of rust and mildew that clung to the walls.

She glanced at her watch for the fifth time. He was late. Again. Jocelyn smoothed her hair, irritation bubbling close to the surface. Today was meant to be a turning point, a day the leaders of Europe could begin to come back together. But, of course, Ben Baines had chosen this moment to wander off.

The distant echo of footsteps broke her musing. She turned sharply to see him walking down the tunnel, hands in his pockets like he was strolling through a park. He had a carefree look on his face. His black jeans and sweatshirt were caked in dust and dirt.

‘Where the hell have you been?’ Jocelyn hissed, marching toward him. Her voice bounced off the concrete walls, drawing uneasy glances from a pair of French guards posted nearby.

‘Admiring the architecture,’ Baines quipped, glancing up at the exposed pipes and corroded bolts above their heads. ‘Did you know this tunnel was supposed to symbolise connection and unity. Feels a bit ironic now, doesn’t it?’

‘Spare me,’ she grabbed his arm and yanked him toward the dimly lit meeting room. ‘You’re an hour late. The others are already inside, and Dubois is about ready to lose his mind. Do you even care how much is riding on this?’

Ben shrugged. ‘This won’t get us anywhere. You get me a meeting with those who want me dead, then I’ll be on time…’

‘Meeting with the ARC would be nothing more than spectacle,’ Jocelyn muttered, pushing open the steel door to reveal a cramped room packed with tired faces and battered suits. The leaders of what remained of Europe sat around a steel table, the dim light casting deep shadows across their features. Maps and dossiers lay scattered before them, but no one spoke. The air crackled with unspoken fears, and alliances fraying at the edges.

Valentin Dubois, the French delegate, rose to his feet as they entered. His face was pale, his hair slicked. ‘Ah, Baines. So good of you to join us,’ he said.

Ben ignored the barb and nodded a greeting, his eyes sweeping the room. ‘Where’s Mr Alamilla?’

‘Delayed,’ Jocelyn said, her tone sharp.



‘Or maybe just as disillusioned as the rest of us,’ growled the Greek delegate.

Ben slid into an empty chair, his fingers tapping idly on the table. ‘Then let’s get started without him. Valentin, Francesca, I know you do not like my proposals, and I understand your concerns…’

‘Do you?’ Valentin Dubois cut in, ‘Because all I see is aggressors closing in our sovereignty, and you,’ he jabbed a finger at Baines, ‘You’re pushing
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