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   A soldier is summoned to the North Pole, days before the year changes, told to fix the great Clock for a celebration. He has no idea what to do. 
A girl, hunted for the crime of being born, almost dies out on the ice. She is rescued by the last polar bear left alive. 
A library waits for them both, a library built over a span of a hundred years, forgotten in the basement of an ice shack. 
The world hasn't known hunger or sickness in hundreds of years. It has also forgotten love and beauty. 
This is the One World.
 
   The year is 2524. 

Inspired by the short stories of Ray Bradbury, this futuristic young adult novel in three parts is set in a world where Christmas -among other things- is obsolete and a Clock is what keeps the fragile balance of peace. 

Written in three parts, this is the breathtaking story of how two unlikely people change the world, and each other, one book at a time.
 
    
 
   In No Plain Rebel, Felix finds out the truth. 
 
   Pretty soon, everything he thought he knew is crumbling around him. He’s about to lose it all. Even her.
 
   But he must concentrate on what’s important; he must fight. It’s time. The Stadium is looming in the distance. 
 
   It’s ten heartbeats to midnight.   
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    Inspired by the short stories of Ray Bradbury
 
    
 
   and 
 
    
 
   dedicated to the person who taught me to love them.
 
    
 
   In the end, you didn’t make me hate the sun*. On the night you left there was a full moon. 
 
   I haven’t looked at it since.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   *Reference to a short story by Ray Bradbury, 
 
   ‘The Rocket Man’ 
 
   from ‘The Illustrated Man’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Two Heads are bent together under the blinking strings of blue, red and green fairy lights. A red, wild-curled one, and a blonde one, towering over the red. They’re bent over a book of ancient fairytales.
 
   Around them, bookshelves groan under the weight of thousands of dusty books, but the heads don’t pay any attention to those. They are engrossed in the one they are reading. Well, actually one of them is reading, the other is listening. One of them can’t read.
 
   The story they are reading, the story of the tin soldier and the ballerina, goes on and on, and the words flow easily out of the tin soldier’s mouth. The girl, the girl he’s been calling ‘match girl’ since the day they met over a hole in the ice, stares at the page with huge eyes. The boy’s voice catches as he reads the last sentence.
 
   ‘The tin soldier, dressed in flames.’ 
 
    
 
   Once the story is finished, Astra and Felix don’t talk for hours -or maybe it’s just minutes, but it feels like hours.  Then, 
 
   “There’s something hand-written on the last page,” Felix says, leaning down, his eyebrows knitted together. ‘To put aside for Felix,’ he reads silently. ‘About love and sacrifice and being steadfast. About adversity. Add intel about Project Ares. Add in directions about where to find Christopher Steadfast compartment, after I create it.’ 
 
   He takes in a deep breath, and turns the book over. “It’s really tiny, I can’t make out… Oh. ‘Thirty-fourth compartment to the right, after the Clock’. Astra, do you think…?”
 
   The chair is empty. 
 
   Astra’s footsteps are already thudding down the hall. 
 
   Felix flings the book down and jogs after her. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   one
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   tin soldier
 
    
 
   two months ago
 
    
 
    
 
   It was one of the most grueling training days ever in the history of Military School. 
 
   The cadets had gotten in the Pods and transported somewhere to the Southern Alps. Karim had confided in Felix, that he’d heard what they were really doing here: it wasn’t training; they were on a mission. Steadfast, he said, the lethal Rebel who had been executed for his crimes, had a whole secret army of followers hidden somewhere in these mountains. 
 
   But as soon as Felix set foot on the mountains, he’d known that it couldn’t possibly be true.
 
   He, Felix, was wearing the heavy-duty Hydro military uniform, especially designed for extreme temperatures such as this, and still it was hard to breathe through the cold. Steadfast had supposedly been living here for decades. He and his band of miserable, treacherous followers were supposed to have only Old World materials at their disposal:  flimsy cotton for clothes, fire for warmth. And these were merely civilians. They couldn’t have lasted a day, let alone years, up here.
 
   Not in these temperatures. Not stuck between these barren rocks.
 
   Felix checked his vital parts more out of habit than necessity.
 
   “Wish you were back in the Box now, don’t you?” Karim leaned down to whisper in his ear.
 
   He’d grown up from that grubby little boy Felix had first met when he got out of the Box. He was  almost as tall as Felix by now, a mop of bluish-black curls forever falling into his eyes, his dark skin glowing with sweat as the detail started the arduous ascent.
 
   Behind them, the General barked an order.
 
   “Shut up,” Felix whispered to Karim. that boy had less respect for the rules now than when he had been a kid. “And no, I don’t wish I was in the Box. Although if I was, you wouldn’t be talking in my ear right now, so that would be a plus.”
 
   “At least it’s environment-controlled in there, I hear,” Karim went on.
 
   “You hear wrong,” Felix had retorted, his boots sinking in the snow as though it was mud. It took forever just to take a step.
 
   “You’ve never told me what it was like,” Karim went on relentlessly.
 
   “And thank the stars for that.”
 
   “Come on, this could take hours.” 
 
   They were supposed to get to the summit, eventually, but it wasn’t even visible on the horizon at this point. And they were climbing like snails. They’d gone through the usual drill before transporting here: jumping jacks, sit-ups, flutter kicks, high knees, running in place, push-ups, planks, everything. Felix had hardly broken a sweat. And now it was the climbing that would undo them. But not him. Never him. Elite soldier DNA run in his blood, and he was the best of them all. It was just a fact. 
 
   Felix stole a glance behind his shoulder. All the soldiers were straggling along silently, heads bent low, lips set, silent.
 
   “It was worse than Mercury,” he told Karim. “Worse than dying.”
 
   “You’ve never been to Mercury,” Karim answered. “And you haven’t died yet.”
 
   “I wished I had, every day of my life.”
 
    
 
   There was blessed silence for a while. Felix thought for a second that Karim looked shocked by his reply, but he didn’t dare hope he’d keep quiet for the rest of the way.
 
   And he was right.
 
   He didn’t.
 
   “Tell me something about the Box,” Karim started in a second. “Anything.”
 
   “It’s classified…” Felix started, but it was no use.
 
   “It’s so not,” Karim said. “It’s just that no one has ever survived to talk about the One World’s top security prison. But you have. You have. So, I don’t see why, after all these years, you can’t just once -” 
 
   Felix stopped so abruptly that Karim slammed against his shoulder. He stopped talking mid-sentence, lifting surprised eyes to his.
 
   “When I was five,” Felix began, in a low rumble, fixing his piercing gaze to Karim’s. “When I was five, I attended my first obligatory execution. It was a man of over fifty years of age, accused of high treason. They strapped him to a chair and proceeded to…” He swallowed hard. 
 
   Karim was beginning to look as though he regretted having asked for a description of the Box.
 
   “Let’s just say they turned him inside out,” Felix said. “As in, they removed his insides from where they belonged, little by little, and they put them outside of his body…”
 
   Karim’s face was green. “Enough,” he said through gritted teeth. “I get the picture.”
 
   “You get nothing yet,” Felix shook his head. “I was five, remember? I hadn’t witnessed an execution yet. So I was standing there, in the courtyard, and watching this man scream his head off. So I did what anyone would do.”
 
   “Anyone would know enough to stay put,” Karim muttered.
 
   “No, that’s not what I did,” Felix replied, starting to jog in easy, measured strides. “I shouldered my way past the other inmates, and ran to the front. I still remember running up to the platform they had hanged him on, thinking I could untie him. Free him. Stop the pain.”
 
   Karim started walking silently beside him. They matched their pace.
 
   “And did you?” Karim asked. “Stop his pain?”
 
   A harsh laugh escaped Felix’s lips. “You aren’t seriously asking me that,” he replied. “Of course I didn’t. Next thing I know, it’s me who’s screaming, louder than the dying man. They clobbered me, beat me to a pulp. I must have woken up a few hours later, although the days after that are a haze. They left me without any pills for ten days. I nearly died. But I learned my lesson.”
 
   Karim lifted his eyebrows. “And what was that?”
 
   “Not to be stupid,” Felix replied. “To be obedient. To survive. To live, such a life as I did live in there. Until my ninth birthday.”
 
   “Oh,” Karim said.
 
   “Oh indeed,” Felix replied. “Will you leave off asking me about that merking hole now?” 
 
   “Ah, but you weren’t executed, were you?” Karim prodded. “The message from the old man came at the last moment, didn’t it?”
 
   “The Clockmaster,” Felix corrected. “I didn’t know what he was then, what his name meant.”
 
   “I still don’t,” Karim muttered.
 
   “Anyway, the officials at the prison camp just repeated his message, they didn’t play it for me to watch, of course. It simply said that I had been ‘discovered to be in possession of potential military genetic material, as well as Elite genes. Therefore my debt had been paid in full, by the Clockmaster, so that I could pursue my career in service to the One World Peace and the Chairman.’ That was all. The next day I was in New Baghdad, seeing your stupid baby face for the first time. Two years later I was tested, they found the military DNA in my blood, and that was that.”
 
   “So someone had created you in the tube as a soldier -a really good one, too- and then, as soon as you were born, went on to stick you in the Box. Not that it makes any sense, but ok. Why did he do it? The Clock-dude, I mean. Why would he choose you?”
 
   “No idea,” Felix replied, having the strange sensation that nothing about his life made sense. 
 
   “Come on, you must know something!”
 
   “He hasn’t tried to contact me since, nothing. He just paid my debt, whatever my debt was anyway. I never knew what my Felony was. Then he disappeared out of my life.”
 
   “You know that sounds like a timer tale, don’t you?”
 
   Felix scoffed. 
 
   “Felix has a secret admirer,” Karim started in a sing-song voice. “The old man from Mars. The mysterious savior from Venus. The benefactor from Ur…”
 
   “Shut up,” Felix said, slapping him across the back of his head.
 
   “Oooh, I’m scared,” Karim said.
 
   They both got extra hours cleaning duty that day.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   two
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   tin soldier
 
    
 
   now
 
    
 
    
 
   Felix Hunter, one of the top lieutenants in the entire New World, is an idiot. It’s taken him a few days, but he’s finally realized it: this is how this will end.
 
   He’s going to end up back in the Box, just like he’s sworn he wouldn’t his entire life.
 
   You’ve truly been brilliant, Felix tells himself. Running away from Military School to hide up here in the Arctic in a dead man’s shack, half-buried in the snow… Way to keep yourself out of the Counsil’s radar.
 
   Not that he’s made any progress with the Clock he’s supposed to be fixing either.
 
   He’s saved Astra, the girls he’s started calling ‘match girl’ in his head. He’s done that, at least. And he’s kept himself alive, so far. Well, she’s kept them both alive, in fact. He hasn’t been much use in that, either.
 
   He’s still holding in his hands the little book he was reading to the match girl a few seconds ago. It’s hard to read the words that are written in blurred ink on the bottom of the last page.
 
   They in the Clockmaster’s hand. His grandfather’s hand.
 
    
 
   To put aside for Felix. About love and sacrifice and being steadfast. About adversity. Add in directions about where to find Christopher Steadfast compartment, after I create it…
 
    
 
   Then a gap, dirty with time. Below it, in an even smaller script: 
 
    
 
   Thirty-fourth compartment to the right, after the Clock.
 
    
 
   Felix is on his feet a second after reading it aloud, running to thirty-fourth arch in the Clockmaster’s Library. The match girl’s steps are echoing ahead as she’s tearing down the arcade. 
 
   Not that she can count to thirty-four without his help, but he’s got a feeling she’ll find the arch on her own with no problem.
 
   Felix remembers walking on that island in the Caribbean with Karim, and how hard it was just to lift one foot after the other. Now that he knows what it’s like to try to walk in knee-high snow with no Hydro pants on, looking for food, he’d rather take any Caribbean island over it. Or maybe he wouldn’t. After all, he was too stupid to know back then that taking off his goggles would make everything come into much sharper focus, and that it would only make things more bearable to be able to wipe the sweat off his eyebrows. He’d been taught the air would kill him.
 
   He’d been taught other things as well.
 
   Wrong things.
 
   Lies.
 
   For instance, he didn’t even think of it back then, or he may have, but refused to acknowledge the thought. But now, looking back, he can’t escape what was before his eyes: the soldiers looked like Drones. They weren’t of course, they aren’t. 
 
   The ‘Mothers’ are Drones, for example. Some of the healers are, too; one of his Colonels was. They look like human beings outwardly, but deep inside they’re empty, hollow, tin. Drones are just machines, programmed to do a certain job, with no individual thought or feeling of their own -they aren’t human even, they are…
 
   ‘Tin soldier?’ Astra calls from the hallway, snatching him from his thoughts. 
 
   He picks up his pace, his long legs swallowing the distance easily.
 
   He almost misses the old days, back when no one had called him a ‘tin soldier’ yet, and so he didn’t find it at all disturbing that his heart was silent. He found it reassuring. But not really.
 
   He doesn’t miss the lies, the blind obedience. He doesn’t miss being a Drone. 
 
   He doesn’t miss the Box.
 
   He thinks back on the morning he woke up to Astra’s whimpering. She said she was suffocating in a nightmare -dreaming she was back in the Box. It’s not what they do to you in the Box, that much he knows. It’s what you see, it’s what you can see coming for you, certain as the coming of death.
 
   Ulysses saved him from that.
 
   Astra saved herself.
 
   “Are you coming or not?” Astra’s voice yells from a few paces away. Great. She sounds mad.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   three
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   match girl
 
    
 
   Astra’s eyes sting with angry tears. Useless eyes that can’t read. She’s not allowed to -no woman is, unless she is Elite.
 
    The soldier takes forever to appear. She can’t find the arch without his help. “Are you coming or not?” she calls.
 
   Or not… Or not… the arches echo.
 
   “I’m here,” he answers a second later and his tall frame fills the space below the arch. His hair is getting too long already, sweeping his brow, falling in his eyes. It’s black and straight, and there’s a steak of white at the front, permanently dyed, so that everyone can see he’s a lieutenant.
 
   The arches open left and right, half-round parts of the huge ceiling, opening into tiny rooms on each side of the hallway. Everything is pristine white, lit with hidden lights that flip open as soon as you step your foot on the floor. It used to hurt her eyes; now she’s gotten used to the false, artificial light.
 
   Still, she misses being outdoors. 
 
   There’s things written on every arch, but she can’t understand what it says.
 
   “It’s all letters,” she tells the soldier, trying to stay as angry as possible, or she’ll start crying in front of him. “Naturally.”
 
   He’s not even looking at her. “Do you ever wonder whether anyone has ever told you the truth?”
 
   There’s vehemence in his voice, dark circles under his eyes. Astra forgets her anger for a second. He’s waking up, finally. They both are.
 
   “There’s truth down here,” she replies. “Nothing but truth, I think.”
 
   “And there’s nothing but empty space in here,” he says, bringing his hands to his stomach. Her own is cramping up in hunger as well.
 
   “Is this… does it have my father’s name up there?” she asks him, hating her voice for shaking.
 
   The Clockmaster’s diary had said: ‘Christopher Steadfast compartment’
 
   Felix turns around, as if he suddenly remembers what they were doing down here. He tilts his head up to the letters carved on the frame of the arch. “Sort of,” he replies. “It says ‘Second Enlightenment’ under the arch, but Stead… your father’s name is here as well.”
 
   The three walls of the arch are covered with floor-to-ceiling shelves. Now she can see that there are words written on little labels on every shelf. Felix is pointing to one of the biggest ones, filled with a few books, papers and two boxes. “See that? It says ‘Steadfast and Constantine’ on this shelf.” He frowns. “Hold on. There’s something…”
 
   He leaves his phrase trailing and starts walking away from the arch.  
 
   ‘Constantine…’ the old man’s dying words echo in her ears. 
 
   He’d died in her arms, out on the frozen wilderness.
 
   “Do you know what a Constantine is?” she calls to Felix, only to be answered by a distant ‘no idea’. “He said it,” she yells. “He said ‘Constantine’ right before he died.”
 
   “What?” He’s too far to hear.
 
   It’s not like she can find anything out for herself by staying in here anyway, so she follows him into an arch a few steps to the left. “What’s this one called?” There’s only a PR in it, but it’s a data PR, no Channel projections or Visuals here. Just a screen with a timer keyboard.
 
   “‘Old World Languages’,” Felix tells her, busily typing in the PR’s screen. “I just wanted to check something… Yep, that’s what I thought,” he adds in a second. “Steadfast and Constantine are basically the same word. They kind of have the same root, derived from different ancient word roots, but both meaning the same thing: true, reliable, stubborn, dependable and enduring.”
 
   “I see,” Astra says, although she doesn’t see at all. “Search the word ‘Christmas’.”
 
   He does.
 
   Quite a lot of information comes up. They find out it used to be a huge celebration, sort of like the Perennial, but something that everyone could celebrate on their own, back when there was chaos in the world, and no one knew their specific place in it, of course. They read and read -that is, Felix reads and then says everything out loud for Astra. They read so many timer words that have become obsolete, that after a point it’s hard to keep them straight. Presents and snowball fights. Carols around the piano and hot cocoa by the window. Christmas movies and Christmas concerts and Christmas candy canes. What’s ‘candy canes’? It sounds like a gun. Or a Classified Database.
 
   They don’t give up easily, though. They stand there, mesmerized, watching pictures and small Projections of things they’ve already seen in the arch named ‘Christmas’. They watch people light up Christmas trees, they watch people shop in a jungle of department stores and madness, they watch little perform Christmas pageants. They understand little to none of it; they find everything confusing and a little disturbing, but at the same time fascinating.
 
   Then Astra hears the melody the old man was singing to himself before he died. “That’s music, by the way,” she tells Felix.
 
   “I… I’ve never heard it before,” he says.
 
   “I know,” she replies.
 
   They stand for a few more minutes there, absorbing all the newness of the Old World.
 
    
 
   By the end they’ve understood close to nothing. They feel quite proud of themselves.
 
   “So.” Felix turns to address her, his eyes searching hers. “Do you think there might be something in that room about your father that you don’t know?”
 
   A jolt of anger assaults her at his words, and it’s so sudden and unexpected, she freezes in her tracks. Where did that emotion come from? 
 
   Maybe it was seeing her father’s name on the arch -seeing it and not being able to read it… She knows nothing about him, about his work, about his past, after all. Just a rough outline of what he did, or tried to do. Not much else.
 
   “We won’t talk about it if you don’t want to,” Felix says.
 
   “There isn’t much I do know about him,” she tells him. “Except that he wasn’t the criminal the Counsil made him out to be. The criminal you military people were hunting as though he…”
 
   “All right, all right,” Felix says, his voice hard and mocking again, and he lifts his hands in the air as though she was holding a gun to his temple. That wouldn’t be a bad idea, now that she thinks of it. She wants to smash something; hurt something until this darkness goes away. “What do you want to do now?” he asks her hopefully -she knows he’s thinking about food, the big baby.
 
   “I want to go back there and read every truth there is about my father.” 
 
   Felix bends his head down, concealing a smile. She feels her temper flare. 
 
   “No, don’t make that face at me,” he tells her, laughing. “That’s what I want to do too. Only I may have an even better idea.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “You call this better?” she asks him about an hour later.
 
   “Well, isn’t it?” he retorts, looking surprised.
 
   The sun has risen, only just, and the sky is still dark, faintly illuminated by the milky yellow of the bleak sunrise.
 
   “It is for me,” she answers. “But you’ve been closing the blinds and staring at the door like a frightened rabbit ever since I got here. I have no idea why you would voluntarily come outside.”
 
   He clicks his tongue against his teeth. “Tsk, tsk, tsk. Being mean to the guy who’s feeding you. Now who’s being stupid?” he says, turning around to look at her. “Merc, you look like an icicle,” he frowns. “Where’s my jacket?”
 
   “Didn’t you want to wear it yourself?”
 
   “No, I’m getting used to not feeling my fingers or toes. I’m sort of enjoying it.”
 
   He’s brought them to Ursa’s little hole in the ice. The bear itself is nowhere to be seen, but she’ll be back when she’s hungry. There’s endless white around, the shack barely visible in the distance. The air is biting, but Astra fills her lungs with it, looking up to the sky. Her heart bursts with freedom and happiness and safety.
 
   She might be captured again or dead tomorrow, but today, she’s on the top of the world. Literally. 
 
   Felix says cheerfully that they can read one of Ulysses’ notebooks he’s brought with him from the ‘Steadfast and Constantine’ shelf, while they’re waiting for their breakfast to appear. 
 
   Oh, so now they’re going to hunt for fish in the ice like bears. Cool.
 
   Astra doesn’t say anything smart, though, mostly because she can’t wait for him to start reading.
 
   The notebook has a simple script on the cover, handwritten, and Felix reads it. It’s just the Clockmaster’s name. 
 
    
 
   Ulysses Hunter
 
    
 
   ‘They grew up together, Christopher and Constantine, my own son,’ the notebook starts.
 
   “What?!” Astra says.
 
   “Do you want me to go on?” Felix asks politely through gritted teeth.
 
   “Did you ever wonder how the old man knows all that?” She indicated the journal with her hand. “How he’s gathered all this timer stuff and Visuals and… illegal things in the basement of his shack?”
 
   Felix lets the notebook close with a snap, but the gesture is much less dramatic than he intended it, since his lips are turning purple and he’s panting clouds of foggy breaths. “Ulysses was almost two hundred years old,” he says a tad impatiently. “He was… a collector. Maybe he was a little mad. Do you hear me complaining?”
 
   “Yes,” she says. “All the time.”
 
   “Well then. Maybe he was with the government or something. His entire house could be rigged with nanocams, recording every Felony we do. I’m past caring. Now. Do you want me to continue or not?” 
 
   Astra nods.
 
    
 
   ‘My son, Constantine Hunter, was born eight years before Christopher Steadfast. 
 
   ‘I picked up -adopted, as it was called in the Old Times- Christopher shortly after they arrested and executed my darling Mary. Her Felony was living with a man (me) and bearing a child through natural means (Constantine). If it wasn’t for my son I would have followed her to the Box voluntarily. I’m not ashamed to admit it. 
 
   ‘Mary had come into my life in my one hundred and fifty fifth year, when I had despaired of the ways of the world. I worked for the government, in a classified inner position, as an engineer. I was experienced and brilliant. The work was trivial and quite tedious for me, however, and I had to be isolated for security reasons. I was going mad with loneliness. Then one day they brought in five women to the lab which was in the next building to mine -as they were always doing.’
 
    
 
   Felix stops talking.
 
   “What?” Astra says. She was thinking about Ulysses’ phrase ‘they brought in five women to the lab…’
 
   She’d been to one of those labs.
 
   She was lucky, luckier than other women from the Box who had died there, but not as lucky as the men who would never see the inside of a lab. Just because they were men.
 
   Felix shudders violently beside her. She scoots closer, and he doesn’t protest. His eyes are looking into the horizon, glassy, hooded.
 
   “Tin soldier?”
 
   He visibly shakes himself awake from whatever he was thinking.
 
   “You…” he starts and stops to lick his lips. They look bluish with cold, his skin crisp with it, the little hairs on his arms standing up. “You’ve been one of the women who…”
 
   He stops again.
 
   Astra looks at him, taken aback.
 
   So he was thinking the same thing as her. About the Box, and what was done to her.
 
   He looks shocked, mad. He looks lost.
 
   “Go on,” she tells him quietly.
 
    He obeys.
 
    
 
   ‘I watched them from my tiny pothole window. Pitiful creatures they were, helpless, brought in to be harvested for testing and experiments. I won’t go into the horrors of what went on in that building… I can’t even write of it without…’
 
   Felix stops again. His jaw is working.
 
   ‘Anyway, one of the women was my Mary,’ he reads.
 
   ‘She was thirty years old then, I think, small and wide-eyed, and my body was practically the same age as hers. In those days they had managed to arrest ageing at about thirty years at best, it wasn’t possible to stop it any sooner like they do now. Long story short, I smuggled her out and we fell in love. It doesn’t matter what I rescued her from, or how. I hate to even remember. I kept her well hidden and safe, her and the child she later gave me, Constantine. But there was always a fear gnawing at me. 
 
   ‘It was fifteen years later that they discovered her in a raid; the men who barged into our home weren’t even government officials, just some sort of ruthless scavengers, eager to collect the bounty on her head. She managed to send word to me, my Mary. Her thoughts were all of me even as they were handcuffing her, beating her to a pulp. Thinking of my son, I didn’t go home that day at all.
 
   ‘I lost her.
 
   ‘Later I found out that Constantine had run away, just as they were dragging his mother screaming from the house, and hid in the streets somewhere. Kept himself safe, instead of helping as he could. Self-preservation always came first with him, even as a teenager. I suppose this fact by itself should have given me some idea of his character, but I was too distraught to think about it then.’
 
    
 
   Felix stops to take a deep breath.
 
   “What’s a character?” Astra asks him and he shrugs. 
 
   “He says he loved her,” Felix says. “He says he didn’t want to live without her.”
 
   Neither of them knows what that means. They’ll find out soon enough.
 
   “Read on,” Astra says. 
 
   A couple of tiny fish have flopped in and out of the hole, but Astra and Felix haven’t noticed. Their cheeks are turning red with excitement, their skin tingling with warmth that’s got nothing to do with Hydro suits or Clockmasters’ cloaks. 
 
    
 
   ‘I paid the ‘House of Boys’ Settlement in New Baghdad really generously to be able to get a little boy (illegally, of course). I had the means to do that, plus buy the officials’ silence about it, and so I did it. Mary and I had discussed rescuing at least one boy from there during our lifetime, and this was my way of honoring her. 
 
   ‘Christopher was just a baby when I got him, but he brought true happiness to my life from the first moment he entered it. .And in no way did he, being tube-created, be less of a true child to me than my natural-born son.
 
   ‘He ended up going undercover with his Rebels, but by then I knew what his eyes had seen in the Counsil’s inner labs, where he worked as a chemist. I also knew what my natural son had become, so I couldn’t very well tell him he was wrong. In fact, I’ve never seen a man been more right in his life.
 
   ‘If truth be known, I’m ashamed that it wasn’t me who did it.
 
   ‘At this point I wish to go on the record, and make a few things known about my adopted son, Christopher.’
 
    
 
   Astra sits up a little straighter. Happiness and pain radiate from her heart at the very mention of her father’s name. 
 
    
 
   ‘Christopher Steadfast was no pirate. He was no criminal. I know exactly what he did and why he did it. The Counsil accused him of hijacking government army shuttles and crashing them into the ocean. Let me tell you: he knew what those shuttles were filled with, and he sacrificed his life to rid the world of them. 
 
   ‘Everything would be different by now if it wasn’t for his sacrifice. And even though the world might still end up destroying itself eventually, as it has always intended, he did all he  could. That’s the most that any man can do. It had taken ten years at least for the government labs to develop the infected Drones that were loaded on the shuttles.
 
   ‘And he foiled all their plans. For that I’ll always be grateful.’
 
    
 
   Felix lifts his head from the paper.
 
   “Tired?” he asks.
 
   Astra blows on her fingers to warm them. “Are you serious?”
 
   He tries to laugh, but it comes out as a choking sound. He turns the page.
 
    
 
   ‘Before those shuttles, Constantine and Christopher grew up very much alike. I raised them on a steady diet of books, outdoor play and real food, trying to plant little seeds of the truth into their minds, hopefully without passing my own despair on to them. 
 
   ‘They both found women of their own, and created families with them, all in secret of course. Then things started to go wrong.
 
   ‘Constantine, too, was hired at a government agency. He had been injected, sometime in his teens, with the military DNA, thinking he wanted to become a soldier (he passed it on to his son, of course, as is usual with genetic material, whether it’s natural or tampered with, but that’s another story). But then he changed his mind. 
 
   ‘Soon he started climbing up the ranks of officials, rising higher and higher until his position was so important that he had to spend entire months away from his woman and child, for fear that they would be discovered. Then something happened, his ‘great opportunity’ as he called it, and he forgot about them altogether.
 
   ‘In fact, he did worse than forget. 
 
   ‘He killed them (or so I thought). Sometimes I wish he had. He had the decency, at least, to come and take his leave of me. I remember that day as clearly as the day he was born. Christopher was seated beside me on the table, studying mathematics on real, Old, paper, not saying a word. Constantine told me he was changing the world. I told him I was ashamed of him. He just laughed. I said, what about your family, son? 
 
   ‘He said, those are treacherous words. He said, such words could send you to the Box, old man. And get rid of Steadfast as soon as you can, he’ll be the death of you.
 
   ‘I’d raised them as brothers, as best friends, as the only two human souls in the One World who had claim to another’s affection. We’d picked Christopher’s last name together, Constantine and I, from a dusty book of Christmas stories we’d found, forgotten somewhere from before the Second Enlightenment. Now it sounded like a curse on his lips.
 
   ‘Have you thought this through, my son? I asked him. I’m not your son, old man, he said. There are no sons any more, nor fathers. Get out of your timer zone and be useful for once.
 
   ‘Two days later he had his own woman publicly executed (you can’t have a wife any more, as the Old Ones did, so it was just ‘his woman’, but in truth she was much more than that). She was his only family, apart from me and the baby. I guess he hadn’t really loved her, after all, just wanted to please me. Maybe the Second Enlightenment was right, and love has become obsolete. Or maybe man is incapable of feeling it any more. But then there’s Christopher, so I know all that’s just rubbish.’
 
    
 
   Astra takes a sharp breath. Felix looks over, frowning. She pretends to shrug, as though she doesn’t care.
 
   Felix opens his lips as though he wants to say something to her, but instead he keeps reading.
 
    
 
   ‘Apparently, rumors had started circulating about Constantine, and he had to silence them once and for all. I hoped he respected me a little, so that I’d be spared a similar fate, but deep down I still feel shame for staying alive just to watch him become what he has.
 
   ‘I sent Christopher away, just as Constantine had ordered, and settled permanently in one of my many houses, this icy haven on the top of the world. I thought that I would never hear from either of them again. 
 
   ‘I took with me my Library of Truth; neither of my sons was aware of its existence. In the following years of my isolation it grew to an alarming extend, so much so that I ended up spending more time down there than upstairs in the house. It was there that the concept of the Clock was born, but more on that later. The Library of Truth saved my life in those dark years of despair, even when I doubted that other human eyes would ever see these books. I still do. But that first year, when I was running for my life, the little armory of truth I brought with me was the only thing that kept me sane.’
 
    
 
   “Library of Truth?” Astra exclaims, and Felix just lifts an eyebrow, returning his attention to the journal. “Little armory? Little?”
 
   Felix doesn’t answer. His attention is still on the pages.
 
    
 
   ‘I came to live in the Arctic the year my own son, Constantine, betrayed me -betrayed all I’d taught him, betrayed his own heart. This happened two years after the physical birth of Constantine’s son, Felix,’ he reads.
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   By the time Felix reads his own name aloud, he’s numb. Both on the outside and the inside. He doesn’t know what to think, he doesn’t know how to feel. He just continues reading for a little while, but Ulysses rambles on about the two boys’ childhoods, and Felix has no interest in reading the sentimental gibberish of an old man.
 
   He flips the notebook shut, staring out into the sky angrily, his stomach in knots. Soon enough, they start the long way back to the sack, but he doesn’t open it again. 
 
   As he gets up, a note half falls out of the notebook. Astra lifts hopeful eyes to his. Felix opens it.
 
   “It’s written in an unsteady hand,” he says. “As though Ulysses’ fingers were shaking. It’s much more recent, I think.” Then he starts to read.
 
    
 
   ‘I’m getting older now. I’ve forgotten to take the Health Discs a few days in a row, but the truth is I don’t care any more. I don’t care about the white strands in my hair, the trembling of my limps, the aches in my joints…’
 
    
 
   “This is rubbish,” he says.
 
   “Go on go on,” Astra replies. She’s panting as she’s trying to keep up with his long strides, the fish they caught swinging against her tattered dress.
 
   “You’re a bit of a pest, aren’t you?” he says, pleasantly.
 
   Astra doesn’t reply, so he reads on.
 
    
 
   ‘The year after this, I’ll make my last Clock. I don’t mind dying after that, after the Clock I’ll build in 2524. I don’t expect I’ll be half as brave as Christopher, if they should put me through another Fortnight of Terror, but I don’t care. I’ll do what I have to. I know that after Christopher’s sacrifice, he had hoped their plans would be set back for several years, but it turned out it’ll barely be two, if that.
 
   ‘I know what’s planned for us all: Twenty-five twenty-five is the year.
 
   ‘The year the earth will be sold to the Colonies, the year it will be emptied of humans in order to accommodate the Planets’ growing needs -and greed. 
 
   ‘The plan has changed.
 
   ‘They are counting on the Clock -my Clock- this time, no shuttles needed. They are also counting on my cooperation, on my fear for Felix, on my allegiance to them. But no more. I’ll deliver them one final Clock, send all their careful plans to smoke. Then it’s up to Felix to continue. I hope he’s become the person he was meant to be.
 
   ‘I’m sure he has. He…’
 
    
 
   It ends there. Felix stares at the paper, his eyes growing stormy. “Did it make any sense to you?” he asks Astra, but she doesn’t reply. She’s looking straight ahead, her feet stuck in the snow.
 
   Felix opens his fingers and the note flutters away in the breeze, landing in the snow. It gets soaked through within seconds.
 
   “Come on,” he says lightly to the match girl, who seems to have forgotten how to use her legs.
 
   “Are you…” Astra finds her voice. “Will you be able to figure out how to make this ‘final Clock’? Ulysses must have been writing about the Counsil’s plans. Maybe the Chairman himself?” 
 
   “I have no idea,” Felix replies wearily. His head is heavy with thinking, with trying to figure out how the timers he got involved in this mess.
 
   “He says the Colonies want to take over the earth,” Astra insists. “To empty it of humans… Could they have amassed such military power?”
 
   Felix is a bit impressed by her thinking, if truth be told, but he’ll be damned if he lets her see it. “Of course they could,” he tells her. “In fact, they have considerable advantages over us.”
 
   He starts counting on his fingers.
 
   “They’re newly formed. They’ve had no sickness, no residuals of pollution left over by the Old Ones to overcome like us. Their populations have been created in the tubes, and their laws allow them to create as many soldiers as they like. Their Counsils are autonomous from earth as well as from each other.”
 
   “Every Planet is a Colony, right?” Astra asks and he nods.
 
   “Some Colonies include Satellites as well. Word is, back at school, that for the past five years the Venus Colony has been populated entirely by military forces. Their entire regime is made up of training their soldiers and perfecting their Drones’ construction. Earth already had an overpopulation problem before the Second Enlightenment, and the Revision with its Elimination Offices hasn’t been enough to… contain it, as it happens in the Colonies.”
 
   There’s silence for a second. Then,
 
   “Do you actually believe what you’re saying?” Astra asks him. “That the Elimination protocol… choosing who will be born or die, choosing who will be what, picking every aspect of their DNA… Do you actually think that’s the way it’s supposed to be?”
 
   “I used to,” he says quietly. “Of course I also used to live a well-ordered, even successful life of…”
 
   “Felix,” Astra interrupts him. 
 
   He freezes mid-sentence. It’s the first time she’s ever called him by his name. The breath catches in his throat. The air around him is turning too thick, his chest is tightening. Everything slows down as he turns to look at her.
 
   “When he was dying,” Astra says, her eyebrows meeting, “right before he was shot, I heard him. I heard Ulysses.” She swallows hard, but he doesn’t say anything, just waits until she’s able to continue. “He was saying your name. He said ‘Felix, my hope’.”
 
   Felix stares at her for a moment. Then he lifts his boot and kicks up a shower of snowflakes, spraying them every which way. He stomps his feet, cursing under his breath.
 
   Damn it.
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   They walk back to the shack in silence, dragging their steps through the snow, each lost in their own thoughts. They eat the two measly fish they caught without tasting them. 
 
   I was born out of humans, Felix thinks. I wasn’t created in a tube, like every other normal human being. My very existence is High Treason. No wonder they stuck me in the Box. Apparently old Ulysses had some influence over Constantine, who must have risen in ranks in the government, so he got him out. But why didn’t he do it right away? ‘Two years after the physical birth…’ the document said. 
 
   So Felix wasn’t born in the Box, as he thought. He was born in the Clockmaster’s own house. He was born to two people. How in mercury is he supposed to deal with that?
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   He’s a product of love, Astra thinks. He’s also the product of a crime, just like her. Their fathers grew up together. Then they were enemies. Will we become like that?
 
   “Like what?” Felix asks, his voice sounding like a growl.
 
   Oops. She must have said it out loud. They’re back in the shack again, eating absently the two fish they caught.
 
   “Never mind,” she replies. 
 
   He’s not ready to talk yet. She’ll give him some time -time that they don’t have.
 
   “It’s all lies, you know,” Felix says, flinging the remains of his meal on the plate with vehemence. “We’d be better off reading old timer tales like the one with the one-legged soldier.”
 
   Well, that’s mature, Astra thinks, but she doesn’t say it.
 
    
 
   Felix spends the rest of the day with the Clock. Astra has no idea what he’s doing in there. Bangs and jarring clangs and beeping sounds come from the ‘2525’ arch for hours on end, but he doesn’t come out once. He doesn’t even stop in order to sleep. 
 
   She does a bit of exploring in the arches and finally she wanders over to a messy room named ‘Games’ -according to Felix. 
 
   There’s nothing to read here, thankfully, only strange and beautiful moving images on the PR that take all of her imagination to figure out how they work. She ends up playing something called ‘Fierce Farmers’ on the PR, where you have to roam the virtual countryside, on the screen, and gather eggs from hens and milk from cows in a basic Hologram, all while being chased by weird winged creatures with human faces. There’s a voice coming from the PR at first, patiently explaining to her what to do, what to push, where to stand, when to lean her body to the left and so on. It must have been designed for a little kid, but as it is, she can barely keep up. It takes her about five hours to finish the first five levels -there’s about forty-five of them- and by then, her head is hurting from peering at the screen for so long. 
 
   So she looks around for something else to do. She picks a board with wheels off the floor, and jumps on it.
 
   It takes a few minutes to figure out that she’s supposed to have one foot on the board and push the ground with the other, so that it will start rolling. And when it gets moving, it rushes forward, leaving her behind. She falls off about a million times, but she picks herself up and starts again, until she’s found the trick of keeping her balance. She sails through the arches, her body straight, her hair trailing behind her as books and objects and columns blur past her, right and left. 
 
   This feeling of running without moving, it’s intoxicating. Her heart beats like crazy, her pulse throbs at her temples, and she lets out a ‘whoop’ every time she passes ten arches in a row without falling.
 
   Then she catches something out of the corner of her eye and stops abruptly, lowering one foot to the ground and leaning her body back. The wheels are left spinning on the air. 
 
   Felix is just standing there, watching her. He’s come out of his Clock’s belly and he’s leaning against the wall-frame of the 2525 arch, his hair a disheveled mess, his eyes hooded. 
 
   “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” he asks in a low voice, although she’s five arches away.
 
   Her face heats up and she can feel it getting red, little damp tendrils of hair sticking to her temples. 
 
   “It’s not that dangerous,” she tells him, panting. “It’s a game.”
 
   “Oh, I didn’t mean this silly timer thing would kill you,” Felix replies. “I will.”
 
   She lifts curious eyes to his, unable to keep the huge smile from her face. It’s almost to the tip of her tongue to invite him to pick up a similar board from the ‘Games’ arch and join her, but he looks a bit forbidding standing there, blue eyes hooded, shoulders stooping with exhaustion, lips in a tight line. So she doesn’t push her luck. 
 
   “Sorry,” she tells him as seriously as possible under the circumstances. “I’ll try to keep it down.”
 
   “You do that,” he says, turning away.
 
   “You look terrible, by the way,” she calls to his retreating back. 
 
   “Even worse than you?” he answers. 
 
   She almost lifts a hand to wipe a dark smudge of oil from his nose, but, thankfully, she resists the urge. She pushes against the floor with her right foot, and speeds away from the Clock arch. 
 
   Felix doesn’t come near the arch with his name -not that she can blame him after what they read in Ulysses’ notes. Still, if it was her, she wouldn’t have been able to keep herself away. She’s burning to know what the rest of the notebooks say about her father and Constantine, but she forces herself to wait. 
 
    
 
   The next morning she wakes up in the shack’s kitchen, next to the heater, missing the sunlight so much it hurts. She gets up to fling the curtains back, when she hears a strange sound coming from the little cubicle in the other room.
 
   It sounds like water. 
 
   In a minute, Felix walks in, his cotton shirt clinging damply to his stomach, his locks straightened, heavy with water, dripping all over the floor. He’s shaved, too. There’s a clean smell coming from him, like sunlight and pine needles. As soon as he sees her, he stops short, lifting that annoying eyebrow.
 
   “Finally got it to work,” he tells her, looking her up and down pointedly. “Did you know? There is a shower here.”
 
   That mocking smile of his spreads across his face.
 
   Astra looks at her boots.
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   Great, now he’s gone and hurt her feelings.
 
   Well, better that than let her see what she did to him yesterday. 
 
   He’d been sitting in front of the Clock, staring at it blankly, when a noise interrupted his thoughts.
 
   He’d gotten up, furious, to see what all that racket was all about. This was the last thing he’d expected to see: the match girl running across the hallway like a lunatic, her eyes shut, her head tipped back, her face flushed and sweaty. A cloud of hair was streaming behind her, catching on fire. He felt his knees go suddenly weak and had to clamp his hand on the wall frame to keep himself upright.
 
   He’d meant to yell at her to stop, but there was something wrong with his tongue; the words kept sticking to his raw throat.
 
   Don’t come near me, he’d thought as she turned around and sped towards him, flying through the air. Don’t come near me, don’t come near me, don’t come ne-
 
   The next minute she was there and his brain had stopped functioning. He hardly knew what he said to her, hardly heard the words she said. He had to clench his fists so that his fingers wouldn’t trail all over her warm skin, smooth the tendrils away from her forehead.
 
   “I want to wash,” she says now. “It’s just… I’ve only ever washed in the water before, I don’t know how to use…”
 
   Felix shuts his eyes. Of course. They don’t have showers in the Working Settlements. He’s beginning to think they don’t have lots of things they should.
 
   “I’d go dig a hole in the ice,” she continues, letting out a small laugh, “but the memories from last time are a bit painful…” 
 
   A shudder travels down his back.
 
   “Come on, I’ll show you.”
 
   He takes her to the bathroom cubicle and shows her how to turn on the spray of water, how to turn on the air to dry her skin afterwards. He warns her to keep her mouth shut and her eyes away from the droplets, and not to be scared when the soap falls from the ceiling -it’s supposed to do that.
 
   “Got it,” she says.
 
   Still, just in case, he doesn’t go downstairs until she’s done. Of course, by that point he needs another shower, because the first one, freezing cold though it was, has been rendered useless. As soon as he hears her door open, he slips through the loose floor board, jumping down to the staircase. Not waiting to catch even a glimpse of her, he heads for the Clock.
 
   “Found anything?” her voice asks behind his back in a minute.
 
   Damn it. She’s followed him all the way to the 2525 arch. He ignores her. He sits down on the floor and picks up a mess of wires. “Yeah, I found something,” he replies slowly. “I can’t do it.”
 
   Every cadet gets a basic training in engineering, as well as in every other science. And Felix, as a star student, got more than his share of additional classes. But this? It’s so much beyond his level.
 
   Astra is walking around the floating disc, taking in everything with those curious eyes of hers. Her hair is washed, the tips dripping water, its weight dark on her back, its color red as… No. Don’t think about her hair, merc take it. 
 
   “Can I help?” she asks.
 
   He scoffs. ‘No need for thanks,’ the match girl had told him that first day, after he’d saved her life. ‘I’ll save you right back.’ Yeah, right.
 
   “What can you do?” he asks her and she turns to fix him with a dark stare. 
 
   “Everything,” she says simply. “I mean, yesterday, while you were in here, doing nothing, I found out what the Clockmaster ate. Also, I can start drawing the Clock, if you can do nothing else with it. All this empty surface… There have to be paints and brushes somewhere in this ‘Library of Truth’. I mean, even if it doesn’t work, at least it could be pretty.”
 
   Then she just falls to watching him, her face a question mark.
 
   How did you learn to draw? he wants to ask her. How do you know all these things, a mere slip of a woman?
 
   All that comes from his lips is: “What did he eat?” 
 
   She laughs, grabbing his hand, and starts dragging him through the hall. Felix takes in a sharp breath, freeing his hand as soon as her grip loosens a bit. He flexes it, rubbing it against his pant leg. That’s it, he’s lost his mind.
 
   “There,” Astra says in a minute.
 
   It’s filled with shelves, like every other arch, and what looks like a tiny heater on the floor. Only the shelves aren’t filled with books. They’re full of boxes, rows and rows of them, placed tidily on top of each other. The shelves are labeled with foreign words. ‘Instant chicken stew’, ‘Asian herbs’, ‘Pasta’, ‘Dry Vegetables’ and many more. There are directions on how to heat and serve them. There’s that word, ‘plate’. He can’t see ‘Fish’ anywhere. What has the match girl been feeding him? 
 
   “What does it say on the wall?” she asks him.
 
   He turns around to look. “Pantry,” he reads. “Then, below, it says in small letters: ‘Conservatory of Foods, lst up to ~150 yrs’. Lasting up to a about a hundred and fifty years,” he explains. 
 
   “Right,” Astra says and then she begins to pick up boxes randomly off the shelves, although she can’t possibly know what each of them says. “You know what this means, right? We’re going to get fat!”
 
   This time he can’t stop the laughter from bubbling up.
 
    
 
   They eat three times that day. First they try some sort of smelly, hot liquid that slides down his throat easily, warming him inside, and keeps him from being hungry for hours; then some of the ‘dried vegetables’ that taste like sand. Astra spends the rest of the day cross-legged in front of the Clock, staring at it. Felix goes to explore, feeling his patience about to snap.
 
   He keeps clear of the ‘Felix’ arch, but manages to find some interesting things to read. His eyelids have started to droop from exhaustion -he hasn’t slept in two days- when she comes to find him.  She’s clutching a book again. He tries not to let her hear his sigh.
 
   “Would you make that sound again if I told you that I heated up something to eat?” she asks, exasperated.
 
   “No, sorry,” Felix replies, standing up. “What… what is it?” he asks with interest.
 
   “No doubt some sort of pre-cooked dried-up papery crap,” Astra says. “But it smells like bread.”
 
   Bread? Felix thinks. He’s never heard the word before.
 
   Well, whatever it is, it can’t be worse than the stuff she’s made him force down his throat so far, can it? Of course it can, he answers his own question with a tired chuckle.
 
   He tips his head back and stretches his cramped back muscles as he walks out into the hall. And that’s when he falls in love. He stops short as a smell wafts to his nostrils, a smell he doesn’t recognize, but at the same time he’s wondering how on earth he’s been living so long without it in his life. He sprints to the arch it’s coming from, aching muscles forgotten. 
 
   There’s a whole rectangle of this frothy, golden thing, but Astra insists on cutting it into thick slices, and covering her own with ‘dried butter’, whatever that is. Also, she’s taken them into the Christmas room. He’s gotten seriously sick of all the color in here and of the crackling flames in the PR and the burgundy and forest-green spines of the books that line the walls, but he’s focusing on Astra’s glowing face, and that’s all that matters. 
 
   He watches, mesmerized, as she spreads some kind of thick, white mess on hers, and then closes her eyes, chewing noisily on a bite larger than her head. But this time he doesn’t even care. He puts a white, fluffy piece into his mouth and the next minute he’s tasting the most ridiculously good thing that has ever existed on the Planets. He chews slowly, swallowing with care, feeling the soft, airy substance fill his stomach like snowflakes piling up on the plains outside the shack’s green door. 
 
   “Right. Let’s take a look at that book,” he says after he’s stuffed himself with all the bread he can eat without being sick. He pries the book from Astra’s fingertips -she’s still clutching it. As their fingers touch for a split second, a bolt of electricity runs through his entire body and he almost jumps back in surprise. His skin is tingling and his body tenses, as though it’s readying for fight.
 
   He’s beginning to understand why Chairman Kun and the Revision Counsil have isolated women, thinking them dangerous to the peace of the One World. He himself, for one thing, hasn’t had a moment’s peace since that merking bear knocked on the Clockmaster’s door. 
 
   He lays the book on the floor, next to the other piles of books, and gets up gingerly. He goes up to the second shelf to the right, and picks up a huge book with a spine covered in gold foil. The front hard cover is black with soot, the first few pages burnt. But the rest is good.
 
   Felix sits down beside Astra and balances it on his knees.
 
   Astra is looking at him like he’s gone crazy. He turns it over to the spine and reads the title.
 
   ‘The little match girl by Hans Christian Andersen and other Christmas stories,’ he reads, looking at her with a half-smile. “I saw it the other night from across the room, and I thought since that’s your name and all, we should read it. All right?”
 
   She doesn’t say that that’s not her name, or anything smart-mouthed like that. She just nods. Her eyes are shining, her lips parted, and she’s fidgeting as though she can’t contain her excitement.
 
   Felix feels his throat close up and has to clear it twice before he begins.
 
   ‘It was most terribly cold; it snowed, and was nearly quite dark, and evening. The last evening of the year. In this cold and darkness, a poor little girl walked along the road. She was bareheaded, and her feet were naked, and she…’
 
    
 
    
 
   That night, in his sleep, Felix sees the little match girl from the story lighting the matches one by one, seeing things, imagining things that keep her warm until she dies. He’d never thought of death like that, like it’s some sort of other life that you can hope for, dream of. Escape to. That it can rescue you. 
 
   They read another story as well, a story that confused him even more.
 
   Well, nothing doesn’t confuse him these days, but that story was one piece of twisted ribbon. It was near the end of the book of stories, simply called ‘The Christmas Story’. Astra’s eyes were almost closed, and he was pretty sure she was dozing off already, but she begged him to read it, her voice doing that soft, breathy thing that makes his brain stop working, so he did. 
 
   It was a real story, the book said, no timer tale. It happened thousands of years ago, when people used to have wars and famines and sickness, and they needed a savior.
 
   Felix thought that this scenario was much more recent. In fact, he’s been taught that was what the Second Enlightenment was all about. Eradicating hunger with the pills solution, eradicating wars with the Settlements and the Elimination System, eradicating all sickness, including the After Plague, with the Research that produced the Health Discs. But apparently people thought someone had come to save them from all of that two and a half thousand years ago.
 
   He started out as a baby, that long-ago savior, the book said. He was also hunted like Astra, like him -because for some reason people hated the idea of a savior.
 
   Christmas celebrates his birth to this day, the book said.
 
   That can’t be right, Astra said.
 
   Would you let me finish the story? Felix said.
 
   Long story short, the boy, unwanted by all, was born in a stable and that’s what all these maddening lights and trees and tin soldier books are celebrating. Not that it makes any sense to him.
 
   They ended up spilling his blood on the earth and killing him -the savior-, the book said, and that’s where he stopped reading, because Astra’s eyes had turned huge and a bit red at the edges. 
 
   He did save the world, though, according to the book.
 
   Just not all of it.
 
   Only those who wanted to be saved.
 
   Only those who recognized their mistakes and repented.
 
   That was the secret of the salvation he brought, that was the light he shone into the darkness; and that was why they wanted to kill him. Because they preferred the darkness to the light.
 
   And underneath, as though this would clarify things, were two names and a bunch of numbers. Luke 1-2 and John 3,19 were the two first, then more. They almost looked like Planet coordinates, but they aren’t. 
 
    
 
    
 
   He wakes up after a nightmare: in his dream, the little match girl catches on fire, her hair the same red as Astra’s, her whole thin body becoming a flaming match. Behind her a man stands, his palms dripping with blood from where the nails pierced them, whispering something.
 
   “I love you,” the man in his dream says, right before Astra’s body turns into smoke, and his eyes turn sad and pleading. “Don’t die before you know me.” Now the man with the bloody hands is looking straight at him, his face urgent, pale, dying. “Felix, my hope,” he says. 
 
   And that’s when Felix wakes up with a gasp. He’s sweating and panting, but soon enough he has himself under control again. He’s upstairs, in the second room again, the heater scorching his left hip and leaving the rest of his body freezing. They ‘should sleep up here, because they need to be able to hear in case anything happens outside,’ according to Astra. He followed her, yawning his head off, wondering when she became his new General. 
 
   Does Astra know? he wonders.
 
   Did she know what death was when she fell through the hole in the ice, did she know it as she was drowning? Did she think of death that way while she watched her father die during the Fortnight of Terror for the tenth time? Does she think of it with hope like the little match girl? Does she think of it as sacrifice for the salvation of many like her father did, or like the man with the bloodied palms? 
 
   Thankfully sleep overtakes him before he can give himself a headache.
 
   This time he dreams of the Snow Queen, whose story they also read -they couldn’t stop once they started the book of Christmas stories- and of the piece of ice stuck in Kai’ eye. He dreams of the Chairman’s well-known, thin face, his intelligent eyes and high cheekbones, and he dreams of a shard of ice so big that his left eye has become white through and through, all white and no iris. That’s the second time he wakes up.
 
   When he wakes up for the third time, it’s to the soft buzzing of the Transport Pod. Without hesitating even a second, he leaps out of bed, his body straight, his muscles flexing.
 
   Someone is transporting to the shack. 
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   Astra hears it too. 
 
   It’s nothing but a small, slight swooshing sound, but she’s trained herself to wake up at the smallest change in the atmosphere, ready for battle. You don’t survive five years in prison. standing on two human legs among hundreds of women, clawing for one more inch of space at your elbow, by relaxing. 
 
   Not for a second of a day.
 
   When she was in the Box, she used to nodded off on her feet or maybe close her eyes for an hour or two, but every time it was with her ears half open, like a little dog, watching even in her sleep for the lab harvesters and the Guard rape gangs. 
 
   Her eyes snap open, and she forces herself to focus on the now, surfacing from the excruciating memories. Her heart is beating crazily. The sound is coming from the Pod. Astra looks over to where Felix is mumbling something in his sleep, his hair sticking out. He pops open an eyelid, puffy with sleep, and jumps to his feet.
 
   A military boot steps out of the Pod. 
 
   A leg clothed in a Hydro pant leg. It’s a soldier -a ‘Drone’. The door to the Pod slides open soundlessly. Astra walks into the tiny washroom cubicle, or whatever it’s called, but she leaves the door slightly ajar so that she can see what’s going on.
 
   As soon as she takes a peek at the soldier’s face, however, she shuts the door tightly, not caring whether he hears it or not. The Drone steps away from the Pod and looks around him.
 
   “Fel?” he says in a deep, booming voice.
 
   Astra is trying to stay calm, to control her crazily beating heart before she does something stupid. Like flinging her weight against the door and lunging for the Drone’s throat. 
 
   “What the timers are you doing here?” Felix’s voice sounds hoarse with sleep.
 
   “What am I...? Are you kidding me?” the Drone says.
 
   Astra feels bile rise in her throat. 
 
   She presses her palms against her ears, lets her hair fall in front of her eyes. 
 
   Breathe, she thinks. Dispel his image, shut out his sound. 
 
   It’s not working. She’s shaking all over; she’s trying to take a deep breath, but the small walls of the washroom are closing in on her. 
 
   It’s no use.
 
   The Drone who isn’t really a Drone, who is supposed to be a real human being, but is something less than that because of DNA engineering and pills and drills and evil… That tall, dark wall of muscle she glimpsed getting out of the Pod that looks like a soldier but is actually a weapon… 
 
   He’s the one.
 
   He’s the one who tasered her father with a thousand volts of electricity back in the Caribbean, at the beginning of the Fortnight of Terror. He’s the one who tortured him.
 
   “They stopped looking for you, dude,” the Drone says to Felix. “They declared you dead; I nearly went crazy transporting myself to the ends of the planet, looking for you. Have you gone out of your merking mind?”
 
   “Karim, please,” Felix sighs, sounding a bit further away, as though he’s leading the soldier away from the washroom door.
 
   So that’s the bastard’s name.
 
   Karim. 
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   There’s grunting coming from inside the room. Bodies thud hard on the floor, boots collide with shins, skin meets skin with a loud slap. A muffled scream, then a choking gasp. Astra wonders if they’re killing each other out there, her soldier and the bastard, but she’s got enough on her hands trying to keep her mouth from screaming and her fingers from flinging the door open and strangling the Drone, so she just sits tight.
 
   “Cut it out, man,” Felix’s voice sounds out of breath. “I know you’re happy to see me, but I really don’t want to have to hurt you.”
 
   “Yeah, like you can just hu-“
 
   A thud. The floor almost jumps beneath her feet as the huge Drone slams to the ground on. Then he moans. That sounded as though Felix broke a few of his bones, Astra thinks hopefully.
 
   Silence for a bit.
 
   “First of all,” Felix says, “how did you find me?”
 
   The Drone answers in a hoarse, strangled voice. “Are you going to let me up? No? Ok.” He chuckles, then makes a choking noise as though Felix just hit him. Astra rolls her eyes. “Finally managed to hack into your PR. Found your coordinates.”
 
   “I deleted them, you idiot.”
 
   “I have your personal password, remember? Now who’s the idiot?”
 
   Felix sighs audibly. “I am,” he says. “So, does anyone else know?”
 
   “Is this place swarming with soldiers?”
 
   “No.” Felix’s answer sounds strained.
 
   “Then no.”
 
   Another thud on the floor, then steps. The Drone is on his feet, she hears him move outside the door, in circles around the room, as though he’s taking everything in.
 
   “I’m making the Clock,” Felix says finally. He doesn’t sound too sure of himself when he says the word ‘making’. As he very well shouldn’t.
 
   “Are you sick?” the Drone asks. “Have you contracted the After Plague?”
 
   Felix doesn’t answer. Astra thinks of the way his eyes must be dripping ice and sarcasm at the Drone and she’s glad she’s not in his shoes.
 
   “I’m going to have to bring you back with me.” The bastard’s voice gets hard, cold. “After I search this place,” he adds. “It’s standard procedure.”
 
   She can’t hear Felix saying anything, stopping him. What she can hear is steps moving closer to the door. 
 
   When she was in here last night, after Felix had shown her all the buttons, she’d taken off her clothes gingerly. Then water had started spewing at her from all sides, left, right, top, bottom -she’d never felt more panicked in her life.
 
   It was almost worse than falling through the ice, because at least then the cold was numbing her brain slowly, making her feel the pain less and less. While she was in the cubicle, it was the exact opposite. Every sense was crisp and clear, magnified by his nearness outside the door. Every follicle of her skin was hurting, every vein tingling. 
 
   She’d turned the shower on and shut her eyes, letting it run over her skin, teeth gritted. Water getting in her mouth terrifyingly and the hairs were standing out on her chilled, bare skin, as shiver wracked her body. 
 
   She hadn’t felt herself as naked and exposed since the Box. The familiar horror of the Box was washing over her once more. Raw. Real. 
 
   She’d quickly run her hands over her body for a quick rinse, then shut the system down without waiting for the air blowing vent on the wall to completely dry her hair.
 
   By the time she was done, she could taste the sick fear of the Gang Guards on her tongue. 
 
   She’d come out of the cubicle shaking all over, scared to even hear Felix’s steps approaching…
 
   A couple of steps and someone stops right outside the door.
 
   The sound jerks her from her thoughts abruptly.
 
   Stars, she can’t stand this.
 
   Seated on the floor like this right now, knowing that the bastard who tortured her father is on the other side of the door, she almost wishes she was taking another washroom-shower.
 
   It wouldn’t be any less horrifying; but at least it wouldn’t feel as though the cubicle was a mouth opening to devour her.  The darkness is thick above her head, closing like water, and she feels herself going numb all over, everything fading to black. Everything except an urgent need to escape.
 
   Now. 
 
   She looks frantically around, but the little washroom is like a tiny box. Four empty walls, closing in on her. There’s nothing in here she can use as a weapon, just a panel of buttons on the left wall. 
 
   Come on, come on, come on. 
 
   The steps are getting closer. 
 
   Damn it. There’s never been a time when she couldn’t defend herself, when she couldn’t fight back. Well. Except that one time when they stuck her into the Box. She sinks slowly to the damp floor. A stray droplet is sliding on the shiny wall towards the top of her head, but she doesn’t notice.
 
   I’m not going back to the Box. I’m not going back there. I’m not-
 
   The door squeaks, a thin ray of light flooding the tiny opening.
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   Karim looks different.
 
   He’s just as bulky and awkward as he’s always been, toppling over with just a slap on the back, his eyes shining black beneath his thick eyebrows. It’s been only a few days since he last saw him, yet he looks like a stranger. Were his lips always set so firmly together? When he was little, his wide smile used to annoy him. When did it disappear? Sure, he’s been teasing the merc out of him ever since he was accepted at the school, but when has he seen him smile?
 
   When was the last time he, Felix, smiled?
 
   Oh yes. It was the other night, when Astra was rolling down the gallery on that stupid board she found, nearly colliding with every wall and column in sight, screaming at the top of her lungs as though she was a merking champion; that was pretty funny. And the other day, when she… Well. When did he smile before Astra?
 
   Did he smile at all?
 
   And why do Karim’s cheeks look pale beneath his dark skin, his eyes vacant of emotion? He isn’t expecting him to start raving about or laughing his head off like Ast- like a madman. He isn’t expecting him to hug him or look him in the eye. What is it then?
 
   What is so disturbing in the way he takes in the small rooms of the shack, his eyes unseeing, his brain refusing to understand? Was he, Felix, like that when he first came in here?
 
   Karim is still talking. About school, about how the General sent out a search party for him, about how he was declared dead a few hours ago. He’s saying he’s going to ‘inspect’ the place, then take him back.
 
   Then he heads to the washroom’s door, behind which Astra had the presence of mind to hide herself. Would he have done the same in her place? Would he have been able to think that fast? Or would his eyes be filled with the same blank determination to follow orders, follow them exactly and do nothing beyond that, like Karim’s?
 
   Felix, lost in thought, wakes up just as Karim is pushing the door open.
 
   “Have you ever tasted bread?” he asks suddenly.
 
   Karim freezes. He turns around.
 
   “You really are sick,” he says, looking as though he could feel sad about him, but he doesn’t know how.
 
   “It’s like swallowing a piece of thick air. Air you can only breathe in the Indias, down by the sea. Imagine that sliding down your throat to your stomach. Only it doesn’t suffocate you like the air down there does. I’m telling you, this stuff is ingenious. It sort of… fills you up, you know?”
 
   Karim doesn’t look as though he knows. He takes off a pill from the front of his suit and holds it out. “Here,” he says. “I don’t know if this can help, but it might.”
 
   It’s a Health Disc.
 
   Felix grabs it without a second thought and brings it to his mouth. Then he stops. 
 
   ‘Tin soldier,’ Astra’s voice echoes in his head.
 
    His heart is silent in his chest, but if it could, he’s sure it would beat like a drum right now. To put it bluntly, the Disc repulses him. He remembers its plastic, slightly bitter taste -he’s chewed it countless times, without even noticing- and he could get sick just at the thought.
 
   “Dude, what are you doing?” 
 
   He lifts his eyes to Karim’s confused ones. Was that how he looked when Astra woke up after nearly drowning, trying to save their lives, and he was being totally useless? He looks away. “I’m building the Clock for the Perennial,” he says again to Karim.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Apparently the world will end unless I do.” A chill travels down his spine -it’s the first time he’s said the words out loud. Are they even true?
 
   “Just come back,” Karim sighs. “I don’t know what sort of crap that senile old man you admire said to lure you up here, but enough is enough. Please, just… I can’t lose you.”
 
   Felix’s skin breaks into goose bumps. 
 
   ‘I can’t lose you.’ Here’s something Felix has never heard before. Is it possible that Karim is turning into a human being before his very eyes? Was his loss significant enough to shock him into waking up? And if not, then what will be?
 
   Was that what he, Felix, looked like the first time Astra woke up choking from a nightmare? Did that same look come into his eyes the first time he tasted that charred fish Ursa caught for them?
 
   “I have to,” he tells Karim simply. “Without the Clockmaster I wouldn’t be here -I wouldn’t be alive. I owe him that much.” He doesn’t say that Ulysses is dead.
 
   Of course, he could never keep anything from Karim. “You’re hiding something, Fel,” he tells him now, his eyes narrowing. “I’ve always been the one to do crazy stuff -you were so… obedient! This is so unlike you. Breaking the law, skipping school, forgetting about…”
 
   About me, he was going to say.
 
   Instead, he stares at his boots. 
 
   Felix already knows what’s going to happen. “I’m sorry,” he says. “Not everything I knew about the world was the truth. But I’m hoping to change that. I’m staying.”
 
   The tracker in Karim’s ear beeps. His time is done. Felix has almost forgotten how things were at School: the constant beeping in his ear and the ordering around -not that Astra isn’t keeping him on a short leash. But he’s only been in the Arctic for a few days and he’s become a complete stranger to his old life. That’s kind of mind-blowing.
 
   “You’ve lost your comm. chip,” Karim observes.
 
   Felix brings his hand to the hole in his ear. He doesn’t break eye-contact with Karim, but he doesn’t say anything either.
 
   “You have until tomorrow at recess,” Karim says. “And it’s my head on the line, as well as yours.” Felix’s head is already as good as off, they both know that. Maybe that’s why Karim walks to the Pod and opens it, leaving him behind. Maybe that’s why he’ll wait until tomorrow to give him away.
 
   The need to know seizes him. “Why?” he asks abruptly.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You said before that this place wasn’t swarming with soldiers because you hadn’t told anyone. Well, why? Why isn’t the entire detail transporting after you in the Pod?”
 
   Karim shifts his weight from foot to foot. “Why didn’t you report me that first time I transported illegally?”
 
   That was the last thing Felix expected to hear.
 
   “Dude,” he says, “you were four!”
 
   “Which is exactly the age you’re acting right now,” Karim says, folding his arms across his chest.
 
   The urge to punch his smug face overwhelms Felix for the second time. He barely holds himself back.
 
    “Get it together,” Karim tells him, turning his back on him. He’s ready to go. “And don’t be an idiot,” he says before stepping in the Pod. 
 
   In a second, he’s gone.  
 
   Felix just stands there, in the middle of the room. Karim will give him more time than one day, he knows it.  But the Perennial is only a few days away. And the whole world, according to Ulysses, might be a ticking bomb.
 
   Just perfect.
 
   Felix is dragging his feet to the staircase, when he hears a rattling noise coming from the washroom. He freezes for a second, then sprints to the cubicle.
 
    
 
   He finds her on the floor, curled in a corner, her body a little ball of skin and bones. Her eyes are staring straight ahead, huge, bottomless.
 
   He feels his legs give way and he slams to his knees in front of her, trying to catch her gaze. “You all right down there?”
 
   Nothing. She doesn’t even see him. With a sudden jolt of fear, he sees that she’s shaking. He squats down over her. 
 
   “Hey hey hey. Look at me. You’re safe, ok? He’s gone.” Suddenly an image flashes before his eyes: Astra cross-legged on the floor, watching the Fortnight of Terror, her face white, her eyes on fire.
 
   Karim pushing the rod into Steadfast’s throat, flooding his body with enough voltage to fry a small dog. 
 
   “Astra…” his throat closes up. 
 
   He feels tears sting his eyes. His chest is slashed in two.
 
   Her hair is falling in a curtain in front of her face, obscuring her cheeks, half of her mouth. He can’t stand watching her like this. He lifts a finger to brush the strands away, then places them behind her ear, noticing that his hand is trembling slightly.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” he says lamely. He’s never felt so small, so useless.
 
   “I’m not going back there,” Astra murmurs, still not lifting her head. “I’m not going back to the Box.”
 
   “Never,” he says.
 
   Finally she looks at him. Her gaze focuses on his eyes, as though she’s looking for something, and then, taking a deep breath, she visibly pulls herself together, and stands up.
 
   Felix doesn’t take his hand away from her shoulder and stands up with her. He’s still watching her, waiting for her to fall apart. But she doesn’t. Or if she does, she won’t let him see. He remembers Steadfast’s eyes looking into the camera in the PR, fearless, as his body was shattered and his sanity smashed into a million pieces. They grew up together, he thinks for the first time, her father and mine. 
 
   And now look at her.
 
   And look at me.
 
   It’s as if we belong to different species. Do we?
 
   “I want to do something,” Astra says, her voice back to normal. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Of course, what she wants to do requires going outside. Of course it’s crazy. Of c-
 
   A torrent of icicles hits Felix square on the nose, and then proceeds to slide down his tunic, searing his bare chest like fire. As soon as he can breathe again, he whips around, panting from the pain, only to see Astra holding another ball of snow, laughing her head off.
 
   He’s almost happy to see her like this; back in the washroom he didn’t think he’d ever hear that laugh again. But only almost.
 
   “Is this the ‘something’ you wanted to do?” he asks. Instead of an answer, the snowball that was in her hands seconds ago hits him on the left temple and explodes all over his left arm.
 
   “I thought it might be a good idea,” she yells back at him. He’s running after her at full speed. He thought he’d be able to outrun her within seconds, this tiny little excuse of a human, but she keeps dodging, feinting to the right and left, and he’s getting dizzy just trying to follow. “There was something similar in the ‘Fierce Farmers’ game I played, only there they were throwing balls of fire. I thought it would be more interesting with-”
 
   He flings a snowball at her, interrupting her mid-sentence. His snowball barely touches her hair, but it’s enough to make her stop short and turn around. She’s not laughing any more.
 
   “This means war,” she tells him.
 
   “You don’t even know what war means,” he starts to say, but she’s disappeared. Felix looks around him curiously, the bright snow hurting his eyes. There are a few clouds overhead and the sound of distant thunder, but as he looks to the east, there’s nothing but whiteness.
 
   Suddenly he spots something dark from the corner of his eye: Astra.
 
   “What are you doing over there, crazy match girl?”
 
   She doesn’t answer him. She’s busy picking up armfuls of snow and piling them up on top of each other. He begins to walk towards her, but her voice interrupts him. She’s shouting, and her voice carries over the distance, bouncing off the smooth surface of the snow.
 
   “I’m building a fort!” she yells.
 
   Well, that’s the last thing he expected to come out of her mouth. “Did you learn that playing Fools and Farmers?” he yells back.
 
   “Fierce Farmers,” she says. “Are you just going to stand there and get slaughtered?”
 
   There seems to be a second meaning to her words that staggers him for a split second. The next, he’s on his knees, piling up as much snow as he can, at least enough to cover him as he’s crouched there on the ground, and then some. He’s working much faster than Astra, being stronger than her, not to mention bigger, but she had had a head start on him while he had just stood there, gawking at her like an idiot, so she’s done first.
 
   She sends a torrent of rock-hard snowballs to crash wetly on his back before he’s had time to duck, and then her fiery curls disappear behind her ‘fort’.
 
   She thinks she’s so clever, Felix thinks as he stands up in his by now sodden tunic -but he’s so warmed up by running up and down, he’s almost sweating.
 
   He’s a soldier, for timers sake. A tin soldier maybe, but a soldier.
 
   So he picks up a tiny handful of snow and crushes it in his palm until it becomes hard as a bullet. Then he flings it smack in the center of her ‘fort’. It’s as he expected. His snowball tears a hole through it without even breaking. The snow she piled up is fluffy and soft, no good for a ‘fort’. He flings snowballs at it with both hands, gathering it from the ground with a speed that earned him early graduation with honors a year ago -two years ahead of time.
 
   Her ‘fort’ is in shambles within minutes, and, squealing, she runs into the shadow of the fir-trees. Now would be a perfect time to head back to the shack and have some delicious bread. He wouldn’t even mind eating it in Astra’s crazy Christmas room, in front of the fake flames. His stomach gives out a loud rumble, but he tells it to shut up.
 
   Why isn’t he hungry any more?
 
   That is, he is, but there’s something he wants even more than bread. He takes off running after Astra, his boots digging a trail in the thick snow, his chest rising and falling as his elbows slap his sides rhythmically. He overtakes her in twenty strides or so, and tackles her to the ground.
 
   They land on the snow with an ‘oomph’, and he turns so that he falls first, flat on his back, cushioning her body with his own. His arms come around her instinctively, to keep her upright.
 
   And that’s how they end up, the match girl and the soldier, face to face on the snowy bank of a river, their bodies touching from hip to neck, their arms a tangle, their breaths coming in sync, as one.
 
   Felix stops breathing.
 
   His eyes drift closed, his face lifting up of its own volition. Her weight on his chest feels right, as though he’d been hollow before right there, on the spot where her heart beats against his ribcage.
 
   He feels her heart race madly against his own and for a second he thinks it’s finally happened, he’s come alive. He’s human again -her kind of human. The warmth of her skin penetrates the damp cotton of his tunic and his nostrils fill with her scent. 
 
   She turns her head to the side, bracing her hands on the snow, moving to get up. He tightens his grip around her waist.
 
   “Don’t,” he whispers in a hoarse voice. “Why are you hiding from me?”
 
   “You’re always looking at me,” she mutters. 
 
   “Don’t you know, match girl,” he replies, fitting his palm against her cheek. It’s cold and soft, and there’s a light dusting of freckles across the top of her nose. His fingers tremble slightly, scorched just by coming in contact with her skin. “There’s no one in the entire One World like you. Of course I’m looking. I want to figure you out. But so far… all I know is that no other human being has annoyed me as much as you.”
 
   Astra makes a sound that’s half nervous laughter, half whimper.
 
   Felix shuts his eyes and leans upwards. His hands move to cup her neck, bury themselves in her hair. He brings his face close to hers with a force that takes even himself by surprise, a finger moving to tuck a strand of wild, red hair behind her ear. His lips brush against hers and a jolt of electricity runs through him. He opens them, body shaking all over, thinking that he’s survived so many things in his short life, but he’s not going to survive this hunger, this ache, until she’s climbed inside him and promised to never leave.
 
   Only cold air meets his mouth. 
 
   He sits up, taking in huge gulps of air, looking around. The plains are empty as far as the eye can see. Little imprints of footsteps lead to the dark cluster of trees, and he takes after them running, turning around, looking for anything that stands out in the whiteness, but she’s nowhere to be seen.
 
   “Astra?” he yells, starting to sweat. He gets more panicked with every step. 
 
   He reaches the forest’s fringe at a sprint.
 
   His boots slap the ground, his eyes dart around every snow-covered branch, but the silence is deafening. It’s darker here, under the trees, and the cold is seeping to his bones. What if she’s fallen through the ice somewhere? What if she’s gone? “Astra!” he screams, hearing the panic in his voice, hating it. “Ash!” 
 
   He can’t breathe. 
 
   No no no no no.
 
   “Ash!” his voice can hardly be heard now, he’s scraped his throat raw, yet he still keeps screaming her name.
 
   “Did you just call me ‘ash’?” a voice says from the general direction of his boots.
 
   He looks down and she’s there, crouched on the snow, her back against the root of a tree, her chin tucked between her knees. She looks like the illustration of the little match girl, except for the mass of scarlet hair that stands out against the whiteness.
 
   He takes a slow, steadying breath, sliding down to sit cross-legged next to her. There’s a wild look in her eyes and he can’t decide whether she’s angry or scared. Maybe both.
 
   “You scared the merc out of me,” he tells her, still panting. “Why did you run?” His voice catches. 
 
   He knows why she ran. He can’t even look at her. He can’t stop looking at her.
 
   “Ash is all that’s left after a match catches on fire,” she says quietly.
 
   “It’s just the first letters of your name,” he says. “I was in a hurry.”
 
   “What you were in was the middle of committing a crime,” she replies. “We both were.”
 
   “Do you care?” he asks. He’s watching her, trying to understand how she feels. So far he’s more confused than he was when he first saw her, struggling to keep her chin above the icy water.
 
   Her eyes look like they did then.
 
   Determined, full of fight, and ready to die.
 
   “I hate you,” she whispers.
 
   He’s smiling. I hate you back, he tries to say, only his lungs can’t draw in enough air. Their elbows are close, almost touching, but not quite. He feels the warmth of her closeness again, and he’s glad he’s sitting down, because his legs turn to water. His head is light, weightless, but clearer than ever. His insides raw with a new emotion. And it sure as merc isn’t hate.
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   They spend the rest of the day pretty much like every one so far -except for the snowball fight and the Drone showing up and the… other thing that almost happened. 
 
   The evening finds them downstairs, in the Library. Felix has already spent an hour in the 2525 arch, staring at the suspended metal disc that’s supposed to be the Clock. A jungle of cords and buttons lies on the floor next to his folded legs. 
 
   “Do you mind if I draw on the Clock’s disc?” Astra pops her head in the arch and asks him.
 
   “If you could blow it up as well, I’d be grateful,” his disembodied voice replies from somewhere behind the disc.
 
   Astra scoffs. Does he even know what drawing is? She doubts it.
 
   “Fine, I’ll draw the Chairman with a pair of horns on his head, like a goat.”
 
   “Sure, whatever you want,” he says absently.
 
   She laughs out loud. “Hey.” She stands up and walks around the Clock to stand in front of him. “What I’m saying is I can help, if you want,” she says. “Make the surface of the disc a bit more colorful… prettier. Didn’t you say it looked like the ocean once, or like the trees or something?”
 
   He lifts his eyes to her face, looking up at her from where he’s crouched on the floor.
 
   “Can you do that?” he asks, his face going round in surprise.
 
   “Sure,” she shrugs. He licks his lips, as though he’s just realized his mouth was hanging open.
 
   “H… how?”
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
    
 
   She settles down on the other side of the disc, bringing just a pencil from one of the arches. 
 
   In about an hour she gets up again and drags over whatever paints and brushes she can find in the other arches. The soldier hardly stirs, invisible on his side of the Clock.
 
   Astra starts sketching, concentrating on the shapes and colors first. Then she’ll add details. 
 
   She’s never worked with chemical paint like this. It was the Rebels who first taught her how to paint, bringing her crushed flower petals and charcoal from the campfires. When she was little they used to draw battle scenes on the walls of a cave in order to teach her about the Old Times and the Old Wars and the Colonies’ history -the true history of the world, not the Revision version of it.
 
   As she grew up, she’d paint for her father, little gifts to take with him when he left. Then, in the Settlements, she’d draw to save her sanity.
 
   But this… She’s never been able to paint with such freedom, or so many supplies.
 
   Felix stays in the Clock arch too, whenever he’s not running out to the Pantry to pop another box of ready-to-bake bread on the heater and then stuff it in his mouth, making moaning noises of pleasure. He busies himself with the back of the floating disc, tangling the cables more than they already are, electrocuting himself once or twice, and trying in vain to restart a broken piece of PR that seems to be inexplicably installed in the middle section of the Clock.
 
   They don’t speak for hours. They just keep working in comfortable silence -or mostly comfortable.
 
   Felix is sprawled on the floor opposite from her, only his long legs visible below the round disc as the Clock floats between them, suspended by a magnetic field, and they’re working on either side of it deep in concentration. At least Felix is. 
 
   Astra isn’t that deep in concentration. Her brush dips in the paint and flies across the surface of the Clock, while her mind keeps working, thinking itself crazy.
 
   It’s just as well that she can’t see his face, she thinks. Not that she’ll ever forget that hungry look in his blue eyes as they stared up at her, or how his arms had felt around her, strong and safe and warm in spite of the snow. 
 
   Today was weird. She hasn’t felt so happy or so scared in her life.
 
   I hate you, she told him.
 
   She needed to get as far away from him as possible, that much was true. When she fell on top of him, and his arms came round her, protecting her body from the piercing chill of the snow, it was like an iron manacle was clenching her heart.
 
   That ugly fear rose up within her, the same one she’d been felt every minute in the Box. She’d almost lifted a hand to hit him, her mind screaming at her to escape, to fight him before he tore her shirt and forced his foul-smelling mouth on her bare skin.
 
   Then he’d lifted his face to hers, and his eyes had drifted shut as a fierce blush swept from his ears all the way to his cheeks. She’d snapped from the waking nightmare.
 
   This was no guard. She wasn’t in the Box any more, but underneath the bare sky, snow crunching beneath her boots, the wind swirling with the smell of pine needles all around her. The soldier’s hard body was shaking beneath hers, but she wasn’t frightened, not really. Nor was she disgusted. 
 
   She’s not sure she likes that, feeling safe with the soldier. She generally prefers to be on her toes, trusting no one, never letting her guard down for a second. Does he know his lips wouldn’t have been the first to touch hers? Has he got any idea of what’s been done to her, what’s going on in the world around him? Probably not.  
 
   But she doesn’t really hate him -maybe she never did, not even when she thought he was a Drone. All she knows is that she’ll have to make some really tough decisions.
 
   She sketches the snowflakes on the part of the Clock that looks like wood, and then starts to paint them, icy blue and white and translucent yellow where the sunlight comes through. It’s always come natural to her, separating the colors of any object in her mind, and replicating it with paint afterwards. The women at the Settlement used to ask her to draw their faces on paper, or landscapes of places they could never hope to visit. She’d stay up late into the night to finish them, her ten-year-old fingers scribbling furiously onto any smooth surface they could find. 
 
   She drew the snowy peaks, the flowers, the canopy of stars that were the only roof of the Rebel camp.
 
   Of course she wasn’t allowed to talk to anyone about the camp on the mountains, least of all the workers. All they knew were produce aisles, dirt and artificially lit rooms.
 
   But for her, the only times she’d felt happy there were when she could snatch a moment away from work and paint. The only times when it didn’t feel like missing the mountains and her father was going to break her.
 
   Now she’s not sure how she feels. She feels happy and elated and nervous and scared all at once. It’s because of Felix, of course.
 
   As they walked back from the forest, all sweaty and freezing, she couldn’t keep her eyes off the wisps of saturated hair that brushed the back of his neck; the way his cotton pants stretched on his thigh with every step; the chiseled lines of his cheekbones, the contours of that gorgeous face; the brilliant blue of his gaze every time he’d turn around to make sure she was following. 
 
   She finishes the snowflakes and plunges a delicate brush into the can with the brilliant red paint, which smells of chemicals and timer dust.
 
   “Felix?” she says before she realizes what she’s doing. He’s on his feet in a second, walking around the Clock to stand next to her, waiting.
 
   “Everything all right?” he asks when it becomes obvious that she’s swallowed her tongue.
 
   “That… the book with the tin soldier,” she says. “What color was it? I can’t remember.”
 
   His eyes crinkle at the edges. He’s thinking she can’t read, she’ll bet. He’s thinking she’s just a stupid girl who can only light matches and stare at Christmas trees for hours. Astra is furious at herself for caring. What’s come over her suddenly? She was the one who always thought of him as a ‘tin soldier’ and a ‘Drone’. He was the stupid one. 
 
   “I think it was green,” Felix just says. “No, don’t get up, I’ll get it.”
 
   His steps recede in the arcade and Astra stretches her legs and cramped fingers. When he comes back, she finds the page with the sketch of the ballerina and copies it on the center of the Clock, right where the Clock’s hands will meet. Then she draws a one-legged soldier with the face of her father.
 
   Is this what the ballerina and the tin soldier died for? A few feverish moments of bodies touching, skin meeting, eyes locking? What she’s feeling doesn’t look like the love the story was talking about: it’s more like the plague, more like a sickness. Her whole body aches whenever he’s near. Her mouth gets dry. Her eyes can’t stop staring at his hands as they work quickly, at his fingers that are smudged with oil, at the burn marks on his palms.
 
   “Can I paint these as well?” she asks, tilting her head and leaning to the side so that she can see his face. She goes to the wall on her left, and tries to lift one of the two huge, hollow metallic beams that are leaning against it. She pushes with all her might, but it won’t budge.
 
   These must be the hands of the Clock -she watched a Vis of a collection of clips from previous Perennials with Felix the other day, trying to get a general idea of how a Clock works. They watched Ulysses in his black robe parting the curtains dramatically to reveal a square frame where mechanical birds chirped the new year in; they heard the crowds gasp as another Clock, round like this one, caught on fire over their heads; they watched a ceremony which was made to look like it was taking place underwater with huge screens projecting the movement of light as it’s filtered down in the ocean, the Clock a tangle of seaweed and fish. They got the general idea that it’s supposed to count the time until the new year starts, and then go out in some spectacular way, so that the celebrations can begin. They understood that there have to be twelve numbers on it, or indications of numbers, and at least two hands -these Ulysses had already started on this year’s Clock, but they’re not attached. 
 
   They understood nothing else.
 
   “I don’t know, can you?” Felix smiles cheekily.
 
   “I can,” she replies dryly, “but I don’t see if there’s a point if you can’t hang them up and make them work like birds or leaves or something.”
 
   Felix’s head disappears behind the Clock. “Just keep at it,” he says, and his voice sounds strained.
 
   “Thank you, Astra, for helping me,” Astra says. 
 
   “Thank you, Felix, for saving my life,” Felix says behind the disc. 
 
   “Haven’t I thanked you for that like, a thousand times already?” she replies, absently. She hasn’t thanked him with words, she knows that. But she’s done it in so many other ways.
 
   She’ll miss this, she realizes. Being able to talk with him like this, as equals. She’ll miss it when they leave the ice shack. She’ll miss the Library of Truth, she’ll miss the meals that fill her belly, she’ll miss the smell of the snow. She’ll miss him. 
 
   Oh.
 
   Maybe that’s why, in the tin soldier story, the ballerina decided that she’d rather be thrown into the furnace with the tin soldier rather than live without him. Ugh. It sounds so stupid when you put it like this. Stupid, but also not stupid.
 
   “You have,” Felix says in his serious voice. “And you’re welcome. Now shut the merc up and get to work. I’m trying to concentrate.”
 
   “Are you getting anywhere?”
 
   “Yep. Straight to Mercury.”
 
   Right. She finishes the ballerina and the soldier with her father’s face, and then she starts drawing the Library of Truth. She tries to make it more of a fluid thing, full of colors and symmetrical half-circles that are supposed to be the arches, the light blue fluorescent tint of the lights a soft halo around them. Then she adds the shape of the lit-up tree, the flames, the books. But nothing is perfectly clear-cut, so that guests, looking at it from below, won’t be able to see all the crimes that are depicted: Steadfast, the books, love, happiness. 
 
   Then she tries to pick up the first Clock-hand, but it’s too heavy. Without a word, Felix gets up again and hauls it easily in front of her, using just one hand. He towers beside her, filling the air with his proximity, and she bends down, hoping he’ll get back to his seat on the floor quickly. But he doesn’t. He takes one look at the disc, and stops short.
 
   “You… wow,” is all he says.
 
   “Shut up, I’m trying to concentrate,” she mimics his own words, shooing him away with her hand, but as soon as he hides behind the Clock again, she lets a smile spread across her face.
 
   She paints the hands of the Clock into matches. Burnt, dark brown, almost black. The hands are massive and she has to draw all around them, too, all four sides, so by the time she’s done she feels so tired her bones hurt. 
 
   She straightens, feeling her muscles stretch painfully. But for once this is a good kind of pain. She’s created something, that’s why her body hurts. It’s not the kind of pain that comes from being sad or hunted or alone. 
 
   “Of course,” Felix’s voice says quietly over her head. When did he get up? “I should have known.”
 
   He keeps looking down at the match-like clock hands, brushing the hair away from his eyes. 
 
   “Is it a bad thing?” she asks, suddenly uncertain -after all a pair of burnt wood matches isn’t that aesthetically pleasing. In fact, it’s just plain ugly. Just as she meant it to be.
 
   “It’s a perfect thing,” Felix says and his voice goes soft, as though he’s talking to himself. “I’ve made some progress, too,” he adds. “I’ll show you tomorrow, though. Right now you look beat.”
 
   He slides an arm around her shoulders and she’s too tired to draw away. His warmth envelopes her -she had no idea how cold she’d gotten, in spite of the heated walls down here. She’s been working in the same position for so many hours, that’s the problem. Immediately she’s wide awake. Her arms break out in goose bumps and a shiver travels down her spine. Thinking she’s cold, Felix pulls her closer.
 
   She lets him support her weight. It doesn’t matter this once. She’s never wanted to sleep so much in her life.
 
   “Easy there, match girl,” Felix says, measuring his long strides so that they can walk at the same pace. “I’ll feed you in a second, no need to bite my arm off.”
 
   Astra’s mouth takes a while to recover from the hugest yawn in the universe. As soon as it does, weariness floods her limbs so suddenly that she almost falls flat on her face. 
 
   Felix catches her, laughing. “Or do that.”
 
   “I’m not stupid,” Astra tells him, looking up into his eyes. No, that wasn’t what she meant to say. What was it? Her brain is all fuzzy.
 
   Felix freezes. His face takes on a wild, angry look. “Don’t you ever say that about yourself again, ever,” he says, his voice a low rumble. “Understood? Besides, I’m the brainless Drone, remember?”
 
   “I meant to ask you to show me how to paint the numbers of the next year, ‘twenty f…’?”
 
   “Twenty-five twenty-five.” Felix’s voice sounds hoarse for some reason.
 
   “That one. It’s supposed to be on there as well, right? I forgot.”
 
   “It’s ok, we’ll do it tomorrow,” Felix says.
 
   They eat before they go to sleep, because they forgot to do it all day. Felix stuffs his face with bread, but Astra rummages in the shelves until she finds a box colorful enough. It has a picture of a huge square thing on it; it looks red and yellow and golden, with gooey stuff dripping from the sides. She heats it up and it doesn’t turn out like the picture, it gets pale and small, plus when she puts it in her mouth, her tongue is burned.
 
   Then this happens:
 
   “Ow ow ow o wow.”
 
   “Ba bou obay?” Felix asks around a mouthful of bread, looking panicked.
 
   “Fine,” Astra says, swallowing. It’s so good she feels her eyes sting. “This is… like eating the sun. Why do you think they won’t let us taste these things?”
 
   “Let me see that.” Felix picks up the box she’s discarded. “Lasagna,” he reads. “It’s supposed to be better this way, with the pills. Less expenses, less time wasted…”
 
   “Less heartbeats,” Astra adds. For once, she’s not mocking him.
 
   Felix nods, picking up a bite from her plate. His eyes drift shut as he begins to chew. Then he groans with pleasure. Astra, watching him, hides a smile.
 
   “I’m thinking all these ‘better’ things they give us are crap,” he says. “Were crap. I’m not taking them any more. Thanks to you.”
 
   “It’s almost like everyone woke up one day and decided that it’s ok never to feel pleasure again,” Astra says. “I mean, people used to actually eat this stuff. They used to make it with their own hands, from things they picked up from the ground, right? And now it’s become… I don’t know, doesn’t it feel like we’re committing a crime just by eating it?”
 
   “It’s a crime simply being in the same room with you,” Felix says. He doesn’t put any more food in his mouth. He just sits there, staring at her, the sadness of the entire world in those blue blue eyes.
 
   “It’s a crime reading these books every night,” she says.
 
   “Running away from school. Turning my ear-comm. off. Touching your hand.”
 
   He does. Touch her hand, that is.
 
   “Teaching me to write the numbers of the year,” Astra says, her voice trembling.
 
   “Kissing you,” he says, but he doesn’t do it.
 
   His eyes look straight into hers, not even blinking. She feels her cheeks catch on fire.
 
   “Are you up for one last crime before sleep?” she asks him, a moment later, pulling her hand free. He lets her go, after resisting for a second.
 
   “I don’t think we’re even allowed to sleep,” he says, clearing his throat.
 
   “Really? Because when I met you, you were sleeping with your eyes open.” She expects him to laugh, but he doesn’t. Instead he hangs his head as though he’s mourning something lost that he can’t ever get back.
 
   “Name your crime, match girl,” he says.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   twelve
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   match girl
 
    
 
   They need to go into the ‘Games’ arch for her crime. She’s really cold tonight, for some reason, so of course they stop in the Christmas room for a bit. Felix leans his tall frame against the wall while she rummages through a big trunk filled with ornaments and trinkets until she finds a black and pink checkered blanket to wrap herself in. 
 
   She stops to look around, taking it all in; the cluster of little red candles shaped like tall, pointy hats on the top shelf; the lights hanging in loops all over the bookshelves; the armchair in the corner, where she sat when Felix read her the first story, about the girl with the matches. She sinks her stockinged feet into the warm softness of the carpet, and her eyes travel over the books, the tree, the bird-clocks on the wall.
 
   The first time she walked in here, on the day they discovered the trap door on the shack’s floor, the arch took her breath away. Then a sharp pain had nestled in her chest. Her heart had broken at the mere sight of its warmth, its beauty. It was like coming home.
 
   It reminded her of the days she’d spent in the Rebel camp during her childhood. They were few and far apart, but they still echo of happiness and safety and warmth in her heart. 
 
   Of course, she was surrounded by real trees back then. She can still hear the sound of bubbling river water in her ears, feel the soft grass under her shoes, see the huge rocks towering above her, in the little camp hidden somewhere in the southern Alps. 
 
   It couldn’t be more different in here. Everything in this room is artificial, the product of timer civilization; lost, forgotten stuff. 
 
   Still, it makes her feel like she’s home. As though all those people who once read these books and sat on the armchair and padded on the carpet have steeped it in their humanness. As though she can grasp a glimpse of the world they used to live in, and love and laugh and have fun -all the forbidden things.   
 
   Or maybe it’s the fake fire.
 
   They used to light a lot of fires back at the camp, in order to stay warm. They had natural, wooden matches too -that’s where she learned to use them. The gas-filled ones stored in the Shack don’t last long away from civilization. Felix may laugh at her all he wants, but the sight of the dancing flames on the small screen reminds her of her father.
 
   She can almost smell the embers that used to land close to her shoes, singeing her knee. She didn’t mind. Once -she was very little, she barely remembers it- she kept staring at the glowing orange flames with fascination, not moving, until a tall man with a ticklish stubble grabbed her by the shoulders and started slapping at her pants. They’d caught on fire. He put it out and hoisted her on his shoulders, her legs dangling on his chest. Then he took off in the direction of the stream. They stayed there, fishing, until dark.
 
   She thinks she remembers the other men telling him to stay and rest, but he answered that ‘he had to teach his little girl a few things.’
 
   Astra was hardly bigger than a baby. She can still remember how it had felt, being suddenly lifted so high she could almost touch the sky. 
 
   She was looking down on the others from her perch on the man’s shoulders, chewing her thumb. A woman was sewing a patchwork blanket for her in the corner, humming a quiet melody. When night fell, they’d all sat around the fire and made up timer jokes. She can’t remember a single word they said. She used to fall asleep next to the man with the broad shoulders, and wake up in the cold morning, strong arms carrying her to the cart that would take her back to the Women’s Settlement. His eyes were wet every time he put her on the Terrestrial train.
 
   That’s the earliest memory she has of her father. 
 
   “I’m going to miss this,” she murmurs.
 
   “Hey,” Felix says sharply, closing the distance between them in one stride. He brings her face close to his with a finger under her chin. “You’re not going anywhere, Ash.”
 
   His face has taken on that scared look again, like it was when she ran away this morning and he screamed her name, wrenching at her insides until she couldn’t run any more and had to sit still and let him find her.
 
   “Ok?” he insists, not letting her go, waiting for an answer.
 
   She shrugs. “I’ll be gone before your friend the Drone comes back.”
 
   “He won’t come back for some time,” he says. “He doesn’t want to get me killed, so no matter what he said, he’ll keep my secret; I know him.”
 
   “He didn’t have a problem getting other people killed.” 
 
   Felix looks at her, speechless. He starts to mumble something about being so merking sorry, but she doesn’t let him finish. 
 
   “Thank you for not letting him find me.”
 
   “Finally, she thanks me,” he says. “Now say you won’t leave me here alone. You promised to save me, didn’t you?”
 
   “And you promised to commit another crime with me,” she says.
 
   He turns to walk on, not pressing her; there’s no need. They both know once she promises to do something, she’ll come through. Even if it kills her. But let’s not be dramatic.
 
    
 
    
 
   In the Games arch, Astra hobbles over to the PR with the letters buttons and turns it on. Felix looks as though all the colorful timer stuff is hurting his eyes. He’ll get over it.
 
   Astra presses her palm on the screen, drawing the blanket close about her shoulders, and flips her finger until she’s found what she was looking for.
 
   “Can you type something in?” she asks Felix.
 
   “How did you learn to use this thing?” Felix says, furrowing his eyebrows. 
 
   It’s true, they don’t have PRs in the Islands. Women are pretty much barred from using them, if not by law, then by circumstance. The only screens they have in the Settlements are non-interactive ones, they activate by themselves every time the Chairman or someone else from the Counsil Board has an ‘instructive’ announcement to make. Like the Fortnight of Terror.
 
   “My father used to take me with him to the Rebel camp,” she replies. “Ever since I was two, as often as he could smuggle me out of the Workhouse Settlements, he’d take me to the mountains, to the Resistance -that’s what they called their Headquarters. They lived there.”
 
   “They? Where are they now?” Felix asks her.
 
   They just look at each other for a second, silently saying things they don’t know the words for. They’re crossing another line.
 
   They won’t be able to uncross it.
 
   Astra knows what he’s asking her, really. It would have been unthinkable a few days ago, what they’re discussing; it would have been earth-shattering. But now, it feels as though it’s already taken them too long to get to the point.
 
   “Supposedly dead,” Astra says. “All of them.”
 
   “Supposedly?” Felix cocks an eyebrow.
 
   She shrugs. “As far as I know, my father never cracked under pressure. He didn’t give the Rebels away, so I don’t know how they could have found them. But I was in the Box all this time, and then here, so I haven’t heard from them since… since. I know the Camp’s coordinates. Or at least the coordinates of the last place it was. Someone might still be keeping an eye out, in case I need to get to them, but I don’t know… Anyway, you can’t transfer there directly. You’ll have to break it down to at least five intermediate destinations -maybe more. And one of these will have to be Intergalactic.”
 
   Felix is nodding. Then his eyes get all shiny and he turns his face away. “You… you’d trust me with that?” he whispers.
 
   “You’ve woken up,” she tells him. “There’s no turning back from what you know.” She waits for him to say something, but he doesn’t. “Will you type something now?”
 
   “Anything you want.”
 
   Well, that’s the problem. What does she want?
 
   “Song,” she says finally. “Just type in ‘song’.”
 
   His hands move across the buttons -keyboard he calls it- like lightning. “There’s like a million categories here, what should I…? Oh, wait.” He presses a finger on the screen. “It says ‘Christmas songs’ here. Try not to go too crazy.”
 
   Astra is already clapping her hands together, the blanket sliding to the floor unnoticed. Felix sighs, but his lips are curling around a half-smile. He turns the volume up.
 
    
 
   At first, Felix just stands there, rigidly, unmoving, while the rhythm of a happy song about horses and… bells? washes over him. His eyes look confused, then they narrow as though his head has started to hurt.
 
   Tired of waiting for any reaction from him, Astra closes her eyes and lets the sound flood her. A woman’s voice is singing, sounding young and fresh, even though her pronunciation is definitely timer. 
 
   Then Astra starts to dance.
 
   She has no idea that’s what she’s doing, of course. She just lets her body sway along to the melody, allowing the song’s emotions to fill her, bobbing her head to the rhythm.
 
   “Come on!” she yells to Felix, over the voice of the singer, who is saying something about ‘something bells, something bells, something all the way’. The ‘something’ is a word she doesn’t recognize. “Don’t you feel it?”
 
   “The screws in your head coming loose? I’m beginning to,” he says.
 
   “Oh, for mars’ sake.”
 
   She swipes her hand across the screen and another song starts. This melody is calmer, so she stands still, letting it travel across her skin like clear water, half closing her eyes to take in the baritone of the man’s voice.
 
   What is happening in Felix’s head right now? she wonders. Is he confused? Does he understand how incredible what they are listening to is? The fact that they even can listen to it?
 
   Astra didn’t know people used to have songs to hear on demand; she found them by chance yesterday when she was in here, looking for something to do. She couldn’t believe that something like the little melodies the Settlements women murmur in secret to while away the long hours of washing and weaving and working used to be recorded and listened to over and over again. She pressed her palm on the screen and a sea of different songs and melodies appeared before her eyes. She scrolled the screen down and there were more songs. She kept scrolling for more than half an hour and the music titles never stopped.
 
   She couldn’t read them, of course. She pressed one or two randomly and it took a moment to register that the sound she was hearing was, indeed, music. It sounded nothing like the wordless songs the Workers wove during the long hours of labor, or the steady beat that sometimes rang through the Rebel camp at dinnertime, the sound of fingers tapping on a goatskin tambourine. These songs were complex and loud and heart-wrenching. She left it alone after listening to a couple. She’d come back with Felix later.
 
   “He’s saying something,” Felix says now. His voice sounds all choked up, and Astra smiles. It got to him, too. “Why can’t we see him?”
 
   “Because it’s music,” she whispers. “Just sound.”
 
   So they just stand there, listening. The voice, which belongs to a famous singer of about a hundred years ago, whose name is long forgotten, keeps singing about a silent night, holy night.
 
   They listen through to the end.
 
   “Where is this world?” Felix asks after it ends. “‘All is calm, all is bright’? What planet is this?”
 
   “I think it doesn’t exist any more,” Astra says. “If it ever did. But I also think it exists within me. Or it could, maybe. I think we can find it again.”
 
   “And who is this ‘mother and child’?”
 
   By the look on his face, he knows it’s pointless to ask her all these questions, but he can’t help himself. The urge to know has seized him and he can’t wait until he uncovers every truth that ever existed.
 
   “How should I know?” she says. “Maybe it’s from the Christmas story you read the other day. That girl on the horse who had a baby in a shack, and then the baby became a king who saved the world by dying on a cross.”
 
   “It was a donkey,” Felix corrects her absently.
 
   “Who cares?”
 
   “I care,” he answers, stubbornly. “We’re supposed to be learning the truth, right? Now the soldier and the snowflake queen or whatever, they were all good, but the book said this particular story was true. Is true. So if that baby grew up to be a man who saved the world, why isn’t the world saved by now? And how did he do it? Can… can it be done again? And by whom?”
 
   “Are you interested?” Astra asks him, half-mocking, half-serious.
 
   “In creating a world where my match girl can read like any man? Where she’s not hunted like a Felon? Where thirteen-year-old boys aren’t forced to taser perfectly decent men? Yeah, merc I’m interested in that.”
 
   She didn’t expect the vehemence of his answer. Nor did she expect to be called ‘his match girl’. She doesn’t know what to do with either piece of information.
 
   “Can we listen to one more?” she asks, not knowing what else to say.
 
   He nods, motioning her towards the screen.
 
   She doesn’t want to ask him what the words mean, so she picks the next one. It, too, is about a night. Turns out that Christmas used to happen during the night, or something like that. There’s more stars and snowflakes in this song as well, and then, suddenly, this: 
 
   The title doesn’t explain much. ‘Holy Night’.
 
   But then the words start. 
 
   The song talks of night and stars and of chains that shall be broken. A deep, female voice sings that the slave is a brother; it trembles as it belts out that oppression will one day cease. ‘In his name,’ the song says.
 
   A chill runs down Astra’s spine, she doesn’t know why. She looks over to Felix. His face has turned pale.
 
   Is that why the story in the thick black book was called the Christmas story? The Christmas story? As in, it used to be all about him?
 
   “Pick something else, something that isn’t about Christmas,” she tells Felix. “It’s started to make my brain hurt. One more, please please please?”
 
   “It’s like being with a two-year-old,” Felix mutters, but he steps close to the screen and searches until he finds something he likes. “Ok, last one. This says ‘classic rock’. Hopefully it will start flinging rocks at us and then you’ll be satisfied.”
 
   It doesn’t throw stones at them.
 
   It throws a song that has gunshots in the background, or what sounds like gunshots, in a steady rhythm, and a low, sad voice of a boy crooning the words of the title ‘I wanna hold your hand.’
 
   Astra feels her cheeks go red. 
 
   Felix won’t stop looking at her.
 
   I think you’ll understand, the song says. They understand all right. They both sort of wish they didn’t. And they’re sort of glad they do.
 
   When the last sound of the song dies, Astra walks out of the arch, heading for the stairs. She feels as though she’s left a limb behind, in that room where the walls are soaked in music and strange and wonderful words. 
 
   “Do you think the world needs to be saved?” Felix asks her out of the blue, as soon as she has one foot up the first step.
 
   “Of course it does,” she replies, not turning to look at him. “I’m not sure it deserves to be saved though. Or that it can.”
 
   “Yeah, but the baby who was born to save the world?” he insists. She just climbs the stairs, not speaking. “Don’t you wish something like that would happen right now?”
 
   “There wouldn’t be enough time,” she says, half-smiling. The stairs are so many tonight. She has to stop to catch her breath. Felix is silent behind her, lost in his thoughts. For once he doesn’t press her to continue.
 
   “I don’t mean for the baby to be born right now,” he says, placing his hand at the small of her back gently, to support her. “I mean for someone to appear out of nowhere and save the world from all its wrongs. Goodwill and peace and all of that.”
 
   “We’re not at war,” Astra says quietly. 
 
   “Aren’t we?” Felix says. He sounds as though he’s drowning again. “Then why did a sniper kill my grandfa- Ulysses? What were you doing in that hole in the ice? And what is this on your arm?” He runs his finger across the scar that’s left from the wound of her torn-out tracker and she stumbles. Felix rights her.
 
   “Anyway, the man you’re talking about, the baby in the stable, he didn’t appear out of nowhere, if I remember it right,” she says quickly. “And they killed him in the end. Much of a savior he turned out to be.”
 
   “They didn’t kill him,” Felix says. “He let them kill him. He sacrificed himself so that the world should be saved.” They’ve reached the landing, and he turns on the heater, handing her his Hydro jacket. “I’m starting to think that he died for something much more subtle than the world’s wrongs.”
 
   “Oh?” Astra asks, plopping on the floor, her eyes drooping with sleep. “And what’s that?”
 
   Felix doesn’t answer immediately. He busies himself with the heater, although it’s really simple now that they’ve got it going -it’s just a button to turn it on, no match necessary- and settles on the floor next to her. They still sleep on the floor, next to each other, like that first day they almost died, in spite of the existence of a bed. 
 
   He’s gazing out the window. She opened the shutters before they went to sleep, and for once, he didn’t rush to the panel to put them up again. He’s got a weird expression on his face. The smell of baked bread is still wafting from downstairs.
 
   “I hardly know,” he says finally, avoiding her gaze. “It does seem as though something bad has to die in order for something good to begin in its place, do you know what I’m saying?”
 
   “Do you even know what you’re saying? That’s what sacrifice means, after all. Killing yourself, not actually, but sort of… destroying yourself so that you can destroy the bad thing along with you.”
 
   Felix’s eyes turn huge. “That’s it! That’s just it,” he exclaims.
 
   “What is?” Astra asks.
 
   By the time he answers her, she’s almost fallen asleep. His answer seems to come from far away, but as soon as she realizes what he’s said she starts shivering although it’s toasty warm in here. Her eyes fly open.
 
   “Love,” is what he said.
 
    
 
   Astra sleeps for about two hours. Then she gets up and takes off Felix’s Hydro jacket, draping it across the couch as she had that first day she peeled it off his freezing arms, when it was killing him. She crawls downstairs, careful not to make a sound. She heads for the Clock arch.
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   He wakes up with a start. 
 
   Right away, he can tell there’s something different in the air around him. He feels chilled, even though the heater is soundlessly ablaze as always. The walls look bare -they were bare before, but now they look… empty. Ugly. The space is closing in on him, the shutters are sucking in his air.
 
   He stands up quickly, striding to the windows, pushing the button to open them. Cold air rushes in, ruffles his hair, slides through his nostrils. Is this how Astra felt whenever she told him she hated closed spaces?
 
   Astra.
 
   He whirls around. She isn’t there. She must have started on the Clock already. Felix doesn’t know why, but he feels an urgency to hurry down the stairs with no boots on, to run through the white floors with his bare feet slapping the cool floor, his heart in his mouth. 
 
   He’s got a bad feeling.
 
   He already knows what he’ll find by the time he reaches the Clock’s arch: nothing. He runs back upstairs, out the green door, his legs sinking knee-deep in the snow. He screams her name, he runs to the trees and back, the soles of his feet turning numb with cold. 
 
   He feels it somehow, he felt it from the moment he opened his eyes. Maybe he felt it even before, while he was sleeping. 
 
   It was already there, an ugly, living thing, threatening to swallow him alive. 
 
   Her absence.
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   Felix doesn’t know what to do. He doesn’t know who he is any more, without her.
 
   Why did she leave him after… after everything they’ve been through together? How could she? Didn’t she feel safe? Did he hurt her in some way? Does she hate him?
 
    
 
   This time he doesn’t scream her name. He doesn’t kick the snow, doesn’t curse aloud. He barely has the energy to drag himself back to the shack.
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   He doesn’t do anything for a while.
 
   When he wakes up from the daze of feeling lost, he finds himself in the room with his name carved underneath the white arch. He doesn’t care any more, he might as well watch the Vis the old man had prepared for him, or whatever will pop up on the PR once he turns it on.
 
   ‘So, Felix, my dear boy, you’ve mustered up the courage, have you?’ Ulysses’ eyes twinkle down at him from the screen.
 
   Felix wants to scream.
 
   He doesn’t have the energy even for that.
 
   ‘I bet you’re dying to know why this Clock I dragged you here to fix is so important, am I right? I hope with all my heart, my boy, that you’re watching this in the year 2525, and not the one before it. I hope that by the time this Vis finds its way to your eyes, I have fulfilled my son Christopher’s work, and have died at the hands of the traitors who call themselves our government.’
 
   “Oh, come on!” Felix bursts out, exasperated. “Not Steadfast again!”
 
   ‘Don’t think for a moment that his life was wasted. It’s just that there’s a second part to what he planned to do, and that absolutely required my help. You see, I know everything.’ Ulysses stops to take a breath.
 
   Get to the point, old man, Felix thinks. Why in mars do you think I’m your hope?
 
   ‘You know everything by now, of course, about my two sons and how they grew up together and ended up apart. If you don’t, this might not make much sense. I’ll wait here until you go and have a look in their department.’
 
   The old man winks, he actually winks at Felix, and then he stops talking, looking straight into the camera as though he’s waiting for Felix to get up and go look up the ‘two sons’ right then and there. Exasperated, Felix leans forward and passes a finger on the screen, fast-forwarding the Vis, until he can see the old man’s mouth moving again.
 
   ‘Right,’ Ulysses says, laughing. ‘History lesson, young man. In 2508, when you were a baby, the Revision happened. Pills, Schools, Engineering, Nanos, Elimination Office, the lot. That was when Chairman Kun was elected -he was the one who instated the Revision. Of course you know all this. What you don’t know is that long before the Revision was the Second Enlightenment. Now that was what supposedly put an end to the Big Wars and rebuilt the world into what we now inhabit -if a bit unhappily, at least safely. Or so they tell us.’
 
   Bored out of his mind, Felix gets up to pause it.
 
   What a load of crap, he’d say to Astra if she was here.
 
   ‘Shut up, I’m trying to concentrate.’
 
   He can almost hear her voice, next to him, irritating as always. Damn. Why is his throat hurting suddenly? He wipes an angry hand across his eyes.
 
   ‘…completely disappeared,’ Ulysses is saying. ‘That was their first, grave mistake. That was their first serious miscalculation. Because without it, everything started slowly falling apart.’
 
   Felix rewinds it.
 
   ‘Soon enough, nobody needed to sleep or rest or eat. The Second Enlightenment with the tremendous leaps it brought nano-biology and technology, freed up hours within every day of an average man’s life. Transportation took only a matter of seconds; soon enough, people didn’t have to waste time getting married, making babies, building houses, choosing a job. It was all in the hands of the Enlightenment Counsil -the ES. And that’s how time completely disappeared.’
 
   Felix sits up.
 
   Time?
 
   Is this what it’s all about?
 
   ‘That was their first, grave mistake. That was their first serious miscalculation. Because without it, everything started slowly falling apart. They had intended to eliminate the human race’s ‘weaknesses’, as they called them, and they did. But now, what to do with an entire civilization that was healthy, awake and unoccupied? The Colonies were in the first stages of establishment back then, and so the Planets required a lot of mechanics, nano-engineers and other personnel. Many were absorbed there. And down here on little Earth, long before Project Ares, the Elimination System was born.’
 
   Ulysses bends down close to the screen, so that his blue eyes and thick, bushy eyebrows fill it entirely. Felix pauses the screen. Where has he heard those words before?
 
   Project Ares.
 
   It was scribbled in one of the journals he and Astra read seated on the ice, next to Ursa’s hole. What on mars is it?
 
   Will he ever get the answers he needs? Time is running out. He starts the Vis again.
 
   ‘You do know by now what the ES is, don’t you?’ Ulysses says, his eyes looking straight into his own. ‘They basically decide who will live and who will die. The Box and the other prison camps are all for show. The ES rids the world of the defective, the different, the unnecessary. Keeps things clean and manageable. Peace above all, remember.’
 
   Felix is beginning to feel sick. His skin is clammy, his breath coming short.
 
   ‘And then the Chairman was elected. At that point there was a bit of unrest brewing in the Colonies -newly formed, but independent-, so the Counsil decided they needed a single person for the One World to focus their allegiance on. He established the Perennial. It will help us keep track of the time, he said. Count the years. It will tie us to our ancestors. It will keep the peace.’ Ulysses leans down again, only this time his lips are the only thing visible. He whispers the next word.
 
   ‘Lies,’ he says, the final ‘s’ echoing in the sudden silence -Felix is holding his breath.
 
    
 
    
 
   He walks out of the arch that’s named after him four hours later. He has a crick in his neck, his legs are stiff and his heart in shreds. His stomach hurts with hunger and with what he found out, but he doesn’t once think about food. He walks to the stairs and climbs upstairs to the shack. Then he sits in front of the PR and records a message of his own.
 
   The message is simple and to the point.
 
   ‘Memorandum to the sixty seventh junior division of the New Baghdad Military Facilities. Classified, top security. Cadets, this is your lieutenant speaking. Report on your break to the following coordinates.’
 
   He sends it, along with the coordinates, to all fifteen of his cadets, including Karim. Then he jogs back downstairs, to the Clock room.
 
    
 
   As he climbs back down to the gallery, he’s thinking that he knew. He knew from the moment he first read Ulysses’ notes next to Ursa’s confounded fish-hole what it would all lead to. The specific plan entered his head yesterday, while he was flinging snowballs at Astra’s fort.
 
   This has always been the plan, his plan, only he didn’t know it.
 
   And it includes her. She is the plan. How the stars is he supposed to bring it about without her?
 
   He stops walking. He turns on the wall, bringing his fist violently against the cold plaster, pounding on the hard surface again and again until his knuckles bleed. Someone is screaming in the next room. It takes a second to register that it’s not in the next room, it’s him. 
 
   “I wish I’d never known, old man,” he yells, but only the vowels come out, like a wounded animal’s screams. “I wish you’d left me to rot in the Box! I want it back, I want my ignorance back.”
 
   Even as he says it, he doesn’t wish to un-know.
 
   He doesn’t. 
 
   He drops to his knees, exhausted. Astra, he thinks. Steadfast. How am I supposed to stand next to them, all alone? How am I supposed to try to be like them? Fight like them? How, when I know what I am?
 
   ‘As he was dying, the old man said, Felix, my hope.’ Astra’s voice echoes in his head.
 
   “Well, he should have said Felix, my mistake,” he answers aloud before he realizes that she isn’t here, just her voice in his head.
 
   Suddenly, he leaps to his feet and starts running. That’s it: the Clock. That’s the last thing her hands touched -she must have finished it before she left.
 
   ‘You… you’d trust me with that?’
 
   ‘You’ve woken up. There’s no turning back from what you know.’ 
 
   He walks in, slowing down. Before, when he ran down here looking for her, frantic, he didn’t have time to take a good look at the Clock. But now that he examines its every corner carefully, he can see that she’s finished it.
 
   It’s gorgeous.
 
   She must have stayed up all night, while he was sleeping unaware, retouching the translucent white of the snowflakes until he almost expects to turn around and see the moon streaming from a window, its light reflected off their frosty crystals. She’s also added a sketch of him, pretty obscure among all the colors, too small to be noticed except on very close inspection. She must have made it only for his eyes. He traces the sharp contours of his cheeks and his own face looks foreign to him on the sleek surface of the disc. His heart constricts. 
 
   His gaze wanders to the centre, where there’s a ballerina dressed in flaming red, just like Astra’s hair. There’s a one-legged soldier next to her. A muscle jumps in his jaw. The soldier’s features are the same as Steadfast’s.
 
   Then he smiles.
 
   Clever girl.
 
   Just the fact that they’re standing next to each other, the soldier and the ballerina, is a Felony. She didn’t even know what Ulysses’ Vis said, but her instinct led her right. 
 
   And that’s when he sees them. 
 
   Right at the top, below the place where the number twelve is supposed to go, she’s drawn seven little sketches. Felix stands on tiptoe, trying to see what they are. How did she reach all the way up there? 
 
   As soon as he realizes what he’s looking at, Felix bursts out laughing.
 
   Then he feels the wetness of a tear on his cheek.
 
   It’s finally happened. He’s gone mad.
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   It’s the Coordinates, of course. They aren’t written in actual numbers, but in little sketches of the buttons of the Pod. There’s the drawing of a little finger pressing the ones that lead to the destination -Astra couldn’t write the actual numbers, of course she doesn’t know how. What she does know how to do, she did: she drew the Coordinates that lead to her father’s Rebels.
 
   She told him he’d have to use in-between destinations; she’s sketched them on the Clock as well. That’s what she left him.
 
   He quickly writes them down on one of the old man’s notebooks, and picks up her brush to draw the numbers of the new year on top of Astra’s faint sketches. 2525. He adds a bit of red, then a bit of blue, but it doesn’t match the elegance of her strokes, no matter how hard he tries. At least he covers the coordinates.
 
   Finally he goes back upstairs to wait for his soldiers.
 
   He doesn’t expect any to show.
 
    
 
   In two minutes, the first five arrive in the Pod. They get out gingerly, their eyes anxious, but they don’t say anything. They just stand there, staring at him, as though they’re expecting orders. He stares back, waiting for the Pod to stop buzzing. It doesn’t. Another four arrive, then four more. The last one gets out barely five minutes later. They’re almost all here. 
 
   Felix, speechless, regards them. He just stands there, in the middle of the shack’s tiny room -it looks tiny now with all these tall soldiers dwarfing the walls, dressed in full regimental uniform, waiting for his orders. 
 
   The Pod zips quietly once more.
 
   Felix looks over. A tall soldier, the most massive of the regiment, steps out. Felix exhales.
 
   “Well well,” Karim says.
 
   “You came,” Felix replies intelligently.
 
    Karim shrugs. “It was the bread,” he says. “And the truth, what you said about the truth. I thought about it, and how your stupid head won’t stay on your neck for much longer, and then this ridiculous Vis arrived and here I am. Now what?”
 
   “Now, I…” Felix starts and stops. Fifteen pairs of eyes are locked with his own. 
 
   They’re like him, these kids. Like he was, at least. Not asking any questions, not wondering why. The tin soldiers.
 
   “Right,” he says, clearing his throat and drawing his shoulders back. He grabs his Hydro jacket and puts it on. She didn’t even take it with her, he thinks, as he waits for the double belts to adjust themselves around his ribs. She’ll freeze.
 
   He shakes his head to clear it. “Company, fall in!” he commands. “Line up outside.”
 
   The tin soldiers obey without a word.
 
   For the first time, though, he notices a slight frown between one’s eyebrows. Someone else’s eyes flicker right and left with curiosity. Another’s steps falter, hesitating. And then there’s the boy who turns to Karim to ask him, in a whisper that can’t manage to be discreet, ‘wasn’t he dead?’ and Karim proceeds to slap his beefy palm across the boy’s neck. The cadet almost falls over, although he’s a full year older than Karim.
 
   “Merking great,” Felix murmurs to himself.
 
   Out in the snow, they quickly clear out a space for training, and they begin their usual drill. He cuts it short in ten minutes, and starts the new one he’s been practicing on his own.
 
   “Fan out!” he yells.
 
   First, he instructs them to form a ‘fort’. It was Astra who gave him the idea.
 
   The formation is a circle, the soldiers standing with their bodies close to each other, their shields overlapping, so that two or three soldiers can stand in the midst of the circle, protected from enemy fire, and point their rifles to the enemy. They rotate until everyone is trained for every single position: front, back, left and right quarter.
 
   Felix doesn’t really think it will ever come to hand-to-hand combat, but that’s all he can prepare for. After they’re done with the fort, he has to drill the cadets on how to run through the knee-deep snow, and step lightly on the ice, checking if it’s too thin. 
 
   “I’m having the time of my life, don’t get me wrong,” Karim tells him, panting. He drags his legs across the snow, one by one, plunging them a long step ahead. “But my ear is going to beep any second now, and I thought you had something earth-shattering to tell us. Not just, say, forcing us to contact a Felon at the risk of our own lives and then drilling us until our arms freeze off.”
 
   He means him. He’s the Felon. Karim is being a blockhead as usual, but for once his eyes are looking across at Felix’s earnestly. Almost hopefully.
 
   “Earth-shattering,” Felix repeats under his breath and chuckles mirthlessly. “You could say that.” He orders the cadets to stand in a half-circle around him. He wants to talk to them as he would talk to men, not soldiers. And he wants to be able to see all of their faces at all times. “The reason why you’re here,” he begins, “is that the Earth has been betrayed.”
 
   Nothing. No reaction, no sound, no…
 
   “Betrayed how?” someone asks. And it’s not smart-mouthed Karim. 
 
   “You may not be aware of this, but we have been told so many lies, our entire lives; lies that for some of us…”
 
   “Get to the point!” This is Karim. But his eyes are frantic, almost panicked -he’s not joking around. He knows Felix better than anyone. He knows that for him to be summoning them secretly up here, after being lost for so long, training them to fight without a superior officer in attendance… probably the world is ending.
 
   Little does he know, Felix thinks.
 
   “We have been betrayed,” he repeats. He himself learned that from Ulysses’ Vis only a few hours ago. He needs to hear it -again- as much as they do.
 
   “The Earth, the human race, our so-called One World. It’s all a lie. There is no One World, just more power and less power. Better armed forces and more poorly armed forces. Right now the Earth is in the weaker part of the spectrum. Much weaker. And there’s someone who’s no longer interested in submitting to Earth as the First Planet. They’re interested in starting a war.”
 
   Someone stifles a cry.
 
   They’ve all been taught that ‘war’ is a dirty word in the One World. An impossible word.
 
   Their ear-comm.s beep once, all together. First warning.
 
   Felix turns around to head to the shack.
 
   “So there’s going to be a war?” a boy about Karim’s age asks, his eyes huge.
 
   “An invasion of the Planet has been in plans for years. But no, there won’t be a war. Not if Chairman Kun has anything to say about it,” Felix answers, shivering as the words come out of his mouth. “He’s sold the Earth in exchange for his own safety -and then some. In three days’ time, the Perennial celebration will start. The Clock is supposed to contain a quantity of an airborne virus that, released among the Earth’s population, will wipe it out within about two months, maybe less. The Clock, as always, will be gifted to a representative of the Colonies, as a memento of the One World’s peace: this year it’s Mars’ turn. But the job will be done by the time the Clock leaves Earth. As the year changes, the Clock is supposed to trigger the virus. The entire auditorium will be infected. And that’s that.”
 
   There’s silence for a bit. The second beep of the comm.s.
 
   “So what are we doing here?” Karim asks. His voice doesn’t sound right.
 
   “Oh, didn’t I tell you?” Felix says, turning around and motioning for the boys to follow. “The old Clockmaster is dead. I’ve taken his place. And as per his instructions, I found the nano with the virus a few hours ago, but I threw it into the fire. The Clock I’ll be delivering is empty.”
 
    
 
   Karim stays behind. His ear-comm. beeps crazily, and then it stops. “It’s fine,” he says to Felix, who shoots him an anxious glance. “Is it true?” Felix nods. “And why would the… the Clockmaster agree to such a thing?”
 
   “He didn’t,” Felix tells him. “But they’d stuck me in the Box and scheduled my execution for my ninth birthday if he didn’t agree to cooperate. After that, Ulysses -the Clockmaster- agreed immediately to anything they wanted, but they left me in there for another six years, just in case he got any ideas. He was planning to betray them right back. He was my grandfather, by the way.”
 
   “He’s your…?” Karim looks as though his brain is getting too big for his head. “What do you think the Clockmaster was planning to do?”
 
   “I know what he was planning to do,” Felix says. “The Chairman had the plan all in place: the virus would be installed in a liquid capsule inside a container in the Clock. At his signal, Ulysses would press the button to release it in the form of little droplets over the heads of the guests. They would think it was sprinkling them with water drops or flowers or something, and they wouldn’t notice at all. It would be over within minutes; the virus inhaled, absorbed by their skin -the infection phase would be complete. The celebration would continue, and the guests would only start showing symptoms a few days later, after they’d transported back to their homes, and thus infected at least one fourth of the population. By then, the virus would be out of control, it wouldn’t be containable at all.”
 
   Felix is concentrating hard, repeating what he heard in Ulysses’ Vis, trying to understand it himself. Karim is listening.
 
    “Of course,” Felix says, “Ulysses was planning to activate something entirely different from the Clock’s vent, instead of the droplets of the virus.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   Felix nods. “Smoke. He was planning to have some sort of smoke generator installed right inside the Clock, on several vents, so that when the time for the virus came, he would activate that instead. Smoke would start spewing from the Clock, and at first the guests would think it was part of the spectacle.”
 
   “Then they wouldn’t,” Karim says.
 
   “It would spread then,” Felix supplies. “It would become so thick, by his calculations at least, that people would be coughing, unable to see. Then panic would spread and, long story short, everyone would make as quick an escape as they could, emptying the Perennial site within minutes. Ulysses was fully expecting to be executed after that, perhaps on the spot even, but… But the chance to infect two hundred thousand people at once would have been missed for a whole year.”
 
   They don’t speak for a second.
 
   “Not to mention that they couldn’t ever use him again, him or his vast knowledge” Felix adds, “after he was dead. He’d scheduled the Vis to reach me in the event of his death for years -it just happened, his death that is, sooner than he expected. He’d barely started the Clock, actually. Maybe he meant to postpone its construction until the last minute. Less chance of his treachery being discovered this way.”
 
   “I see,” Karim says, not seeing at all.
 
   “Of course I have no idea how to do all the things he planned. Besides, there’s no time for me to learn how to engineer such a complicated process, even if I wanted to. My plan is much simpler.”
 
   “Throw the nano into the trash-deposit,” Karim says.
 
   “Yeah, and you think that they won’t have a back-up plan?” Felix says.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Exactly,” Felix nods. “But they won’t get to it. We won’t let them. We’ll start a war of our own, Karim. We’ll start a battle and keep it going for as long as we can.”
 
   “And that’s going to solve the problem how?”
 
   “I don’t know. Hopefully it will create enough chaos so that the guests will all have dispersed by the time we’re killed.” 
 
   Karim’s eyes open wide and his face starts looking a bit green. “What?”
 
   Felix smiles. “‘Goodwill to men’,” he says mysteriously, bumping his fist on his back. “Now go. Tell the others tomorrow same time.” 
 
   Karim hesitates. “I still think you’ve gone mad,” he says finally.
 
   Felix dips his head down. 
 
   “Oh, don’t worry,” he replies. “I think the exact same thing.”
 
   Karim sobers up. “Is it true?” Karim asks quietly. “Is he planning to kill us all?”
 
   “I think it is.”
 
   Karim lets a string of curses fly. He puts one foot inside the Pod. “And… aren’t you… I don’t know, worried?” He means scared.
 
   Felix laughs. “What should I worry about first and what second?” he asks, frowning as his mind wanders to Astra. Wanders back to Astra. Not that it’s ever left her. “Better not to think about it at all.”
 
   “I’ve always trusted you,” Karim says. “You were more important than the Chairman to me. Way more. But now… Can I trust you now?”
 
   Felix just nods. He doesn’t say anything else. Some of the things he learned in that Vis he’s still struggling to wrap his mind around. Soon enough the whole world will know. 
 
   “I…”
 
   “What?” It’s not usual for Karim to leave a sentence unfinished.
 
   “I’m glad the old Clockmaster decided to… to save your life.”
 
   Felix looks at him. “Me too.”
 
   “But I’m sure as merc not planning to die for you. Idiot,” Karim says and the next second he’s gone. 
 
   Was that how I sounded when I tried to tell Astra that I’d be lost without her? Felix asks himself as he heads downstairs to take apart and study the mechanism of the cuckoo clocks in her stupid Christmas room. 
 
   He’s hoping he might figure out how the Clock’s supposed to work that way. Idiot indeed.
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   The rest of the days until the Perennial pass quickly. Felix works on the Clock all day, only stopping for an hour in the afternoon to train his tin soldiers.
 
   They line up on the snow, their military suits glistening in the sun, snowflakes in their hair, and sweat their asses off.
 
   Once, he tries to feed them, but they refuse to touch the fluffy loaf of bread he brings out -all except Karim, who takes a bite and then starts making exaggerated gagging noises. They still have a long way to go, Felix thinks.
 
   Himself included.
 
    
 
    
 
   He tries to eat something for the first time, two days after Astra’s disappearance. 
 
   He wants to do something so badly, to act, but he knows it would be stupid to go looking for her. If he’s learned one thing, it’s that she doesn’t need him to save her. Well, she did that one time, but she can take care of herself; she took care of him, for one thing. He won’t let it go to waste. He can’t.
 
   He’ll finish Steadfast’s job, and in the process he just might make a few changes in the world -the changes Steadfast tried to make. Most probably he’ll just make a mess of everything and lead his men to death.
 
   He’ll let them decide, though, he’s promised himself that.
 
   He’ll let them know they’re walking into danger -into war. He’s told them already, but they didn’t understand, not really. On the last day they won’t train. He’ll make them watch the Fortnight of Terror, then he’ll explain to them what Steadfast was trying to do -what he did do.
 
   Then most of them will probably walk away, but he’ll worry about that later.
 
   He puts the bread-box on the heater and it begins to smoke. 
 
   Of course it does, stupid, it caught on fire. You have to take the powder out of the box, Astra says in his head. 
 
   So he puts the fire out and starts crying.
 
   Just like that. For the first time in his life, Felix Hunter, the star lieutenant of the New Baghdad Military School, the lost prince, the Clockmaster’s grandson and the Planet’s last hope, starts crying.
 
   He doesn’t even recognize it as crying at first, and how could he? He doesn’t know that’s what’s happening to him. He’s never cried before. But just as a wave of the bread’s aroma fills his nostrils, a large, gasping sob tears itself out of his chest, hurting as though it’s drawing blood. Then water starts dripping from his eyes, running down in fat drops, landing on his sleeve. His shoulders shake and there’s a huge weight pressing on his chest, making it hard to breathe. A stifled wail comes from his mouth and he can’t do a thing to stop it.
 
   When the bread is finally ready, burnt at the edges and seriously undercooked in the middle, he takes a bite and swallows with difficulty. It tastes salty with tears, bitter with her absence. It almost catches in his throat, but he manages to get half of it down. Then he stands up.
 
   “Damn it, match girl,” he mutters, putting the things away and turning the heater off.
 
   He starts walking slowly down the long hall to the Clock arch. Every step is a struggle, every breath is painful. It feels as though he can’t get enough air in his lungs, and his chest constricts with the effort it takes to move.  
 
   Panting, he stops walking, leans against the wall. He can’t catch his breath. His heart feels as though it’s exploding.
 
   And then it actually does.
 
   Something in his chests bursts, and he feels it jump clean to his throat, choking him. His heart beats once. 
 
   Felix is so freaked out, he nearly jumps out of his skin. Of course it beat before, but he couldn’t feel it. Tin soldier and all that. He did feel Astra’s heart drumming though her back, that first time they rode the bear together, but he’s been taught that his heart is supposed to be silent, its beatings reduced so that he can live longer.
 
   He waits a bit; feels nothing.
 
   He takes two deep breaths. Maybe it was a one-time thing. He starts walking again and rib cage jumps once more.
 
   A second heartbeat.
 
   He passes a hand over his chest and bends his head down to look inside his tunic, lifting the fabric slightly away from his body. His skin looks as it always did. Perhaps his ribcage is showing a bit more than usual, but it rises and falls rhythmically with every breath. 
 
   Another heartbeat.
 
   Felix sinks slowly to his knees.
 
   ‘You’ve come awake,’ Astra says in his head.
 
   “I’ve come alive as well,” he tells her, in a whisper. 
 
    
 
    
 
   He doesn’t just discover his heart that day; he also finds a way to make the Clock work. It will beat like his heart. 
 
   Not like; with. 
 
   He’ll connect the quartz circuit to his right wrist with twin invisible nano-chips, and then, when he presses the button, the Clock’s hands will move with his pulse, attuned to his heartbeat. He’ll just sync the PR on the back of the Clock’s disc to the nano-chips on his hand -he’s been taught how to do a simple thing like that. That’s easy. No mechanism necessary, no engineering, no looking up terms and instructions in the Library’s endless shelves. No more headaches. Yes. Yes. Yes!
 
   No one is liable to realize the difference between heartbeats and seconds. No one knows what either of these things mean.
 
   Within minutes it’s done. 
 
   The Clock is ready. Well, as ready as it will ever be.
 
    
 
   The thing is, he’s started to count the time in his head, crazy as that sounds. He can calculate it by how hungry he feels, how tired, how thirsty, how ready for sleep. It’s getting to the point where he can take a look out of the window and be able to tell by the color of the sky how soon night will fall or how much longer until the first soldier arrives in the Pod.
 
   Talk about being the Clockmaster!
 
   Just imagine, people used to live like that all the time. 
 
   They didn’t have a comm. in their ear telling them where to report and what to do. They didn’t even have specific talents dribbled into their DNAs… they had only what they were born with. Of course that led to anarchy and chaos, but if he’s learnt one thing these past few days, it’s this: Chaos hasn’t ceased to exist. It still existed all this time, he was just isolated from it. And along with the chaos, he was kept away from life. 
 
   What a crazy world the timers must have lived in. To be sure, the wars and the destruction couldn’t have been fun. 
 
   Then he thinks of the Fortnight of Terror and how it was called that because the population was supposedly terrified of Steadfast and worried that he would cause more destruction if he wasn’t stopped in time, and how it was all a lie.
 
   He thinks about Ulysses bending close to the screen to whisper the word ‘lies’.
 
   And he knows now he’s been in the middle of a war ever since he was born. It’s a war so silent and subtle, he’s been captive without even knowing it. He’s been suffering from unseen wounds; he’s been dying for years and has only now woken up to the truth.
 
   ‘All is calm, all is bright.’
 
   What a load of crap that song was. Calm and bright on the outside, poison and lies behind closed doors. That world can happen inside of us, Astra had said. 
 
   Maybe she had had more practice at it than he’s had, because right now calm and bright is the last thing he feels. He tries to think of the tin soldier who was thrown into the fire. Of the boy with the piece of ice in his heart. He’ll think of the baby who grew up to be a man to die for the evils of the world.
 
   He wants to try to be a better person.
 
   And all because of a Clock. 
 
   World gone mad indeed.
 
    
 
   One more thing left to do before the squad arrives tonight. He walks the stairs -he’s never done so much walking in his life- and climbs inside the Pod.
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   Astra leans her head against the cold, wet stone, closing her eyes. She’s got a splitting headache. It smells damp in here; it smells of moss and of snow. The smells she’s associated with memories of home and love and safety. She hasn’t been here in years -she hasn’t been here without him. 
 
   In the Rebel’s Camp; in the Resistance.
 
   “You all right there?” a man’s voice asks right above her shoulder.
 
   Astra sniffs. 
 
   “Fine, just… thinking. Remembering.” 
 
   His absence is a living thing, punching her in the stomach. Stealing the sun’s warmth. Stealing her breath.
 
   “Yeah.” The man who just spoke to her sighs loudly. “At least we didn’t lose you both,” he says. “It seemed like we had…”
 
   “Much good I’ll be to you,” Astra says, wiping her nose.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   His name is Matt, and he’s one of the Rebels. She’s known him practically all her life. In total there aren’t more than fourteen left. Fifteen if they count her. Which they do, although they shouldn’t. She hasn’t practiced her aim in ages, not to mention her muscles are nonexistent after the time she spent in the Box.
 
   “Look at me, Steadfast girl,” Matt says, turning her face to his. 
 
   He’s no more than twenty-five, but his face looks weathered. He’s been living up here in the mountain air for years. He hasn’t taken a Health Disc in ages, probably since he joined the band; he’s the one who taught her how to cook a fish balanced on top of two sticks above the flames, although she doubts he’d be impressed if he saw what she fed Felix that first day when they were about to faint from hunger -at least, Felix was. 
 
   Felix.
 
   It’s been four days since she left him. What has he been doing since? Has he…?
 
   “I can see your father in every part of you,” Matt’s voice jerks her from her thoughts. “He’s inside your heart, and if he was here today to see what a strong, brave warrior you’ve become, he’d start crying like a baby.”
 
   Astra smiles a watery smile. “He did a lot of that, legend has it.”  
 
   “What, crying?” Matt laughs. “Only when he had to put you on the train, watch you go back to the Women’s Settlement,” he says. “We’d give him a hard time about it, but the truth was, all of us would have given our right arm to know what it was like to have a little daughter like his. Each time after he left, we’d sing you to sleep, tickle you under the arms, carry you on our backs. You’d laugh and scream and push your little fingers into our noses, but we knew you belonged to him.”
 
   They’re both sniffling by now. Astra opens her mouth to answer him, but she’s interrupted. The makeshift Pod the Rebels have built in the far corner of the cave cracks and booms and rattles to life. Matt’s attention snaps to where the noise is coming from.
 
   “There we go,” he says, “he’s here, your prince, just like you said. Luke, get over here!”
 
   “I’m off,” Astra says, getting up.
 
   “You started this,” Matt tells her, startled. “Won’t you see it through?”
 
   “I don’t want him to see me.” 
 
   “All right. Climb on down. Hope you know what you’re doing,” Matt says, adding under his breath: “’cause I sure don’t.”
 
   “Would you take it easy?” she tells him. “Worst case scenario, he blows all our heads off. He nearly blew mine off, and look at me now.”
 
   “I am, Steadfast girl,” Matt says quietly. “Your father, he’d be so proud of you, he…”
 
   “I know,” Astra replies. She looks at him. His Adam’s apple is bobbing up and down. “Are you going to cry?” she asks with interest.
 
   “You know I used to burp you, right?” Matt says and walks to the Pod before she has time to say anything in reply.
 
   He winks at her and she sticks her tongue at him, skipping down the rocks into a little crevice beneath the cave. She crouches there, invisible, listening.  Let’s hope this is good, she thinks. 
 
   Or, at least, entertaining. 
 
    
 
   A moment later, Luke arrives.
 
   Luke was Steadfast’s second-in-command back then, so after his death he’s kind of the leader. Only kind of though, because they haven’t done anything in ages, except hide up here in the Alps and try to survive. And wait.
 
   He’s the same age her father would have been, if he was still alive. Thirty-four.
 
   The Pod buzzes some more and its door slides open. Astra is watching from her hiding place as the tall, slender silhouette of a boy appears.
 
   One look at the boy’s sky blue eyes and sculpted, wiry body as he steps from the Pod, and they all know that everything is about to change. The boy looks seriously unimpressed, but the guarded look on his face isn’t fooling anyone. They all know who he is by now. Astra’s told them everything about him.
 
   If there’s one thing that’s certain, it’s the fact that the boy is bringing change. Hopefully it isn’t death as well.
 
   Luke stands up, almost as tall as Felix and twice as thick, and blows his horn, summoning all the Rebels who have been scattered about the mountains, hunting. Astra’s ears are pierced by the sound. 
 
   The boy just stands there, waiting, his eyes spitting fire. Astra curses quietly. The mere sight of him has stolen her breath. Dammit.
 
   “We were expecting you,” Luke’s voice says overhead to the boy, his boots stomping on the bedrock above her head.
 
   “My name is Felix Hunter, and I am…” Felix’s voice sounds choked, gruff. A shiver runs all over her skin. Stupid skin. “I am here for Astra,” the idiot says.
 
   Luke chuckles, Matt’s voice joining his. “Oh, I don’t think that’s what you’re here for, golden boy,” he says.
 
   “Is she safe?” Felix’s voice asks tightly.
 
   Well, isn’t he stupid. Can’t he see this is no way to impress them? He’s supposed to come here and show them how tough and determined and smart he is -or can be? That’s why she left him the coordinates. Stars, she can’t be telling him how to do everything. 
 
   “Psst!” a voice hisses in her ear.
 
   She spins around towards the source of the voice and almost falls to her death -the cave is perched high on top of the mountains, as far away from civilization as possible, and the camp changes its location every two months for safety. They take the Pod with them, for emergencies, but sometimes they leave it behind. Felix is lucky, Astra supposes, that the Pod happened to be here. She would have known how to follow the small indications on the rocks to the new camp, but he’d be as lost as a rabbit in the snow. 
 
   She wouldn’t have been as lucky right now though. She’d have fallen to her death, except a strong hand catches her before she can slide off the edge into the yawning abyss, and steadies her. A laugh reaches her ears.
 
   “Have you gone off your pills?” she mutters through gritted teeth, grabbing onto the rough bedrock.
 
   “Sorry,” the voice gasps, and the next minute warm hands are grabbing her, hauling her onto solid rock. It’s Jonas, the youngest Rebel in the Camp. “Just trying to get your attention. And I haven’t taken any pills for years, you know that.” He’s only a few months older than her.
 
   “Trying to get me killed more like,” Astra whispers. “And keep your voice down, I don’t want him to know I’m here.”
 
   “You’re weird, do you know that?” Jonas smiles down at her and his face lights up. He’s got straight, brown hair, a crooked nose from when he broke it climbing from a tree four years ago, and a rakish, slanting smile. He’s slender but toned, and he’s one of the best archers in the camp.
 
   He crouches down next to her, lowering his voice to a rumbling whisper, one arm braced against the rock by her head to keep his balance. Earnest green eyes meet hers.
 
   “Astra, I trust you implicitly, all of us do,” he tells her, clearing his throat. “I’d trust you with my life, you know that. But I don’t get it. Why would you bring Constantine Hunter’s son here? You know how… you know how high his rank, his precedence is, who his colleagues are, right? How do you know his son won’t get us all killed?” 
 
   As he’s bending over her, water is dripping from his hair onto the gravel -he must have washed in one of the freezing streams that’s bubbling in the distance. Astra feels a sharp jolt of pain in her heart. It’s a familiar ache, one of homesickness and longing for something that belongs in the past: her father and a childhood spent hoping and waiting for the Rebels to snatch her away from the hell of the Settlements and rescue her. And bring her to the mountains for good.
 
   Jonas joined the Rebels only a few years ago, but he’s already got that fresh look about him: eyes wide open and sparkling as a ray of light hits the irises; cotton tunic smelling of the outdoors; dirt-covered boots that have been sewn together multiple times, after falling apart; tanned cheeks, calloused hands.
 
   She looks straight into his eyes and sees courage and trust in them, but also a small sign of fear. “There’s only one thing that makes me trust him, Jonas,” she says. “He’s woken up.”
 
   His face is transformed by surprise. “How?” he mutters. Behind him, more men step up into the cave, boots thumping, brows glistening with sweat. They just nod at Astra, eager to meet Hunter’s son.
 
   “I prefer to be called by my own name,” Felix says loudly from above, “and not by a father’s I didn’t know existed until now.”
 
   Astra laughs quietly. She leans forward. “I spent time with him,” she whispers to Jonas. “Entire days. How else do you think?”
 
   “So that explains it,” Jonas replies, looking her up and down. He reaches out a hand to ruffle her hair, but she swats it away. “We’ll see what I think,” he says and steps up into the cave to join the rest of the men.
 
   Astra grabs onto a piece of rock that’s sticking out, and shifts her weight half out of her hiding place. She raises herself up until her eyes are above the floor of the cave, so that she can see what’s going on in there.
 
   “I was hoping to start a war,” Felix says politely.
 
   “I think the kid is serious,” Luke turns to the rest of the Rebels.
 
   “It’s not that I’m not interested in peace,” Felix adds quickly, looking a bit panicked, but standing straight and tall. “I only recently discovered that what we have here is no more peace than death. Silence is not peace.”
 
   After this no one snickers for a bit. The men watch him, still keeping their distance, but they’re listening now.
 
   “I have a plan,” Felix goes on and his eyes are meeting each Rebel’s gaze separately, clear, shining, awake. “I’ve spoken to the few soldiers of my squad -I’ve trained them a bit, so that they’ll be ready for tomorrow. But I’m not hoping that we will be more than a distraction. More than a sacrifice.”
 
   “There is no shame in being ‘nothing more than a sacrifice’,” Matt says quietly after a small pause. 
 
   Astra realizes she’s been holding her breath.  Ever since Felix said the word ‘sacrifice’, she hasn’t been able to draw air to her lungs.
 
   The silence is so thick, probably everyone else has forgotten how to breathe too.
 
   “You know that your father… You know of how he got into the Counsil, how he wormed his way to the top?” Luke asks. “You are aware of what you are asking us to do?”
 
   “I am asking you to help me finish Steadfast’s work,” Felix replies, not blinking. “And I’ll thank you to remember I am a product of the Box, of the Chairman’s Military School, and, mainly, of Astra Steadfast’s handiwork. I am not my father’s son.”
 
   Chills travel down her spine as he pronounces her name. His lips linger around the vowels; he swallows as he denies being his father’s son. He looks like… He looks like a Rebel. Merc, were his eyes always so blue?
 
   “We have a strict policy of equality in here,” Luke says.
 
   “Meaning?” Felix asks, beginning to sound more like his usual ‘lost-prince’, arrogant self with every second.
 
   “Meaning we are all equal.”
 
   “Agreed,” Felix says.
 
   “In guilt,” Luke adds, taking a step forward. “There’s a condition, son. You can’t be one of us unless you meet it.”
 
   “I’ll meet it, whatever it is,” Felix asks, but there’s a question in his eyes.
 
   “It’s not easy, Felix,” Luke says, using his name for the first time. Astra sees Felix’s shoulders square as though some kind of emotion pierces him. “To know you are part of the evil of this world, even as you fight it, means that you will understand the evil that is within you. Only if you conquer that first, only then will you be able to become the sort of man who can fight and win for the side of justice. You’ve watched Christopher’s torture, yes?”
 
   Felix just nods. He looks a bit pale.
 
   “Do you think you have what it takes to be a man like him? To be able to look into your tormentor’s face with such peace and absence of evil?”
 
   “Peace on earth,” Felix says, understanding beginning to dawn in his eyes. 
 
   There’s much more to understand than he thinks there is, Astra thinks. There’s more than realizing that peace has to come from within before it can spread to the rest of the world. But it’s a start.
 
   She can see only the back of Luke’s head, but she can already tell he’s smiling that sunny smile of his. “Exactly,” he says. “So, you work on that, and you’ll have us, as well as God, by your side.”
 
   Felix looks as though he wants to ask what that means, but wisely keeps his mouth shut. He swallows down the questions, and Astra almost wishes she could leap up and go back to the shack with him, to explain things, to help him. 
 
   Is he going to do something stupid? Who will stop him? The thought of him being all alone, thinking she’s abandoned him, makes her physically sick. And if she even considers the possibility that he meant what he said about sacrifice… Her brain stops functioning. 
 
   Get a grip, she tells herself. No, she can’t go back with him. It wouldn’t be safe for either of them.
 
   Besides, this will only work if he does it on his own.
 
   “One last thing,” Felix says. “Astra. I need her.”
 
   A wave of dizziness assaults her. Her fingers get sweaty, and start sliding away from the rock. What did he say?
 
   Just what did the tin soldier say now?
 
   Matt’s eyes turn dangerous.
 
   “Excuse me?” he says.
 
   “There’s only one way I can start this fire,” Felix’s voice replies. “And she’s the match.”hhhhh   
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   After his visit to the Rebel camp, Felix transports back to the shack with the absolute certainty that he accomplished nothing. 
 
   Even if he had gotten through to them, though, he’s not sure that would have helped. They were less than twenty scruffy looking men, well-trained but unorganized. How Steadfast managed a heist of that magnitude with just that small band of misfits by his side, he’ll never know. 
 
   Plus, he didn’t find Astra.
 
   They didn’t tell him they’d seen her, although he could see it in their eyes they were hiding something. Not just something; in fact, a lot of things.
 
   Hopefully they’re taking care of her. He’ll go mad if he thinks otherwise.
 
    
 
    
 
   The soldiers start arriving to the shack a few minutes later, and he tries to tell them to stay inside the room so that they can watch Steadfast’s Vis together, but they are already out the green door and sweeping the snow aside eagerly. He hasn’t the heart to tell them there will be no training today.
 
   So training it is.
 
   He cuts it short as soon as he can, and bellows at them to get inside. Immediately they fall in position and march to the door, Karim bringing up the rear as always. They’re all inside, when he notices something weird going on in the sky.
 
   There are strange streaks of dancing lights in all shades of green, light blue and pink. They’re descending in fluid, curved lines from above, crowning over the dark fringe of the forest. The sunlight has long since faded out, and with every second the green lights become brighter, their fluorescent colors slashing the sky.
 
   “Get back out here, all of you! Now. Move!” he shouts.
 
   The boys come tumbling out. “Look up,” he has to tell them, because they won’t otherwise.
 
   They do.
 
   For a few seconds, Felix tears his eyes from the sky, and forces himself to watch their reactions. It’s as though the lights are reflected in their eyes, round with surprise. Their mouths are hanging open. In a way, it reminds him of how he felt when he woke up that morning and saw Astra’s crazy hair for the first time -it had dried out while they were sleeping, a cloud of crimson curls around her head. He thought she was the weirdest thing he’d ever seen. The most gorgeous, too, although his stupid brain didn’t catch up to that until later. 
 
   Did he look like them? Probably even worse.
 
   Their first experience with beauty.
 
   That will wake them up real fast; it did him.
 
   “Now for something different,” he says. Now for the exact opposite, he thinks silently. The opposite of beauty. Immediately his heart jumps in his chest. He’s still not gotten used to these erratic heartbeats.
 
   Didn’t he think that was a bad thing at first? Now he wonders how he ever felt alive when his heart was silent.
 
   ‘Do you think you have what it takes to be a man like him? To be able to look into your tormentor’s face with such peace and absence of evil?’ he remembers the words of the Rebel. 
 
   Maybe they are going to watch a thing of beauty after all. Even more beauty than the green lights.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Does anyone know the reason for the Fortnight of Terror?” Felix asks a few minutes later, looking around. They’re back inside the shack. The room is packed, full of overgrown boys who all look bored out of their minds.
 
   He tries to make his voice sound as much similar to the Professors’ at school as he can. He fails.
 
   “He was a Felon who crashed a fleet of the Counsil’s shuttles into the earth’s atmosphere, wasting resources that belonged to the public, via taxation, as well as the careful plans of many years, funded for the preservation of peace between the Colonies.” It’s a boy sitting next to Karim, giving the standard textbook answer. He’s got it memorized perfectly.
 
   Felix looks at him -he’s one of the brightest students, his intelligence rank higher than average by at least twenty points. Malik Hod. And he has no brain of his own. He can think and say only what he’s been fed. Suddenly Felix is mad, angrier than he’s ever been.
 
   “Why?” he asks, a hint of urgency in his voice. “Why did he crash them? What was in the shuttles? Come on, come on, think,” he adds impatiently. “Use those pretty heads for something more than keeping your hoods on.”
 
   Nothing. 
 
   Then,
 
   “He was rebelling against the Counsil,” Karim drawls, his eyelids drooping lazily. 
 
   Felix isn’t fooled for a second by his bored expression: he knows the effort it took him to think that hard, to come up with that answer on his own. 
 
   “Very good,” he says. “So, why was he rebelling? If he was rebelling, it must have been against something wrong. Yes? But what if he was wrong, and his rebellion a crime indeed? That’s why he was tortured and… killed.” He swallows hard. “But let’s say we want to be sure. Who was right and who was wrong? Who was-?”
 
   “What are you talking about?” It’s Malik again. He’s sitting up, his eyes spitting fire. Yes, Felix thinks. Yes! “Why would you speak treason? Why would you poison us with criminal words? Just by hearing them, we’re Felons!”
 
   “If we could take a look inside those shuttles he crashed, maybe then we could judge by ourselves,” Felix continues, acting as though he hasn’t heard him. 
 
   “They were full of nanos,” someone says. “Full of the new Health Discs. They were to be distributed among the people.”
 
   “A whole fleet?” Felix asks, cocking an eyebrow. “Those things you just said were specifically designed so that enough stock for the entire One World could fit inside one airship. At most.”
 
   He waits.
 
   “You’re telling us they’ve lied to us?” Malik screams, leaping to his feet. His face looks wild, his lips are trembling.
 
   But there’s something in his eyes, something that’s always been there before, but Felix notices only now. Doubt. He’s always had a tiny spark of doubt inside him. Perhaps they all have. Felix sure did when he first met Astra. He didn’t know what to do with it, but it was there.
 
   That’s what he needs to hold a flame next to, like that first match Astra pushed quickly next to the dry coals that day they were freezing to death. The coals were there. But without the match they could give off no warmth.
 
   “I am,” Felix says, realizing that time is flying by. “I’m telling you that those shuttles were full of Droids. Man-like machines like the Mothers, only they weren’t just women. They were of all sizes, ages, sexes… They were supposed to mingle with the population. They were also infected with a deadly virus developed ten years ago in the Chairman’s labs, and destined to wipe off the entire population of the earth.”
 
   “You… you…” Karim is on his feet as well. “You said that we’ve been betrayed,” he says slowly, staring straight into Felix’s eyes. “Is this what you meant?”
 
   “Wait. They’re planning to kill us?” Voices unite with Karim’s, until there’s a collective cry of fear and panic. Scared voices; indignant, angry, wary voices. But voices, all the same.
 
   Voices that have spent entire lifetimes being silent.
 
   “Look,” Felix says a bit more gently. “What I have just disclosed to you is highly classified military operation. Needless to say, it doesn’t leave this room.” He sighs. “I know it’s a lot to take in so soon, but we’ve run out of time. What you can understand in a second, though, I think, is this: there is evil in the world. There is a bad part inside all of us. And if we let it grow without fighting it, without curbing it, it can swallow the entire world. It’s the same for everyone.”
 
   “Bull,” Malik says.
 
   “As for telling you to rebel against the Counsil,” Felix continues, fixing him with a stare, “I’m certainly not. I’m just asking you to help me save innocent lives. I’ll be the one defying the laws, I already am. You’re simply my squad. You’re simply doing what you always have: obeying your superiors.”
 
   Karim’s eyebrows have descended so low his eyes are hardly visible underneath them. He opens his mouth to say something, but Felix lifts a finger to his mouth. He knows the mere gesture is going to make him mad, but he doesn’t care. In fact, he’s counting on it. 
 
   The next second he’s activated the PR and the Vis starts. The words seem to die in Karim’s lips. He sinks to the floor, looking like he wants to punch him. 
 
   A rapid succession of images begins flashing on the screen. By now, Felix has watched this thing far too many times, but he forces himself to look. He forces himself to see it through their eyes.
 
   And something strange happens.
 
   As he watches Steadfast run for his life, emaciated, hunted, hurt, he knows him. A father, a friend, a son. A lost boy who was rescued. A Felon. A soldier. 
 
   Karim -or, rather, a younger version of Karim- strides purposefully into the screen, going for Steadfast’s throat. He looks so young and fierce and sure of himself. 
 
   A strangled cry sounds in the silence of the room, as though someone has been trying to keep himself from shouting out for a long time. 
 
   Only it’s not jus someone. It’s Karim. He’s watching himself on the screen with huge eyes. He’s gone white, and he looks like he’s going to be sick, as the full force of what he did finally hits him. 
 
   But Felix doesn’t have time to keep watching Karim’s reaction. Out of nowhere, an dark, overwhelming feeling settles in the pit of his stomach. His body grows numb. He shakes his head to clear it, but he can’t get out of the nightmare. This can’t be true, it isn’t true. Right there, in front of his eyes, on the huge screen that takes up an entire wall, it’s not Karim who plunges his rod inside Steadfast’s skin: it’s him, it’s Felix.
 
   He keeps seeing himself in Karim’s place. He sees himself taser Steadfast, as clearly as though it had been him and not Karim who did it. 
 
   The hatred in Karim’s eyes on the screen… It’s so familiar. It’s his own hatred. Hatred for a man he does not know, for a reason he doesn’t understand. Karim tackles Steadfast on the screen, and Felix winces. He knows he’d do it if he was in Karim’s shoes. He knows he’s done it in training; he’s done it in stimulations, he’s done it in real life. He could easily have been the one to do it to Steadfast.
 
   He can see himself on the screen, in Karim’s young face. It’s as if his insides are torn open, for all the world to see.
 
   And he doesn’t like what he sees.
 
   There’s not much that’s good inside of him. He saved Astra’s life, yes, but he knows he’s no savior. He put up a show of bravery in front of Steadfast’s Rebels, but he’s been a coward before. Following orders without thinking, picking sides of a war he didn’t know existed. 
 
   ‘Equal in guilt,’ the Rebel had said. 
 
   This is what he meant. Equal in guilt to Karim. Equal in guilt to the Counsil. Equal in guilt to Kun. How is that possible?
 
   He isn’t equal in guilt to the people who made his heart stop beating and robbed him of the taste of fresh bread on his tongue. He isn’t equal in guilt to the horrors that would wake Astra up in the middle of the night, whimpering soundlessly. He isn’t.
 
   The Rebel was talking nonsense. 
 
   Of course, the Rebel put himself in that position, too. He as good as said he was equally guilty too, didn’t he? We all are, he said. What did he mean? It doesn’t make sense.
 
   Before he can untangle his line of thought, the Vis is over. The boys stay on the floor, unmoving, in shocked silence. They’ve watched the Vis before. Some of them even were there when these things were happening. Why is it only now that watching it shocks them? 
 
   Felix doesn’t feel himself qualified to explain anything to them, so he doesn’t speak. He’s told them the facts, he’s drawn their attention to Steadfast’s face. Let them judge for themselves, like he did. 
 
   There’s really only one thing left to do before their ear-comm.s start buzzing. 
 
   “Ok, just a few minutes left. Line up,” Felix says. “There’s a Clock down these steps that I need brought upstairs. I need you to dissemble its parts, carry them, then reassemble. Watch your step and keep your mouths shut. Let’s go.”
 
   They get up, numbly, to follow him.
 
   He won’t let the Counsilmen see the Library. His cadets, he trusts.
 
    
 
    
 
   “If you don’t show tomorrow, I’ll understand,” he tells them a few minutes later, when they get ready to leave. “I won’t expect anyone. Thank you for risking your lives for me.”
 
   “Hold on,” Karim says, stopping in his tracks so that the cadets who were walking right behind him bump in tandem onto each others’ backs. “How exactly are you thinking of getting the entire squad inside the heavily guarded stadium, pretty boy?” he asks, folding his arms on his chest and lifting his eyebrows at him.
 
   Felix swallows. Karim doesn’t look as bad as he did while he was watching Steadfast being beaten to a pulp, but there’s a hard look in his eyes. It unsettles him.
 
   “I don’t,” Felix says finally.
 
   “This is no time to pretend you’re stupid,” Karim tells him in a tired voice.
 
   “Listen, there’s no way even one of you can get in there. Just me going in the place of the Clockmaster is pushing it, but I’ll put on his black cloak, and…”
 
   “Oh, wait. You actually are stupid,” Karim says. His face takes on a stormy expression.
 
   Felix takes a deep breath. His eyes travel all over the soldiers, staring each of them in the eye for a second. “I know it’s asking a lot, but…” He stops to collect himself. “But. If you wanted to, and that’s a big if, you could get on the train.”
 
   “The train?” Karim repeats, incredulous.
 
   Now who’s being stupid, Felix thinks, but tries to keep his lips from smiling. He’s sure Karim already knows what he’s going to say. “Anyone can get on the train as it passes,” he says. “There are no check-points during the trail; there’s only one stop been installed at the Perennial site, where the Elite should disembark. They can’t be expected to get off it in motion, now, like the common workers do in the Settlements, are they?”
 
   Blank eyes meet his. No one gets the sarcasm; no one gets the irony. Felix sighs. He wouldn’t have gotten it either a few days ago, so who’s he to judge? 
 
   “Anyway,” he continues, “you could get on the Terrestrial train, somewhere at the freight cars where you won’t be noticed. The trains are hundreds of meters long after all, or so they say… so, just roll out at the moment when it slows down for the guests to get off, and then…”
 
   “And then what?” a voice asks that hasn’t spoken before. It isn’t Karim or Malik. It’s an eighteen-year-old cadet, built like a brick wall. He doesn’t have Malik’s intelligence, but he’s got the strength of ten bulls. 
 
   “Kash,” Felix breathes. So they are listening. They are starting to think. However slowly. Doesn’t matter, he’ll buy them time, whatever it takes. “Then, you’ll hide in the snow somewhere. Wait invisible, outside the stadium, until I need you.”
 
   “Hide in the snow?” Karim asks. 
 
   “Are you scared?” Felix says, and then turns serious again. “Look, I have no idea how the whole thing will be built, so I can’t tell you how to get inside to find me. If there even is an inside. You’ll have to figure it out by yourselves.”
 
   We’re going in blindly, is what he’s saying.
 
   They all stare blankly at him. They have no idea how to begin figuring things out for themselves. Hopefully they’ll live long enough to learn.
 
   They start trailing the Pod again, but he has one more thing to tell them before they leave.
 
   He may never see them again. 
 
   A lump forms in his throat at the thought that he won’t see Karim’s smile again. 
 
   I’m doing this, he reminds himself. I’ve chosen it. It wasn’t chosen for me, although it looked like that for a long time.
 
   “You have to decide,” he tells them. “You’ll have to decide what you want.”
 
   “Not much time, Fel,” Karim murmurs under his breath.
 
   He’s next to him, standing still as the rest of the boys file past them to the Pod. No one looks back. “I’ll miss you so much,” Felix tells him, looking into his dark face. And then, for the first time in his life, he says something else. “I love you,” he adds, fully expecting to be hit upside the head.
 
   Karim doesn’t do that, however.
 
   He grabs the nape of Felix’s neck fiercely, if a bit awkwardly, holding him against his huge, hard chest for a second. 
 
   “My brother,” Karim murmurs next to his ear. “The first moment I saw you, I said to myself, this idiot will be the death of me.”
 
   Felix sniffles, and Karim releases him, after punching him in the shoulder. 
 
   “We’ll be there, lieutenant,” a voice murmurs behind them -Kash. 
 
   Felix turns to look at him, surprised, but he’s already gone.
 
   Malik is last. He walks silently, his jaw set, his movements wooden.
 
   It never once crosses Felix’s mind that they might betray his plans to the Counsil; it doesn’t even occur to him that someone may hate him or be jealous of him. And why should it? Even if one of his fellow-soldiers felt that way, he’d have no room to express it during their strict everyday routine at school. Now, of course, he’s given them a glimpse of freedom.
 
   Freedom to act on their feelings and their thoughts, whatever they may be.
 
   He simply doesn’t think that this new freedom can already be polluted. But it is. Everything is.
 
    
 
    
 
   Two officials from the Counsil Guard come the next evening, on the last day of the year, just as Ulysses said they would. They load the parts of the Clock into the Pod, and from there onto the Terrestrial trains that are the only way anyone can reach the Perennial site. The stadium has been already built, Felix know this. The Clock is the last thing they’ll install.
 
   He gets into the Pod with them, wrapped in Astra’s black cloak, choking in her memory.
 
   I can’t do this without you.
 
   The guards don’t look at him twice; they don’t even check the Clock more than giving it a look to see whether the vent -from which the virus is supposed to shower down on the heads of the crowd- is installed at the back. Then they load it with quick, rhythmic, practiced movements, and within seconds it’s out of sight. And that’s all.  The old man must have played the part of an idiot very well if it doesn’t even cross their minds to suspect him. If they think that he’s docile as a lamb.
 
   On the other hand, everyone has always been obedient in the world he used to live in. Too obedient. He’s counting on that, actually. The guards have no idea he isn’t Ulysses.
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   tin soldier
 
    
 
   From the moment he steps off the Pod and into a Terrestrial train compartment, Felix feels his eyes bulge out of his head. The train is nothing special, except for its speed -he’s never traveled anywhere before, he’s never felt the true meaning of distance before now. It was pretty much a foreign concept. 
 
   The train is just a tube that hovers on an electromagnetic field above the ground, humming with power. It just slows down enough at the bottom of a slope, so that he can get in, without stopping entirely. It’s not manned; it crosses the continent on auto-pilot. Felix takes a seat in an empty, closed-up compartment with six seats cramped together.
 
   What’s curious is that, even with the small pothole window shut, he can still feel himself moving on the silent tracks. He can still feel the speed whip his body into the hard back of his narrow seat. Then he passes a hand in front of the tiny, square window, which is something he would never have even thought to do, before he came to the Arctic, before Ulysses. Before Astra.
 
   As the train picks up speed, the window’s shade lifts. His eyes nearly pop out of his head as he takes in the beauty of the vast mountains that rise out of the mists into the darkening sky. Satellites are blinking in and out of view as the train races on. He drinks it all in.
 
   Overhead, stars flood the sky, undimmed by any city lights. Felix hardly takes his eyes off the dizzying spectacle for the next five hours.
 
    
 
   It’s only after hours of white plains and jagged mountain peaks speeding by his window, that he begins to grasp the general idea of distance. Just imagine how large the oceans are. Try to calculate what crossing the dark space all the way from Mars to Earth would take. He’s never thought about it before.
 
   We’re talking months and years and lifetimes here.
 
   And he had thought that transferring through all these intermediate Coordinates to get to the Rebels was a waste of time.
 
   He’s been at the edge of his seat the whole time, his face almost glued to the window. He can’t really focus on details as the snowy scenery sped by, but every now and then, he looks up and sees the green lights in all their glory, slicing the sky in loops, illuminating the darkness. He was planning to sleep a bit, so that he’d be rested when they arrived there, but that doesn’t happen.
 
   The ‘there’ is the stadium.
 
    
 
   The train slows to a near-stop and they get off, much sooner than he feels ready to do so.
 
   And there it is. The stadium.
 
   It’s spectacular. 
 
   He could never have been prepared for this. No matter how many times he used to stand in front of a PR screen as a kid and watch the Terrestrial Channel during the Perennial; no matter how hard he tried to imagine it over the years… This is beyond any imagination.
 
   This year the Perennial site has been transformed into a massive, seven-tiered structure, towering to the stars. And it’s entirely made of ice. At least it looks like ice from far away, but as soon as Felix reaches the east gate, he sees it’s not real ice; it’s glass. Its surface is made to look frosted, like a glacier, but it’s too transparent and too even to be real crystal -he knows that now. He knows what real ice looks and feels like. This, like everything else, is fake. 
 
   He stops walking for a second, trying to take it all in.
 
   The entire thing is a huge, round structure, supported a few meters above the snow on large metal legs. A massive dome rises overhead, made of clear glass so that it gives the illusion that one is standing outside, underneath the stars. If he’d been brought here ten days ago, he wouldn’t have known the difference himself. But now he does.
 
   It doesn’t smell like snow in here, it smells like nothing. It’s not cold, it’s not… it’s not beautiful. The glass dome above him is shimmering, changing with the lighting of the darkening sky. If past years are anything to go by, it could be made with anything from a huge PR screen, about to shower the Chairman’s guests with fireworks, to the top part of a shuttle, designed to take them for a spin through space as part of the celebration. But it’s not beautiful. 
 
   It’s not.
 
   It’s man-made. Felix himself had been man-made until a few days ago -or at least he thought he was. And one thing he’s learnt is that nothing beats the real thing. Because you can’t control nature; you can’t tell when the green lights will appear, or when a bear will knock on your door. You can’t predict the course your life will take.
 
   That’s the beauty of it.
 
   And these people, the Elite and the other guests who will be gathered here in a few hours, dressed in all the splendor he’s seen on the Channel -maybe even more, now that he’ll be seeing them face to face- they’ll be manipulated into seeing and feeling and agreeing with things that aren’t real.
 
   They’ll be asleep within their wigs of artificial silver hair and their gowns made of Auro, a form of liquid gold that changes color in different temperatures. Asleep with their eyes open.
 
   “This way, sir,” a guard grabs him by the elbow, not gently, and shepherds him down to the moving aisle on the left side of the stadium. This part of the stadium is actually an amphitheatre. It’s run by several sliding lanes, diagonally as well as radially, so that the guests can move about the vast expanse of the dome without getting their legs tired. There are removable seats that appear if you hover a finger on the wall, but most of the guests won’t need them. They’ll just stand.
 
   Rows of tiny golden lights blink like frost, mingling with the beaded night sky, making the entire Dome look like the Christmas arch. A sharp pain slices him as a sudden image of Astra’s silly red and blue lights gleaming in the Christmas room passes before his eyes. 
 
   The silence around him is absolute. 
 
   It presses on him from all sides, suffocating him. Wouldn’t this be a bit more inviting with a quiet music of some sort playing softly in the background? 
 
   Whoa, hold on a second. Where did that thought come from? He had no idea what music even was a few days ago. Ah, match girl, you’ve messed me up more than you know, he thinks, hiding a smile beneath the dark material of his hood.
 
   At the very bottom stands the stage. 
 
   It’s just a round rotating sterling surface the size of a training field -or almost- right now, but once the celebrations start it will be flooded with light. Multiple floodlights will be focused on the Clock and the various performance acts that will begin after the Clock Ceremony. A group of engineers is already standing in the middle of the silver platform in their Hydro suits, waiting for him. A huge, shining ‘2525’ floats about on the transparent hemisphere of the ceiling as the technicians give it a final testing. 
 
   As he descends -it takes several minutes, even with the moving aisle, that’s how big this place is- Felix can see a little gap in the centre of the platform. The Counsil Guards and the technicians climb up and down to the stage, disappearing below. Maybe down there is where he’ll wait, behind the scenes -well, below them, actually. 
 
   He’s almost there when another thought pops into his head.
 
   This place, the stadium. This year it’s an ‘ice’ dome, last year it was a green ‘forest’. The year before that the site was resembling the ocean. Every year it’s different, and every year the Elite come dressed in gold and diamonds. That means expenses. It means time. 
 
   So let me get this straight, he thinks, fuming. We don’t eat, we don’t sleep, we work ourselves brainless for twenty-three hours every day, so that the One World can save time and resources to… what? To do this? To develop a deadly virus? To plan our deaths?
 
   And what about the Intergalactic Armies? Who is the enemy we’re training for if we’re part of the One World peace? Are the soldiers there just to throw dust in the public’s eye, or, worse still, to ensure that the Counsil’s secrets stay hidden?
 
   Has this been the entire point of my existence?
 
   I’ve been just a show of the Counsil’s strength, just like this fake dome, just like Steadfast’s torture. I’ve been expendable. A trade for somebody’s safety. A nucleic acid sequence, a number.
 
   The thought is so staggering, he stumbles.
 
   The guard rights him quickly, putting his arm on his shoulder. 
 
   “Steady, old man,” he says.
 
   Felix has to tell himself ten times to calm down before he swings his fist and blackens the guard’s eye. I’ll punch him later, he thinks. 
 
   What’s worse is that the truth was always there in front of him. He’s watched every detail of the Perennials for nine merking years. Why didn’t he see it before? Why didn’t he think about it before? 
 
   His heart is pounding so hard he’s worried the guard will see it jumping about in his chest. He feels so weak, so powerless. Within moments this entire structure will be teeming with people. What does he think he’s doing, he with his painted Clock and his badly trained tin soldiers?
 
   They’ve reached the first row of seats now, the Chairman’s and the Counsil’s accorded places. They look like little cubicles. Among other luxuries, they contain Pods, so that the Counsilmen can transfer away from the Perennial if they feel like it at any time.
 
   We can’t have that, he thinks. We probably will, of course. They’ll run at the first sign of trouble. With any luck, they’ll leave the Chairman behind. Felix will try his hardest to keep him in his seat for as long as possible.
 
   “We’re waiting for your instructions,” one of the engineers says, looking bored.
 
   Felix clears his throat. He won’t speak. He gets slowly down on one knee as an old man would, and starts picking up the pieces of the Clock. The engineers just imitate him, not even looking at the weird, empty back of the disc, or at the cables sticking out, or at Astra’s gorgeous, but highly unconventional, not to mention illegal, scenes painted on it.
 
   They haven’t been taught to look.
 
   Just as he hadn’t been. His fists curl and he feels the cold sheen of sweat gathering on his brow, sliding to his eyes. He can taste his own desperation on his lips. 
 
   He feels like a mere atom of ice in the glass walls. Unnoticeable, invisible. Insignificant.
 
   ‘Will you read to me?’ Astra’s voice says in his head.
 
   I can’t read to you now, match girl. I can’t do anything, it seems.
 
   ‘You can do anything you want. Just think. Think, you idiot Drone.’ 
 
   Think what? Think of the Christmas room and how he hated it in there, all the colors, all the confusing stories… The match girl, the baby, the… wait, that’s it! The snow tale, the one with the evil queen. The shard of ice that got into the boy’s eye. It took him on a journey to defeat the evil inside as well as outside his heart. 
 
   If Felix is just a shard of ice, at least he can get into the enemy’s eye and irritate it until he has to do something about it.
 
   He bends down again and clicks the last piece of the Clock into place. 
 
   “This way,” the guards say immediately. They lead him down the square hole through to another moving aisle, and he finds himself below-stage. The Dome has disappeared. The light outside gets dimmer. It’s just a bare room, teeming with technicians and engineers. Everyone’s running about, shouting orders. The walls are thick so that nothing interrupts the absolute silence of the Dome upstairs, and they’re all covered in different screens, each surveilling a different part of the stadium.
 
   Felix just sits quietly in a corner, huddled in the Clockmaster’s cloak, his eyes drooping with boredom. But underneath their heavy lashes, they’re feverishly alert, fixed on the PR that shows the Main Gate. That’s the one most heavily guarded, because the Chairman and the Counsil will arrive from there. If only there was a way to block it, along with the Counsil’s Pods as soon as they’re in…
 
    
 
   The seats fill up quickly. 
 
   Rows of guests file through the Gates, as the trains keep arriving and emptying of people.
 
   “Entrance in five,” someone yells. Felix brings his hands under his knees, sitting on them, so that he won’t leap out of his seat. 
 
   His heart gives out a huge leap. Quiet, he commands it.
 
   The Chairman enters.
 
   His tall silhouette fills the entrance, his dark eyes looking around him calmly. He’s wearing a simple Hydro suit; it’s all black, accentuating the whiteness of his skin. He’s really tall, towering over the ten Counsil men that flag him on either side.
 
   Behind them, five women follow, all wearing their hair short and colorless. They belong to the Counsil as well.  
 
   Felix licks his lips, opening them slightly. The gates close soundlessly. Time to start. A small dusting of confetti showers on the guests’ heads from the Dome’s ceiling
 
   “One world, one peace, one people,” the crowd says in one voice, greeting the Chairman. He inclines his head a mere fraction of a nod and his lips curl for a millisecond in the tiniest smile.
 
   The crowd repeats the greeting, louder this time.
 
   They’ll say it one more time.
 
   Now is Felix’s chance to rehearse his first words. He’s spoken them a few times out loud when he was alone, in Ulysses’ Library, but he knew even then that it would be a totally different matter when he has the whole stadium staring at him. He’s got to rehearse them if he wants to be able to say them to the Chairman without stuttering.
 
   Or shaking. Or accidentally stabbing him through the heart. 
 
   The crowd takes a collective breath. “One world, one peace, one people,” they repeat for the third time.
 
   Felix straightens his shoulders, looking straight into Kun’s eyes in the screen.
 
   “Hello, father,” he says.
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   ‘Felix, my hope. 
 
   ‘Listen carefully, my son. Only one person in the world can stop him. Only one person in the world can stop Project Ares. And that’s you, because you are his flesh and blood.
 
   ‘When one of my boys turned against the other, my heart broke. When one of my boys turned against his own woman and child, my heart bled. And when Constantine left me behind, I thought I’d never be able to rise from the floor where his fists threw me.
 
   ‘The next time I saw him, it was on the screen. He was swearing allegiance to the One World as its first Chairman. He bought his way into the highest of ranks of consequence with blackmail and evil. He rose, stepping on anyone who stood in his way -stepping on death, deceit and destruction.
 
   ‘It cuts me to say these words to you, Felix, but he must be stopped. I have spent years carefully constructing in his mind the image of a broken, cowardly old man who can’t stand up to his own son.
 
   ‘It’s not true, Felix, my hope. It’s just another lie. A lie that might just buy us our freedom.
 
   ‘I was a timer when I was young, did you know this? Yes, there actually were ‘timers’, good, honest people doing honest work, if a bit lowly. But it paid for bread and water, so what did we have to complain about? It wasn’t a curse word back then; that came later.
 
   ‘We had the simple job of keeping the time.
 
   ‘Felix, my boy, you’ve grown up in a world that works like clockwork: well-oiled, tidy, mindless. That’s not the world I was born into, two hundred years ago. I was born into a dead world, full of ashes and destruction from a war others began and ended, ending the world along with it. We were lucky if we could find a cupful of relatively clear water to drink once a day. Most days we didn’t. We tried to work the ground, but it was hard, unyielding, destroyed. It would take decades for it to heal, but people couldn’t wait that long. We were dying of hunger, pollution and sickness -the After Plague, our ancestors’ only legacy.
 
   ‘Then came the Second Enlightenment. A group of people came up with the simple idea of organizing everything as though the whole world was one village: everyone was allocated their place, what they would eat, where they would work, how much clean air they would breathe. The Second Enlightenment was established by the people who had discovered the supplies the old government had kept hidden; supplies undamaged by the radiation and bombings. If these were distributed justly, they could save a large number of the population. So you could say the ones who had the supplies had the power in their hands. We all believed they had our survival in mind.
 
   ‘It sounded crazy to us back then, as though someone had suggested we enter prison voluntarily. But soon enough we saw reason -our elders did. It was the only way they’d be able to feed us and keep us alive, the only way humanity could survive. Most of us submitted; those who would not were killed. It was the only way to eliminate the sickness, to rise again.
 
   ‘I was twelve the year things turned around. All of us kids were given the simplest task. ‘Timers,’ they called us. We would each be given one of those old time mechanical clocks, with a pendulum and a gear system and actual quartz, although we hadn’t used them in ages. Now, they were all we had left, since everything digital had been destroyed, along with most of the man-made electro-magnetic fields. They don’t teach you that in schools, do they? The destruction and death caused by just a handful of people, stuck in their government offices, talking war. It got them too in the end, of course. Not one of the Old Ones survived.
 
   ‘Anyway, we would keep the time and sound the signals for the timetable of the day. Every settlement had its own timer. When to get up, when to eat, when to work. When to report your findings to the bailiff, when to rest.
 
   ‘It worked fine that way for a few years. For me it was all fun and games, although it should have been about responsibility, but what did I know?
 
   ‘And then we started to get back on our feet. By ‘we’ I mean humanity. Scientists started thinking, engineers started fixing things, teachers started educating. The Second Enlightenment claimed all of these were part of its regime. Only they weren’t. 
 
   ‘When I was thirty the first Colony was established in Venus. 
 
   ‘Things progressed quickly after that. I was a fancy timer now -I’d studied to become an engineer. But I was still working with my hands, with cogwheels and automations. The name stuck. We were still ‘timers’, but now we were calculating distances in space between stars and planets.
 
   ‘One day we decided to overthrow the Second Enlightenment. They did everything but enlighten, Felix, my hope. They stole, they taxed, they lied. Just like now. Why can’t someone reign who won’t want to make slaves out of subjects? Someone who won’t want subjects, period? 
 
   ‘That’s the big question, my boy.
 
   ‘Power will always pollute things. The word’s entropy will always increase -and man carries the source of pollution within himself. He carries the seed of redemption as well, but it’s not as simple as you’d think to find it. It’s certainly not as simple to redeem as it seems to be to destroy.
 
   ‘Does Plato’s ‘Just Man’, the only just sovereign, even exist? If he does, he isn’t human, I can tell you that from almost two hundred years’ worth of experience. Have you read Plato, my boy? Did you discover the Greeks in my Library? Maybe you haven’t. They’re banned too, naturally. But it was on Plato’s Politeia that our new society was founded. The Just Man was supposed to be a being above human considerations, loyal, kind, spiritual… just. Not wanting anything for himself. And the rest of us would obey him, because he would have our best interest at heart.
 
   ‘There is no such person on earth, Felix.  Be careful. You aren’t such a person. You’ll take the place of your father, Constantine Hunter -or Chairman Kun, as he’s become- but you won’t stay in it long, for fear it will corrupt you.
 
   ‘We tried to overthrow the tyrants -another Greek word, ah, education Felix!- but we got ourselves killed. Most of us, anyway. We did nothing in the end. We got ourselves ridiculed, had our names become synonym to failure and defeat.
 
   ‘But you won’t.
 
   ‘Or if you do, it will be worth it. Now they’re planning death. Genocide. Destruction absolute, from which there’s no coming back, unlike we were able to.
 
   ‘Now my son is trading his safety for the safety of everyone on Earth.
 
   ‘They hadn’t planned on the Colonies having a mind of their own, you see. Hubris. They thought that their Counsil would yield the greatest power in the Universe. My son thought so too. But then they created the Colonies, and they proved stronger. The creature rising to destroy the creator. Have you read the Classics? Frankenstein? Oedipus Rex? The Greeks, again. I’m talking ancient Greeks here, boy, you won’t even have heard of them. Your education was a crime in itself.
 
   ‘I’m telling you, if you rebel against them because of that alone, it will be worth it. They kept you docile, they kept you stupid. They kept you ignorant. I’ve watched you all these years, Felix, the boy you were, the man you’ve become and it took all of my willpower not to pluck you out of their hands and bring you here with me, to make you into a man.
 
   ‘But perhaps you found a way to do that on your own. I prayed for hours. Do you know what that is? We used to have a God, in the old days. He created the earth, my boy, it never belonged to us humans. All the creatures, the planets and the stars, they were here before us.
 
   ‘We’ve lifted ourselves up to His position and we won’t be left without punishment. But first He wants us to know love. At least that’s what I have discovered, in my own life. Why did I survive? Why did love come to me in the form of Mary, my girl, and Christopher, my true son? It’s judgment we all deserve for ruining the earth underneath our feet, but it’s love that I received.
 
   ‘Is is the same with you, I wonder?
 
   ‘Has love found you in some strange, unexpected, mad way?
 
   ‘It’s Him, make no mistake.
 
   ‘Everything belongs to Him, even you.
 
   ‘The shuttles my son sent to the Colonies two years ago were for their inspection. On the way back they would unload all their passengers; but they weren’t filled with humans in the first place. Those things only looked like humans, but in fact they were machines. They called them ‘Droids’ and they were supposed to be allowed to mix freely with the population of Earth, passing on to them the virus with which they were infected. You understand the plan now, don’t you? It would take a few decades, but eventually the virus would spread. It would wipe all of us off. Kill all humans on the First Planet. 
 
   ‘That was the plan Christopher thwarted.
 
   ‘Then came the new plan. Project Ares. No years necessary for this one to work.
 
   ‘This will take months, if not weeks. 
 
   ‘Ares is the ancient Greek word for mars, did you know that? Ares. The god of war. Mars. Project Ares. The most classified of all classified military operations. Our death sentence.
 
   ‘I agreed to help him, Felix, my boy. Constantine, my son, came up here to my ice shack, his eyes dark and brilliant, his face foreign to me. He threatened to kill you, but we both knew I had no choice. If I didn’t do it for him, he’d just find someone else.
 
   ‘So I agreed. I begged him to trust me, to take my obedience as an apology, to save me along with himself out of the destruction of the Earth.
 
   ‘Now here is where it gets tricky, Felix. He believed me, you see.
 
   ‘This is when I realized what he was. This was the moment I knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, what he’d become. He believed me so easily, forgetting everything I had ever taught him about good and evil and kindness. Because that’s what he himself had become, he could easily believe the same of me. He could recognize the fear I pretended to feel, he could recognize the greed, the need. 
 
   ‘Do this for me old man, he said. Do this, and we’ll see about saving your skin. No tricks.
 
   ‘His heart had been hungry for years, I knew; since he left me, in fact, and even before that. He was yearning for power, for control, for glory. And he got them -at a great price, but he did. Felix, my son, I don’t think he feels any different in spite of having achieved all this. In spite of being the first Chairman of the One World. Of having the universe at his fingertips. He still feels small, powerless and scared. He’s still hungry. Beware of that when you come face to face with him.
 
   ‘The day I promised to help him erase the population of the Earth we parted in peace for the first time in years.
 
   ‘Or so he thought.
 
   ‘Silence is not peace, Felix, my hope.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Silence is not peace,” Felix repeats under his breath as Chairman Kun, his father, takes the stage. 
 
   He’s memorized Ulysses’ Vis. Word for word.
 
   This is it. The moment it’s all been leading up to.
 
   The audience quiets down until nothing can be heard but the Chairman’s steady breathing in front of an invisible nano-megaphone, fastened to his collar. 
 
   Silence is not peace. Remember the red of Astra’s hair that matched the blood pouring from her arm. Remember the blue of Steadfast’s eyes as he lifted them in silent goodbye to his daughter. Remember the white of Karim’s face as they made him a murderer.
 
   One of the guards nods to him, signaling it will be time soon.
 
   Chairman Kun is giving his traditional speech. He prattles on in the screen, talking of peace and progress and our friends the Colonies.
 
   Felix stands up slowly, trying to look as though he’s two hundred years old -not that he actually knows how that would feel.
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   ‘This is how it happened, Felix, my boy.
 
   ‘A few months after Constantine swore his fealty to the Counsil of the One World as its Chairman, the Commander of Venus swooped down on him. The Commander was nearing his ninetieth year, but he looked a few years older than you are now. His genetic material was built with special abilities to help organize the Armies for the Protection of the Colonies, so you might say he was special. Protection from what, you’ll ask. Ah, Felix, my boy. The lies.
 
   ‘Fifteen years ago, he simply marched in the Chairman’s Headquarters, he and two of his generals, and demanded surrender.
 
   ‘Constantine didn’t even have to think about it.
 
   ‘I think he might have known what was coming, and that’s the ‘big opportunity’ he was talking about that day he left everything behind. That was why he’d already gotten rid of his woman; maybe it was his last act of kindness towards her, seeing as he knew of the horrors that would follow. Maybe not.
 
   ‘The Commander said that the Earth’s race was of interest to no one by now; nor was it of any use to the Colonies any more. Constantine politely agreed. He replied that it had become obsolete anyway, and pretty soon natural-born humans wouldn’t even exist. I’m pretty sure he’d forgotten he was a natural-born human at this point. 
 
   ‘I’ll give you fifteen years to make the Intergalactic races even more advanced, the Commander said, and then we’ll take Earth off the grid. If you’re good, and do what I tell you, you might get to live.
 
   ‘Constantine thought about it for days. The next time the Commander came to see him, Constantine had a better idea to sell him. How would you like to take it one step further? Constantine asked him. The Commander was impressed -at least, Constantine said he was. 
 
   ‘How, the Commander asked.
 
   ‘Have you heard of the Trojan Horse? Constantine said. The Commander hadn’t, of course. The Trojan Horse, by the way, is a fine example of why Constantine declared all books and reading a Felony. People get dangerous ideas from books, ideas about how to fight and how to be cleverer than their enemies. And we can’t have that, can we?
 
   ‘Read the Odyssey, Felix, my boy, if you are alive. Read the Iliad, read Homer. He’s a Greek, you guessed it, my clever son. 
 
   ‘We’ll send them a Trojan Horse, Constantine said to the Commander of Venus -Sox, he was called, after Socrates. Pick a Colony, any one you like, and we’ll send them a gift from Earth in the name of peace. It will contain the same virus that will wipe out our own people.
 
   ‘Did he shiver while he said those words? Did the hairs on his arms stand on end? Did his heart give a little thump? Or was it silent? Maybe it did protest, and that was the start of the Health Discs. Maybe it was his own heart he was seeking to silence, and stopped everyone else’s in the process.
 
   ‘But silence is not peace. You know that by now, Felix.
 
   ‘The Commander thought it was a good idea. What gift? He asked. I don’t know, my son replied. A timer device. A clock. What Colony to do you want? Mars, the Commander replied immediately.
 
   ‘It was that simple for both of them. A transaction. A brilliant plan; the plan to hand over humanity to its executor. That was all.
 
   ‘The Colonies -I’m sure you don’t know about this, my boy, very few do- but the Colonies, established in the Planets, have been trying to conquer Mars and divide it among themselves for years. They’ve failed so far. It is a planet with great resources and an intelligent race, but its main asset is its Commander. More on that later.
 
   ‘The Mars Colony, however, has never been interested in expanding. It’s never shown any interest in any alliance except to the One World Peace, which you now know to be a fluke. In addition, it has been largely autonomous, independent, and silently powerful in both science and security for decades. You can see why any of the Colonies would jump at the opportunity of conquering a Planet that’s practically been untouchable since its colonization  with one fell swoop.  
 
   ‘I want Mars, and its Commander, Sox said, predictably, if you ask me. The rest of your problems you can eliminate with your virus, I don’t care.
 
   ‘Problems, that’s what he called us.
 
   ‘We’ll start a celebration, Constantine said. We’ll gather a big chunk of the population and offer some sort of spectacle. The people will love it, leap it up. We’ll start it this year, and go on to hold it annually, so that when we’re ready it will already be in place, a tradition. Do you approve of the plan? The Commander nodded. 
 
   ‘When he was relating all this to me, Constantine went on to elaborate on the position he’d be given as a reward. He’d be put in Venus’ war Counsil after his success, although nothing was final as yet. I thought his gloating a bit premature, but a few years later he was promised control of the entire South Regions -he came in here and told me, trying to make me feel like a failure. I pretended that was exactly how I felt. People aren’t afraid of failures. They aren’t suspicious of failures. So I played my part as well as I could. And he believed it.
 
   ‘I have just the man in mind, he told the Commander Sox fifteen years ago. He’s older than time, he’ll know how to go about it. I have him under my thumb, he’ll cooperate, I’ll see to it. 
 
   ‘He meant me, of course. He meant the start of the Perennial. He meant he’d come over here and tell me I’ll kill your grandson if you don’t make me a killer Clock. And that will be Project Ares. Simple as that.
 
   ‘You do that, the Commander of Venus said.
 
   ‘Sox returned home alone. He’d left his two soldiers behind, part of the Chairman’s retinue, to watch his every action closely. To this day no one suspects two of the Counsil members of being Venus-kind.’ 
 
    
 
   Who might they be? Felix wonders as he looks closely to the Counsil members beside Kun on the PR screen. The Colonists are supposed to look slightly different compared to the Earth-made because of the different atmospheres they live in. Their skin has a slight tint of color, their eyes are shaped a bit larger, their hair grow shorter. But in this crowd everyone is made up: their hair all painted in hues of silver and gold, their clothes similar, their faces decorated with precious stones around the eyebrows and lips. How can one tell?
 
   Besides, what does it matter?
 
   All that matters is hidden beyond the layers of cloth and paint, inside their hearts, where loyalty or treachery lie.
 
   All that stands between him and death.
 
   Great.
 
    
 
   ‘I will die, Felix, my son, before I ever release the virus into the atmosphere. I’ll never do what he asked. Constantine won’t realize what I’m doing until I’ve done it, and by then his plans will be ruined. The Perennial will be over, the people no longer congregated in one room. The virus is airborne, but very short-lived, and it can’t infect that many all at once otherwise.
 
   ‘So I will have bought some more time. One year.
 
   ‘For you, Felix, my hope. I’ll be gone by then. 
 
   ‘You’ll fight him from within. You can wrap him around your little finger. He’ll do anything so that his crime of marrying a woman and creating a child won’t be known. Anything. That’s who he is now, who he has become.
 
   ‘Anything to save his own hide.
 
   ‘That’s his weakness, that’s the source of his evil. There’s nothing evil in wanting to save yourself, you’d say. Ah, but there’s evil in putting that above everything else.
 
   ‘Above mercy and justice and integrity.
 
   ‘Remember that, Felix, boy. Your own self is not the most precious thing you have. Not by any consideration.’
 
   ‘Felix, my hope, I do not call you my hope because I think that you can destroy Constantine’s plans. You may succeed in that, or you may fail. You may never even see this, never know what I’m hoping for you to accomplish. I call you my hope, because in you I see the last light in humanity. And it burns strong and bright.
 
   ‘I watched you grow up in that prison, I watched what you became. They made me, you know. He did -Constantine. He made me watch you in there, alone and sad, all these years, in order to try my loyalty to him. But what I saw filled me with hope instead of despair. I watched you survive and try to help others. 
 
   “I watched you try to save a man’s life, I watched you run to help him when you were a mere baby, a child of five years. I saw you recognize pain on the executed man’s face, I saw you want to fight it, to conquer it. I saw the defender inside you rise to the surface, and that’s when I knew. They beat you after that, Felix, my boy; I saw it all, and my heart bled for you. But they let you live. That was all that mattered. They turned you into a good soldier, good for their purposes at least, but I always knew that small boy who fought with his two bare hands against injustice lived inside you still. So I let them train your body, in that disgraceful ‘school’ of yours, and I bided my time. 
 
   ‘I saw it all, Felix, my hope. They didn’t grind you down. They didn’t defeat your spirit. You’re strong, Felix, my good boy. You’ve survived. And you’ve found compassion in the depths of a heart that’s hardly beating.
 
   ‘That’s why I call you my hope, Felix.
 
   ‘Go find them, Christopher’s friends. His Rebels -they have to be alive still, don’t listen to Constantine’s propaganda. They have something that can’t be killed, and I hope you’ll find it, too.
 
   ‘Something that can’t be killed, remember this.
 
   ‘That’s what you should fight for, if you ever decide to fight.’
 
    
 
   Yeah, like I had a choice, Felix thinks. 
 
   Then he remembers Astra’s little bloodied hand waving to nobody above the hole in the ice. He remembers Ursa knocking on his door. He remembers Karim’s eyes as he watched himself push the rod into Steadfast’s neck on the Vis. He remembers the Rebels. 
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   Felix’s mind flies back to the Rebel camp and what he heard there. He’d gome well-prepared -or so he’d thought. He had planned to tell them about his plan, to ask about Astra, to ask about Steadfast. Instead, he listened.
 
   As soon as he’d stepped off that derelict Pod, he’d felt that he was entering another world. The cave smelled of humidity and green leaves. It was all made of rock. All nature and no man. A few timer desks in the corner, and a small PR that looked older than Ulysses himself. Several bunk beds lying on the rock-hard floor, all neatly stacked on top of each other in a corner.
 
   A small fire was burning in the center, wooden beams carefully balanced on top.
 
   They sleep here, he’d thought. Every night. They eat. They catch their food -probably more than two skimpy fish and brown nuts- and cook it. Who knows how long it’s been since they’ve taken a Health Disc? 
 
   Who knows how many nights Astra spent here when she was growing up? He could almost see her, jumping from rock to rock across the stream that was glistening below, the sun in her hair, learning to sleep and feel and listen to her heart beat.
 
   Of course Astra wouldn’t be Astra if she hadn’t grown up here. She wouldn’t have been taught things he’d never heard of, like playing and laughing and having fun, while he was learning useless things like how to track a Colonist and the annals of the Second Enlightenment and how to kill someone with a Slayer .41 from a distance of a hundred meters.
 
   While he was…
 
   Oh, merc.
 
   And then he’d remembered. It all came rushing back to him, as though it was a nightmare he’d forgotten. But this was no nightmare. It was real; it had happened.
 
   Astra had been growing up with the Rebels, here on the mountainside, while he’d been at School, going on scouting missions to locate them. He and his Company had trailed all over the Alps, climbed to the summit of so many mountains, looking for the Rebels. That day, two months ago, with Karim, when they’d found nothing.
 
   So many other times after that.
 
   He hadn’t believed for a moment that the Rebels were actually real, not back then. It had sounded like a tale, like a lie. Like some kind of lame excuse to get them to do the worst drill in their entire careers. Now he knew, of course. He finally knew. The Rebels were real; the Resistance was real. And the cadets hadn’t had stood a chance of finding them. 
 
   They hadn’t had the first clue of what they were up against.
 
   He knew that now.
 
   No wonder, he’d thought, looking around him at the rocky cave of the Rebel Camp. No wonder.
 
   The men had started to arrive, sun burnt and huge, dressed in weird timer clothes, and he’d felt his tongue tie in knots.
 
   These men were the ones the Military had been blindly looking for… But everyone at School had been wrong. These weren’t civilians. They weren’t rebels; they weren’t traitors. They weren’t ghosts. They were human beings. Actual human beings.
 
   Felix kept looking at them, trying not to gape.
 
   These are the men Astra grew up with, was the only thing he could think of. No wonder she thinks I’m a joke.
 
    
 
    
 
   A guard steps in front of him, snatching him from his thoughts. Felix looks up and stifles a cry. The guard is looking down at him, his face filling Felix’s vision. There’s something familiar about the guard’s face, and it feels to Felix that the floor tilts beneath his boots, because that face… That man…
 
   It’s not a guard at all; it’s Luke.
 
   For a second he’s worried he was so lost in his thoughts he’s beginning to see things. Luke gives him a small smile and winks.
 
   “Ready?” he asks.
 
   It is him. It is Luke. His eyes are the same as the last time he saw him, alert and smiling, but he’s dressed in a Guard’s uniform. How the timers did he-?
 
   Without waiting for an answer, Luke walks over to the panels and presses a button. On the PR screen, Felix watches as the crowd gasps. The huge dome over their heads collapses in on itself, folding in half, dissolving in front of their eyes. They all tip their heads back, staring at the shimmering nanos that change positions and shift and sparkle until there’s nothing left but the midnight sky above their heads.
 
   “That’s it,” Luke says, calmly, as though it’s no big deal what he just did. As though it’s no big deal, opening the marking dome of the stadium. “Now the men are free to walk in and defend you, should you need them to. The rest is up to you, prince boy. Mark will keep the dome down for as long as he can…” 
 
   The Rebel steals a glance at Felix’s frozen face and frowns.
 
   “Act normal, all right?” another voice tells him. “No one will know this wasn’t planned, not yet. Everyone will assume someone up higher gave the order for it to come down. 
 
    There’s another Rebel beside him; Felix didn’t notice him at first, but now that the Rebel turns to give him an encouraging nod, he realizes who he is. He’s one of them, too. Oh. He’s the hacker. He must be ‘Mark’.
 
   “Go get them,” Luke says, giving him a little push.
 
   Felix stumbles, then shakes his head to clear it.
 
   What is happening? 
 
   The Rebels must have infiltrated the Stadium and hacked into the Dome’s system. There must be more spread around the Stadium, dressed like the Chairman’s Guard.
 
    He’s not alone.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   twenty-four
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   tin soldier
 
    
 
   Felix has no idea what he’s doing. Luke pushes him again until his legs are standing on a round little platform. Then Mark passes his hand, palm down, over the panel and the platform begins to ascend slowly.
 
   Felix tips his head back and he can see, from the sky, the Clock being lowered exactly on top of him. For a second they float towards each other, Felix and the Clock, coming from two opposite directions, calculated to meet at the exact same time. The middle of the stage is empty, waiting for them.
 
   Chairman Kun is in his seat, just like everyone else, just a head in the immense crowd.
 
   The round platform emerges on the stage and fastens into place with a soft click.
 
   The Clock is floating a few meters off the ground, just above Felix’s head, so that it can be visible from every angle. Felix tries to breathe.
 
   He finds the button inside his cloak and presses it.
 
   His heart gives a huge thump.
 
   The large hand of the Clock moves towards the 12. He’s done it, it’s working. His heart is synchronized with the Clock. After two or three breaths, his heart will beat again, and the hand will move again.
 
   The crowd watches the Clock in fascination, holding its breath, waiting for the spectacle to begin. Felix’s heart beats in a slower frequency than seconds, but nobody has any idea how a heart beats -or how a clock ticks, for that matter- so at least that buys him some time.
 
   Not much, though.
 
   It’s ten heartbeats to midnight.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   End of part 2
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Liked it?
 
   Don’t forget to review!
 
    
 
   Did you know how much a single positive review can help an author out?
 
    If a book has over a certain number of reviews it’s automatically bumped up to the retailer’s bestseller list!
 
   So just write a few words to show your appreciation for the author’s hard work! 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The creation of this book would not have been possible without the help of the amazing tumblr community. I went to you guys for support and encouragement, and found inspiration. When you said that I wasn’t ruined I believed you -that says it all. I love you and I need you. Thank you so much for following and supporting my blog, No Ordinary Star, via @litlereddoll. 
 
   I still don’t get why you do it, but thank you.
 
    
 
   Not only this book, but also its author wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for someone –my someone. You are my constant source of strength and happiness. You know who you are to me and why everything I ever write will be dedicated to you. 
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   Youtube: M.C. Frank
 
    
 
   Swoon Reads:M.C. Frank
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   no ordibary star
 
   where it all started
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    [image: ] 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   DON’T MISS
 
   ruined BY m.C. fRANK
 
    [image: ] 
 
   a gothic regency 
 
   romance mystery
 
   by m.c. frank
 
  
 
  

cover.jpeg
'reminds me &1
of THE GIVER' m i
goodreads starred review -
RI |
: : "

k4
e






images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
Regen
gency retelling

of

Jane Eyre

wirne

“ 5





