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I’ve always loved jungle thrillers – here, the forest becomes a character of its own, dangerous and wild. The sense of threat is heightened in Boy X as frightening animals prowl in the corners of your eyes, flitting between the trees . . . The mystery and excitement are pitch-perfect and, like Dan’s readers everywhere, I feel it’s me caught up in the adventure, trying to outguess the twists and turns in the plot. Get ready to be excited and intrigued!
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Light.

Bright. White. Light.

Ash’s eyes snapped open, bringing intense pain, making him close them again and put his hands up for protection. A sharp ache bored through his skull and he lay still, trying to remember where he was.

For a moment his mind was blank, then his stomach heaved as an image leapt into his head. He had been at Dad’s funeral – all those black suits and sad faces. People he hardly knew, talking about what a good bloke Ben McCarthy had been. There was something else, though. There had been something wrong. Something to do with that scruffy pot-bellied man. Whatever he’d said to Mum had sent her into a panic and she had dragged Ash away, and . . .

And now he was here, in this firm bed, beneath crisp, clean sheets.

As soon as the pain started to ease, Ash pushed himself up on his elbows and squinted at the unfamiliar room. The ache of panic stirred deep inside like an awakening beast.

As everything came into focus, he saw that the room was bare. White walls reflected light from a fluorescent tube set behind a frosted glass panel in the white ceiling. Attached to the wall on the right-hand side of the bed was a panel with three touchscreens displaying digital numbers in glowing orange and green. A clear tube sprouted from the centre of the panel, running down to a blue plastic connection that was stuck to the back of Ash’s right hand by a large piece of clear tape. Beneath the tape, the needle that entered his skin was just visible. The sight of the shining steel piercing his body sickened him. For some reason it made him think of spiders in the dark.

‘Mum?’ His throat was dry and his voice croaked. His mouth felt as if it were filled with cotton wool, soaking up every last drop of moisture.

On a small bedside table was a plastic cup, and next to that was Dad’s identity disc. The leather cord was coiled like a small black snake. Ash looked at the disc for a moment, trying to remember what had happened. His thoughts were muddled though, prodding the panic-beast harder, so he kept his eyes fixed on the identity disc; the one thing that could make him feel strong.

He reached out and took hold of the leather cord that uncoiled as he lifted it. The tag swung from side to side and he sat up further, using both hands to slip it over his neck. It was the only familiar thing in an unfamiliar room, and having it lying against his chest made him feel safer.

When that was done, he took the cup, drank half the water, then replaced it on the table and swung his legs over the side of the bed. The floor was white, with faint flecks of green running through it. It was cold on his bare feet.

He felt even smaller than usual as he sat there and looked around the room, trying to remember everything that had happened since the—

He injected you, said the voice in his head.

It was the same voice Ash had heard all his life. It had always been there to taunt him and doubt him; to make him feel useless and afraid.

Don’t you remember that little syringe? He drugged you. A slender man without any expression and a smooth, deep voice. And now you’re dead. All alone.

The voice made his stomach queasy, so Ash touched the identity tag for reassurance and glanced down to see he was wearing pale blue, light cotton pyjamas. He felt an uncomfortable flush of anger and embarrassment; someone else must have put them on him. Maybe he was in some kind of hospital or something. That would explain the white sheets and white walls.

‘Mum?’ His voice was flat in the small white room, and panic tightened its grip. He waited a few seconds, then called again, this time louder. ‘Mum?’

Nothing.

She died, sneered the voice in his head. It came from somewhere dark and out of reach. They stuck a needle in her neck and she got what she deserved. She’s dead and gone and you’re all alone.

‘No.’

It wasn’t true. He would know, wouldn’t he? He would feel it.

Ash pushed to his feet and put a hand on the wall to steady himself. Without even thinking about it, his fingers went to the tag round his neck, and a hollow ache nestled among all the other terrible feelings. He shook it away and looked down at the needle in his hand. If he were going to leave this room, search for Mum, he would have to remove it.

‘I have to.’ He peeled back the tape and the needle fell to one side, almost sliding out by itself. Clear liquid oozed like venom from the tip as he dropped the needle onto the bed and rubbed the back of his hand.

The numbers on the digital panel began to change and Ash was afraid something terrible was about to happen. Maybe the drip was keeping him alive and now his brain would cloud over, or his heart would stop beating, and—

There was no change at all. Nothing.

Ash stayed where he was for a few more moments, staring at the numbers, then turned towards the door set into the far corner of the room. Taking a deep breath, he padded over to it.

It’ll be locked.

He knew it straight away, as surely as he knew his name was Ash McCarthy and that in three weeks’ time he would be thirteen years old. Whoever had brought him here would have locked the door.

Preparing for the worst, he reached out and took the handle firmly in his hand, then twisted and pulled.

The overhead door-closer made a sucking noise as it opened, and Ash stepped back in surprise. The voice had been wrong. With his fingers still on the handle, he listened, hardly daring to cross the threshold. He wanted to know where he was and what was out there, but at the same time he didn’t want to know.

His fingers curled harder round the handle and his stomach cramped as if the panic-beast had breathed ice. He was tempted to call out, but something told him it was better to be quiet and unnoticed, so he took a step, leaning forward just enough to peek out.

The corridor ran in both directions. Long and white, with the same green-flecked floor. It was silent and empty. No nurses or doctors hurrying here and there carrying clipboards and clicking pens. No trolleys, or visitors.

Just a long, white, empty corridor, and the steady hum of air conditioning.

See? You’re already dead. You’re in hell.

The corridor was lined with doors on both sides, spaced evenly. Each one had a Roman numeral on it, close to the top. He turned and looked at his own door, seeing a little, black, plastic ‘X’.

Without warning, another flash of memory sparked in his mind – of a woman injecting his mum the same way the man had injected him. And the woman had said something.

Kronos needs to be resurrected.

Ash didn’t know what that meant, but he remembered the look on Mum’s face.

It had filled her with terror.
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Ash wanted more than anything to be safe and warm; to slip back into the room, push the cupboard across the door and climb into bed. But he had to find Mum.

He stepped into the corridor and the door-closer made that strange, airy sucking noise as it swung shut behind him.

Ash had never felt so small and alone. His only protection was a pair of flimsy pyjamas, and his soft, bare feet padded on the vinyl floor, sticking with each step, reminding him how vulnerable he was.

Pad-shtik. Pad-shtik.

When he reached the next door along the corridor, he stopped and stood for a long time, shivering.

A strange smell settled in his nostrils; not the smell of hospitals or dental surgeries, but something else. At first, it was as if the air was dead, but when he breathed deeper, filling his lungs, he tasted the odd tang of metal. There was plastic and paint, cleaning fluids, oil, chemicals and . . .

Smells flooded into him, overwhelming him.

His head spun and he put out a hand to support himself against the doorframe. He had never experienced such a powerful rush of odours. They slammed into him as if someone was raining punches on him. He put his free hand to the tag round his neck and spoke under his breath. ‘I am Ash McCarthy. I am strong. I can do this.’

Whenever they went on one of Dad’s days out, trying to get Ash to do something that scared him, Dad said it didn’t matter how difficult or scary things were, if you could stay positive and be confident you could overcome anything. He told Ash that it helped to have some words to give you strength. He called it ‘the McCarthy Mantra’, even though Ash wasn’t exactly sure what that meant.

‘I am Ash McCarthy. I am strong. I can do this.’ He repeated the words over and over, picturing each one in his mind, using them to push away the overpowering mixture of smells. And as they began to fade, one smell remained, heightened above all the others. Perfume. Mum!

Mum might be in there. She might be in danger. Ash gripped the door handle and turned until it clicked, then crept into the room, but there was nothing to see other than a bed, a cupboard and a bedside table. Just like his own room.

There was something, though. The smell of Mum’s perfume grew stronger as he approached the bed, as if someone were holding the bottle right under his nose. It was so clear. There was something else too, something even harder to explain. When he stood beside the bed, looking down at the disturbed sheets, Ash could smell his mum. It made him think of shampoo and shower gel, fresh air and, of course, that perfume. Ash could pick out each odour – it was the strangest sensation, but what really mattered was that Mum had been here. There were even a few strands of her dark hair on the white pillowcase.

In that moment, Ash felt so close to her and yet so far away and so helpless that the panic-beast almost became uncontrollable inside him. He wanted to collapse onto the bed and put his head in his hands and let the tears come, but he crushed that feeling down inside him; told himself not to be so pathetic. Maybe Mum needed his help. What use would he be to her if he just sat there and cried?

Crushing his fear into a hardened nugget and pressing it deep inside, Ash slipped back into the corridor and continued searching, Mum’s scent fading until there was no sign she had ever been there.

Pad-shtick. Pad-shtick.

Ash tried every door, checking each identical room, but found all of them empty and unused. When he finally reached the end of the corridor, he peered through the narrow glass panels on either side of the exit, and into another corridor beyond. It ran perpendicular to this one, making a ‘T’ shape, disappearing in both directions. Immediately in front of him, on the other side of the glass, was a wide set of stairs heading down.

After hesitating for just a moment, Ash pushed through the exit and darted across. At least now he was going somewhere. Ten steps down, there was a small landing and the staircase came back on itself. Ash descended further into what looked like the lobby of some kind of office building.

Inside the enormous domed space, he was surrounded by tinted glass that reached high overhead. And right in the centre of the tiled floor below it was a large, round reception area, like an island: a waist-high wall of dark wood polished to a brilliant shine. Just behind it, standing on a slab of similar coloured wood, were a number of imposing stainless-steel letters, each of them at least one metre high. They spelt a single word:
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The letter ‘O’ was made to look like a black sun with eight rays radiating from it, but Ash thought it looked like a fat spider with short legs. He had always thought that, for as long as he had known the logo; it was the name of the company his mum worked for.

See? It’s her fault, the voice said. This is all her fault.

What was her fault? None of this made any sense. Mum had a boring job. She was some kind of researcher at the pharmaceutical place outside town.

Ash ran his hand along the surface of the counter, breathing in the scent of wax and leather. The acrid tang of electricity. The different odours were vibrant and individual but didn’t overwhelm him like before. It was strange that each smell was so clear – as if they were enhanced.

He passed an entrance cut into the back of the reception area, like an old-fashioned shop counter, and saw that within this circular island of wood four empty chairs stood behind four computers with blank screens. Everything was switched off and there were no papers on any of the surfaces. No pens or paperclips or photographs. It looked unused.

But that wasn’t what demanded his attention. It was what he saw through the tinted glass that surprised Ash the most. He wasn’t in England any more, that was for sure.

‘Where the hell am I?’
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Beyond the front door Ash could see a large clearing surrounded by a fifteen-metre tall chain-link fence. On the other side of it, there was nothing but trees. But they weren’t oak and sycamore and horse chestnut. They weren’t the kind of trees that lined the grey, rain-soaked street he lived on.

These trees were thick and green and leafy. They grew close together and were topped with fronds and fans. Some had strange, grotesque roots, some had trunks spiked like medieval weapons, while others were fat, with contorted faces hidden in knotted bark. They sprouted unfamiliar fruits, and many were hanging with vines.

Ash couldn’t believe what he was seeing. It looked like jungle, and even through the tinted glass of the dome he could tell it was bright out there, because light glittered among the leaves like jewels, and in the centre of the clearing a large, black helicopter gleamed in the sun. Almost without thinking, he crossed the lobby and padded towards the exit.

As he came closer, the sensors detected him and the doors swished open, letting in a blast of hot, humid air. It took his breath away, rushing down into his lungs and making him gasp, bombarding him with a sensory overload. The world was alive out there.

Ash put his hands to his ears and closed his eyes as the powerful jumble of sights, sounds and smells flooded his senses. It was like a TV on full volume, flicking from channel to channel, never pausing on anything for more than a split second. Everything was amplified, as if someone had turned all the dials up to eleven inside his head. There was a continuous chirping of insects, the bright and cheerful call of birds, the rustle of the breeze in the treetops. Ash could hear the hum of electricity from the chain-link fence – a high-pitched, irritating whine that veiled everything like a thin cotton sheet. And after all that white inside the building, colours exploded in his vision – a million different shades of green, splashes of red, snatches of yellow and purple and pink. There was the scent of dark earth too, the strong perfume of flowers and the cloying stink of helicopter fuel.

In blind confusion, he dropped to his knees and curled into a tight ball, trying to clear his mind. He had to make it go away. He opened his mouth to scream, but a single image jumped into his head.

Dad.

Dad was telling him not to be afraid. That he was strong.

‘I am strong,’ Ash whispered to himself. ‘I can do this.’ He focused on those words, and instead of trying to push the smells away, he accepted them. Instead of trying to shut out the sounds, he took his hands away from his ears and let himself hear them. And when he eased open his eyes, he allowed the colours to flood in.

He reached again for the tag round his neck and squeezed it between finger and thumb. ‘I am strong,’ he said, louder now, daring to look around. ‘I am strong.’

The sounds and smells and sights began to settle. He found that he could control it better, choose the things he wanted to hear, although there was still that high-pitched whining that made his stomach queasy.

Ash scanned the forest. Everything was so clear. He could see each individual leaf on the trees beyond the fence. He could spot the movement of the birds in the branches. It was as if he had spent the past thirteen years looking at the world through a greasy window that had just been cleaned. And now that he had accepted the sounds, he could pick out the song of each individual bird.

It was confusing. Frightening. Amazing.

He got up and moved out into the clearing as if it were a new world. The heat wrapped around him like a comfortable blanket. The doors swished closed behind him as he walked onto the wide-bladed grass, warm and spongy under his bare feet. He approached the helicopter that sat like a sleek animal, reaching out to touch it, wondering if he had travelled here on it. The paintwork was blistering hot and he snatched his fingers away, thinking it must have been sitting there a while beneath the intense sun.

How long had he been asleep? How long had he been in this place?

Once again, Ash looked at the solid wall of jungle beyond the fence, no more than a hundred metres in front of him. He remembered when he had visited Mum’s family in Trivandrum, and Dad had taken him into the forest a few times. He’d wanted to show Ash different ways to make a fire and how to build a shelter, and they had even spent a whole night in there, surrounded by the intense darkness and the terrifying noises. Ash hadn’t got much sleep, but Dad had been pleased with him – told him he’d make a good jungle survivor one day.

Ash hadn’t been so sure; sleeping in a comfortable bed was much better than an unstable hammock under a leaky poncho. Roasting chunks of Mum’s tandoori chicken over the fire had been good, though, and at least the mosquitoes had left him alone, even though they’d feasted on Dad.

Ash wondered if maybe that’s where he was now. India. Maybe this was all something to do with Mum.

He saw that the building he had come from was a large, concrete dome-like structure with the glazed lobby area protruding like the entrance to an igloo. The glass was mirrored on the outside and the sun blazed from every surface of it. Trees curved around the whole area, following the line of the fence as if the building was inside a massive clearing. And Ash didn’t like the look of that fence. The way it hummed with electricity made him shiver when he realized it must be there to keep something in.

Or to keep something out.

Over to his right, he spotted a gap in the fence. It was difficult to tell from this angle, but there appeared to be a fenced-off path leading into the jungle, which—

A noise.

It was faint, but unmistakeable: footsteps.

Ash froze, unsure what to do, and a moment later a pair of startled birds rose from the trees. With black and white markings like a magpie, they squawked and clattered their wings as they flew high and separated, disappearing over the forest. Ash wondered how he could have heard the noise before the birds.

The footsteps came closer, and he saw movement through the links in the fence. His instinct was to get away from whoever was coming. But this was the first sign of life he had seen since waking. Maybe they could help him.

Maybe it was Mum.

A figure came along the path and emerged through the gap into the clearing. She moved into the open, swinging a stick, and walked a few metres before catching sight of Ash and halting in her tracks.

The girl was young, maybe about his own age, with olive skin and long dark hair parted down the middle. It occurred to Ash that she might be dangerous and want to hurt him – or bring other people who would hurt him. Adrenalin was firing through his blood, making his whole body tingle, preparing it for whatever was coming next. His eyes flicked from the girl to the ground as he searched for a rock, a stick, any kind of weapon.

The girl pulled her left hand from the pocket of her combat trousers and raised it in greeting. ‘¡Hola!’ she called out. ‘¿Cómo estás?’

Ash was still half turned, ready to run, and his fists were balled, ready to fight.

‘iHola!’ she said again with a wave. ‘Hello.’

It looked and sounded like a friendly greeting. ‘¿Te has perdido?’ she asked. ‘Are you lost?’ She swung the stick up and rested it on her shoulder before heading towards Ash, bringing with her the sweet smell of ginger and cinnamon. A hint of coconut too. ‘Speak English?’

He nodded.

‘You must be from the helicopter.’ She had a thick accent, as if English wasn’t her first language. ‘You looked . . . how you say? Out of it.’

As she came closer, Ash stepped back, holding up his fists.

The girl stopped. She glanced at the stick in her hand, then frowned and threw it to one side. ‘I won’t hurt you.’

Ash kept his guard up.

‘My name is Isabel.’ She pronounced it Ee-sa-bell.

Confused and still wary of her, Ash remained silent and suspicious. He looked the girl up and down, seeing her jungle boots, T-shirt and combat trousers. He wondered what she must think of him – a skinny boy, shorter than average, wearing nothing but a pair of pyjamas.

When Ash didn’t answer, the girl shrugged. ‘I like your hair. It looks cool. The white.’ She put a finger to her head and drew it from front to back. ‘It looks good.’

Ash narrowed his eyes. ‘Where are we?’

‘Isla Negra.’ She flicked her head to sweep away a strand of hair that had fallen across her eyes. ‘Black Island. And that is the BioSphere.’ She gestured towards the building.

Ash didn’t like the sound of ‘Black Island’, or ‘the BioSphere’, but all he could do was add them to the list of things he didn’t like about this place. ‘You saw us arrive? My mum too?’

‘ Sí. Two days ago.’

It was like a slap in the face. Two days? How was that possible? Surely Ash couldn’t have been asleep for two days. ‘Do . . . do you know where my mum is?’

Isabel touched the collar of her faded black T-shirt. ‘In the . . .’ She paused. ‘In the lab-or-a-tory, I guess.’ She nodded once, pleased to have got the word right. ‘With Papa.’

‘You’ve seen her?’ Ash felt a glimmer of relief. ‘She’s all right?’

‘Your mama is . . . morena like you? Brown skin? With dark hair like mine? About this high?’ She held her hand about thirty centimetres above her head.

‘Yeah.’

‘Then I did see her. She came off the helicopter with you and the others. I asked Papa who you are, but he said it is a secret. There are many secrets here, so I don’t ask again. Come. I take you to Papa.’ With that, Isabel walked past, heading towards the BioSphere.

Ash hesitated, afraid to trust her.

‘Come,’ Isabel insisted, and smiled at him. ‘We’ll find your mama.’

There wasn’t much choice, so Ash followed, asking, ‘What is this place? Where is everyone?’

The doors swished open and they walked into the cool interior of the building.

‘I already told you. Isla Negra,’ Isabel said. ‘It is an island near Costa Rica.’

‘What?’ Ash couldn’t hide his shock. ‘Costa Rica? Isn’t that, like, South America or something?’

‘ Central America. And we are not many here. Just a few, until you came to—’

Her last words were interrupted by the loudest and most awful wailing. A high-pitched electronic screeching that drilled into their heads.

Isabel stopped with her mouth open and put her hands to her ears, but Ash hunched, stunned by the outburst. It felt like an enormous spike was being hammered through his skull, and he screamed in pain.

He squeezed the identity tag tight in his fist and imagined he was back at home in his bedroom with his headphones on, listening to music. Mum and Dad were downstairs and everything was as it should be. Everything was normal. After a few seconds, the pain began to fade and the sound withdrew as if being dragged away along a tunnel. The harder he concentrated, the easier it became.

‘Are you OK?’ Isabel was shouting in his ear. ‘Are you—’

‘Yes.’ Ash let go of the tag and held up his hand. ‘I’m . . . I’m fine. What’s that noise? He opened his eyes and looked at her.

‘The alarm,’ Isabel said. ‘Something must have happened.’

Then, from somewhere inside the building came a sound that was far more frightening. Ash had never heard it before in real life, but he had seen enough films and played enough video games to know what it was.

Gunfire.
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They were still standing there in shock when the alarm cut out. Ash’s ears were ringing, and it felt like someone had been slapping him round the head.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked. ‘I have to find—’ He stopped. ‘Wait. Someone’s coming.’

‘I don’t hear anything.’

But Ash could hear it as if it were right beside him. The sound of running. He turned as two men came into view, hurrying down the stairs at the far end of the lobby.

The first man jumped the last few steps and hit the tiled floor with a thump! He landed in an awkward position, twisting his ankle and falling to his knees. He swore and struggled to his feet as the second man grabbed his arm to pull him up. As soon as they started moving again, the first man hobbling on one leg, they spotted Ash and Isabel.

Brrratatat! From somewhere upstairs came another short burst of gunfire.

‘Get out of here!’ the first man shouted as they hurried past. ‘It’s not safe. Not for anyone. Come with us.’

Ash stepped back as the doors swished open. ‘We can’t. We have to find my mum.’

‘My papa works in there too.’ Isabel watched the men leave the building and make straight for the helicopter. When they reached it, the one with the twisted ankle pulled open the door and climbed in.

Brrratatat!

This time the shots were much closer, as if right above them. And then came the sound of pounding footsteps echoing down the stairwell.

‘Hide.’ Ash darted away from the staircase, towards the wooden reception area in the centre of the lobby. Isabel hesitated, then followed as Ash skidded under the folddown section and slipped beneath the lip of the counter, right below the computers.

Seconds later came the thunder of several pairs of boots on the steps.

‘There they are!’ It was a woman’s voice; commanding and strong. ‘Stop them!’

For one terrifying moment, Ash thought she had seen them; that she was sending someone after them. But then she shouted, ‘Don’t let them take off!’ Boots pounded on the lobby tiles, racing straight past them and fading as the doors swished open and people hurried outside.

Ash looked into Isabel’s dark brown eyes, seeing that she was just as scared and confused as he was. ‘We’re going to be all right.’ He said it as much for himself as for her.

‘Why are they doing this?’ Isabel whispered. ‘Why are they shooting?’

‘I’m going to look.’

‘No.’

‘I have to see.’ With a deep breath, Ash stood just enough so that his eyes were above the counter, and he peered through the glass at what was happening outside.

As soon as he spotted the woman, a memory blind-sided him. It came out of nowhere like a speeding car and slammed into him with great force. You remember her, said the voice. She came to your house. Called herself ‘Cain’.

Ash’s thoughts swum as if he’d just woken from a dream; images coming back to him. He had been in his room, looking out of the window when he had seen the shiny black Range Rover speeding down his cul-de-sac. Gleaming black alloys and smoked-out windows, it had stopped outside his house, and a man and woman had come to the door. When Mum had answered it, they’d pushed their way in and—

Injected you. Brought you here.

Ash shook the voice away and stared at the woman called Cain. Athletic and confident, she wore camouflaged combat trousers and jacket, with a dark green vest covered in bulging pockets. Her black hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she had a cap on her head, the peak bent into a curve. She was wearing black military boots and carried a short assault rifle. Ash recognized it from the video games he had played. It was an M4 carbine, and right now, the woman was standing in front of the helicopter, pointing it directly at the glass cockpit.

There was a man with her, armed and dressed the same, as if it were some kind of uniform. He was huge, like the Hulk, with broad shoulders and almost no neck. He was trying to pull open the helicopter door while Cain was shouting something, and Ash turned his ear towards it, trying to hear as he had heard before, but the glass was too thick and he couldn’t make out anything more than a mumbling. From her tone he guessed Cain was ordering the men to get out of the helicopter. It didn’t look as if they were going to do what she said, though, because the helicopter engines roared into life and the rotor blades began to move.

‘They’re leaving?’ Isabel said.

Cain turned her head as if she had heard. She looked across at the building and her cold blue eyes met Ash’s.

‘Get down!’ He ducked.

As soon as he was below the counter, Ash started to shuffle under, his throat burning from the acid that had risen from his stomach. Cain had seen him, and now she was going to—

Mirrored glass.

Cain couldn’t have seen him because it was impossible to see into the building from outside. The glass was smoky from the inside but mirrored from the outside.

Ash told himself to calm down, and rose up for another look.

Cain was still turned in his direction. She had a finger to her ear, and was speaking as if arguing with someone.

The helicopter engines were whining, audible even inside the lobby, and the rotor blades were gathering speed. Cain’s cap peeled back and whipped away in the draught but she ignored it and continued speaking. After a few more seconds of animated conversation, she nodded and turned back to the helicopter.

She lifted her weapon and aimed directly at the cockpit.

Hulk realized what she was about to do and jumped away from the door.

Brrratatat!

Ash heard the muffled gunfire as the weapon kicked in Cain’s hands and the cockpit glass shattered, but she was too late. Already the aircraft was leaving the ground and the skids were a few metres above the grass.

‘Bring it down!’ A voice came from the stairwell behind them. ‘You can’t let them leave!’

Ash and Isabel ducked back under the counter as footsteps echoed down and past them, then there was a roar as the doors swished open and the amplified sound of the helicopter flooded into the lobby.

Ash risked poking his head up again, and saw a potbellied man in a dishevelled suit stride out and look up at the rising helicopter. He was older than the others, short and scruffy, with messy hair. He wore dark-rimmed glasses and had a close-clipped beard. Over his shoulder was a zipped-up messenger bag.

The man from the funeral! The same one who had sent Mum into a panic.

Following just behind him was an athletic man with bright orange hair, and then came two more soldiers carrying a wooden crate between them. It was the kind of thing used for transporting animals, with poles slipped through loops of rope on each side so they could carry it more easily – one from the front and one from behind. There were six rows of small air holes in the side of the crate, and two large round ones on the front, covered with a metal mesh. For one horrifying moment, Ash wondered if his mum might be in there.

As the doors closed behind them, the man in the scruffy suit pointed at the aircraft and yelled something at Cain.

Cain looked round at Hulk, then they both raised their weapons and began firing.

Brrratatat!

Bullets thumped into the helicopter, punching holes right along the underside as it rose high above the trees. On the ground, Cain ejected her spent magazine and pulled another from a pocket in her vest, reloading and firing again.

The untidy man from the funeral stood back against the glass lobby as the aircraft rose and slipped sideways like an animal trying to escape the irritating prattle of the bullets. When it was way above the trees, the nose dipped and it looked for a second as if it might actually escape. But then the machine twisted and the tail dropped, lifting the nose so it was pointing at the sky.

Cain and Hulk continued to fire as the helicopter tipped further back, then jerked to the left and began to drop.

It came down hard and fast.

Cain and the others stopped shooting and ran towards the building to escape the crashing aircraft. As they came, the door opened, letting in the sound of the struggling engine. Whatever was in the crate must have been important because the two men didn’t put it down. Despite the extra weight, they ran with it back to the BioSphere, followed by their orange-haired colleague.

At the far edge of the clearing, the helicopter’s rotors clipped the forest canopy, jolting the aircraft into a lazy spin that twisted it first one way, then the other, as it whirled towards the ground, hitting the grass with a sickening crunch.

Even then, the helicopter continued to spin, flicking round as if it were nothing more than a toy. The tail boom smashed into the electric fence, sending up a shower of sparks. It tore through the mesh and hit the base of a large tree. There was a sharp scream of metal as the tail tore off, then what was left of the aircraft flipped over onto its side, the rotors ripping away and breaking into pieces that shot across the clearing like missiles.

Plumes of dust and smoke rose from the crash site, billowing across the ground, rising to form a huge cloud that washed over the clearing. It rolled towards Ash and Isabel like a tidal wave, forcing its way through the open doors. It smashed into the lobby, spraying everything with soil and broken twigs, turning the space inside the glass into a raging storm, smothering Cain and the others.
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