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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    The tin mug of salty whiskey rattled and slid along the bookshelf and fell from the end and spilled the remainder of its contents onto the bedsheet. 
 
    The kid stirred.  
 
    An old book, unreadable, its pages bound forever with wet and mould, followed the mug from the shelf onto the saltmarked duvet.  
 
    He rolled on to his side and opened his eyes and looked out of the tiny plastic window. The sky faded from deep sapphire in the west to ferocious pink in the east, across the shimmering black and silver water. Yellow clouds struck endlessly along the horizon like rotten claw marks on soft skin. 
 
    The kid rubbed his face and stood up without opening his eyes and walked across the small cabin and climbed the metal steps onto the deck and out into the spray. He had been sleeping still wearing his boots. 
 
    Everything was drenched and as the boat bounced against the easterly tide, the spray cascaded up over the deck.   
 
    The Pole still stood at the wheel, also drenched.  
 
    He glanced round at him but didn’t respond, his eyes wide and unfocussed and slightly mad and his hair wet and in every direction.  
 
    The kid reached down and grabbed the waterproof jacket from where it was blowing on the beam and pulled it on and set out across the edge of the deck, holding the steel railing for support as the boat tipped desperately on the waves.  
 
    The air was already hot and the spray from the sea was cooling.  
 
    He pulled himself into the driver’s cabin at the front of the boat through the open door, hanging on its last hinge, and wiped the water from his face with the back of his hand.  
 
    The Pole looked round again, a cigarette only just hanging from his bottom lip. 
 
    He nodded at the kid.  
 
    “Sleep well?” 
 
    He laughed as he said it. 
 
    “How’s your arm?” the kid said smiling and sarcastic. 
 
    The Pole frowned at him and turned away and inhaled the cigarette smoke. 
 
    The kid groaned and sat down on the battered wooden chest and wiped the spray from his face again. He let his head fall into his hands and stretched his face with his palms and then gazed back out over the ocean. 
 
    “Are we much closer?” 
 
    The Pole looked down at the wheel and the wet map and unstuck the cigarette from his lip and flicked it into the wind. It shot backwards, out of the door and into the oceanic abyss. 
 
    “I reckon so” he said, heaving the wheel against a wave, “look”  
 
    He nodded out of the far side of the cabin through the battered plastic screen.  
 
    In the distance, little flecks of black land silhouetted against the pink sky, though they were barely visible without squinting.  
 
    “Where do you think that is?”  
 
    The Pole shrugged again. 
 
    “Greece somewhere?” 
 
    He spun the wheel round and took the boat into a slow turn towards the islets. The wind was dying down and it had finally stopped raining and the warm early morning was going to turn into another lethally hot day.  
 
    The kid said it in his head for the thousandth time. 
 
    Saalbach. 
 
    The word was etched into his mind like a carving on an old tree in some place where it could never be lost. 
 
    Saalbach. 
 
    It was salvation and safety and some ideal nearly lost to the world but for the glimmer of hope he held in his heart and nothing more.  
 
    He watched the jagged black points on the horizon inch closer. 
 
    The thought of dry land was sobering and he sat up and watched out of the front screen though there was nothing more to see and the distant islets were yet featureless in all but their own presence there.  
 
    The kid stood up off the chest and flicked the buckle open and took out the radio. He couldn’t believe the thing still worked given the water damage and the salt and the sand that had dried into every one of its many cracks.  
 
    He smiled and shook his head softly and spun the tuning dial down to the very bottom of its setting. He scrolled up the frequency bar carefully, making sure to listen for any broadcast and leaned into the cabin to shelter from the wind.  
 
    A faint crackle of some distant and ancient music of pipes and strings flittered in and out of transmission and he turned further through the static. The articulate voice of the automated recording started to creep through and whisper out from the radio.  
 
    “Continuer à rester dans vos maisons et attendre les instructions. En cas d'urgence s'il vous plaît consulter votre bureau de réponse en cas de catastrophe locale” 
 
    It was the same broadcast from the French gunboat he’d heard before. 
 
    “si vous laissez vous risquez de vous retrouver sans eau ni nourriture suffisante” 
 
    Other than that it was only static.  
 
    He put it down on the chest and walked onto the front of the boat and stepped up onto the beam and held the metal support to his side.  
 
    The spray kicked up as the little boat bounced across the waves. 
 
    Saalbach. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Lam Nam Nan National Park to Raheng 
 
      
 
      
 
    The kid lay awake in the bed staring at the panelled ceiling. A shiny blue beetle was crawling upsidedown along the crack in the foam tile and it stopped briefly to investigate a dried yellow stain before continuing idly on its way. The partition wall itself didn’t go all the way to the ceiling and there was noise pouring in from every direction.  
 
    On the end wall of the building, the huge window sat permanently open, allowing the sirens and shouts from the street below to flood the building and allow inside more heat than cool. He squeezed his eyes closed in frustration and could feel the dull and deepening signs of a headache in both temples.  
 
    He shook it off and sat up. It was getting hot.  
 
    He reached out for the water bottle on the plastic table beside his bunk and knew before he touched it that it would be like everything else.  
 
    Hot. Like everything else.  
 
    The bottle actually felt warmer than his hands already were and they were so hot they were sweating. He didn’t even remove the cap, and tossed it across onto the other plastic sheeted bunk.  
 
    He knew it would be hotter outside but he couldn’t stay in bed any longer. He needed to contact London again and get out of there while he could.  
 
    He pulled himself to his feet, weary from a night of sleeping in humidity on a plastic sheet with no pillow, and grabbed his linen shirt from the hook on the wall and slipped on his boots. He was still adjusting his feet into them as he walked out into the hallway. The thin wooden door creaked and tapped closed behind him.  
 
    There was commotion everywhere, even inside the hostel. In the reception room a tiny desk with a tiny television showed the same Thai news broadcasts as every other and it was fizzing with static. He crossed the room and nodded casually to the short woman behind the desk and she watched him blankly and made no effort to return the gesture. 
 
    He pushed his way out through the doorway, past two men arguing loudly and both seemingly unaware of his presence there and each unwilling to move as he squeezed between them out onto the pavement and out into the heat. 
 
      
 
    He had arrived there the previous night long after everything had closed but the small town was a hive of activity and there was a sense of impending panic everywhere he turned. He had travelled all day north to Tak Airport desperate to pay whatever it would take to get a flight back west and a wiry man in a white Datsun had taken him from the train station out to the small airport.  
 
    He had eagerly approached the terminal doors with his bag in one hand and credit card in the other but knew he had lost his chance as he approached the terminal door to see it guarded by uniformed police officers. They told him that all flights in and out of the airport were cancelled indefinitely.  
 
    There were to be no refunds and no apologies.  
 
    He had stood at the front of the building with his bag at his feet staring into the darkness of the surrounding hills and the evening sky that smelled of gasoline. He had paced the building trying to find signal on his mobile phone, cursing under his breath when across the plaza a young local man in a black shirt had stood in the open door of a gold Mercedes watching him. 
 
    The man had shouted something across to him a couple of times but the kid had chosen not to listen and eventually, when his pacing took him close enough to the car he had realised that it was a private taxi and the man was offering to help, and he gave up on the phone and climbed inside.  
 
    The driver took him back into Raheng to find somewhere to spend the night.  
 
    He certainly wasn’t catching a flight. 
 
    He had found the first place he could to sleep, knowing that the next morning he would head back south to Bangkok and catch a flight out from there instead. 
 
     
 
      
 
    The small town of Raheng had been awake since before dawn. 
 
    The kid crossed the road away from the hostel door and ducked through the sidestreet opposite and down to the river. A slight breeze fluttered through the alleyway making him slow his steps to enjoy it and at the far end of the walkway on the east bank of the Mae Nam Ping, the market was an explosion of noise and colour. Men bustled through the crowds with crates of water and fruit and rice, making way for no other, and people shouted at one another as women pulled children along by the wrists and scooters sped by and police ran from left to right and back again and the sky was empty and blue and hot.   
 
    Everyone was rushing.  
 
    Four military vans came screaming through the crowds, dangerously close to everyone they passed and soldiers hung from the sides with rifles. Nobody cared enough to look up at them. 
 
    The kid found a stall selling small bottles of cold water and he bought two. He tore the top off one and threw it back, savouring every icy drop before dropping the other bottle into the pocket of his rucksack and heading off along the roadside to find a working telephone. 
 
    Above the glass door, the sign proudly misspelled Wattana Intternet Caffe. 
 
    On the left side of the café were four booths, each equipped with a coin-operated telephone and on the right were six desktop computer terminals, each with a mouse and a stool and people gathered around them.  
 
    It was heaving.  
 
    The proprietor of the shop sat at a simple wooden table next to the front door, wearing matching beige shirt and trousers and a blank expression as he surveyed his customers.  
 
    The kid motioned to the phones and the man nodded and the kid showed him the hundred Baht note in his hand and the man nodded again and took it and threw a handful of coins down onto the table. 
 
    The kid swept them into his other hand and muttered his thanks and took the end booth and sat down on the wooden stool and popped a few coins into the machine. He listened for the tone and then dialled the number. 
 
    It took a couple of moments to connect and then the dial tones caught up with themselves and the line started ringing and he waited after the receiver clicked and spoke into the silence and his mother’s voice croaked back to him across the static. He was relieved that she was still awake. 
 
    He told her of his delays and he told her of the airport closing and the cancelled flights and he told her that he was heading back to the capital and he told her he would fly home from there and should be no more than a few days. 
 
    She told him that back at home they were already evacuating people in the coastal areas due to the flooding and that the Thames had burst its banks on that very morning and that his father’s work had been cancelled indefinitely. She said she didn’t want to have to leave their home and that she loved him and that if he would wait on the line she would get his father to come to the phone, but he said he would be with them soon and that he had to go. They both told the other not to worry and he hung up the phone onto the cradle and stood for a moment there staring at nothing.  
 
    A line had started to form beside the phone booth and a man’s head peered round the partition wall and the kid glanced round at him and motioned with a finger that he’d only be a moment.  
 
    The phone was ringing again at his ear. The man frowned and retreated back to the queue.  
 
    There were thousands of foreign nationals travelling around Thailand, even that far inland, and most were in the same position as him, desperately trying to reach loved ones at home somewhere many miles away. 
 
    It clicked onto the answering machine and her sweet voice lit up the place as it told him to leave a message after the tone.  
 
    He told her that he missed her and that he would be with her soon and that he was sorry it had been longer than he had thought but that he had achieved so much great work there and was happy with the way he had progressed. He promised her he would be back in London before the week was out and that he would take her for the most expensive dinner they could find and that they would walk together through the countryside for hours with the dog and stay up all night talking. He asked her to email him any updates on the evacuations and he told her that he loved her so much and then he hung up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sky was dimming and the sun had dropped behind the high treeline and the clouds were pink when the kid walked through the little wooden arch into the dusty old bar.  
 
    Inside, the little stonebuilt tavern was dead but for the two young waitresses standing at the end of the bar chatting loudly to each other. They looked slowly up at him and watched as he entered and one moved towards him at the bar and stood facing him but said nothing. Her colleague was still chatting to her from the end of the bar.  
 
    He swung his bag down off his shoulder onto a wicker stool and let out a deep sigh. It was cool inside and he welcomed it. He always welcomed the cold. His work had taken him across the world and he always seemed to end up in the heat. 
 
    The girl at the bar didn’t say anything and her expression did not change for him.  
 
    He asked for a beer and held up a single finger and leaned forward onto both elbows and glanced along the rough wooden bartop to the other waitress who looked away when his eyes met hers. 
 
    The waitress pulled a bottle of lager from the fridge and popped the top off it and let it fall straight to the floor with a rattle. He thumbed some coins over the counter and watched her slide them off into a tray. She owed him some change but she didn’t care and nor did he.  Everyone’s shoulders were burdened at that time and none more than his and to spare thought for some small change was a waste of thought.  
 
    The tiny television screen in the corner was tuned silently to the news. From what he could see, every station was tuned to the news.  
 
    The waitress pulled at a thread of her black hair and went back to her friend at the end of the bar and the two resumed their loud conversation. 
 
    He sat down into one of the low wooden chairs and pulled the thin cushion up to support his head, took a mouthful of the strong beer and sank back. 
 
    He thought of his family and of Abi and of the last time they were together. He had held her at the airport with little tears in her eyes when he promised he’d be only a month. His leaving was nothing new to their relationship or to his family and their parting was a regular thing. 
 
    “The time will go quickly. I’ll call every day I can”  
 
    Such stupid promises. 
 
    She stood and wept gently as he pushed his luggage trolley through the gateway into passport control and she lost him in the crowd and she kept standing there long after he had gone, as she always did, and she walked slowly back out into that cold early morning to start again a temporary life without him. 
 
    He had flown out to Kuala Lumpur and caught a connection north into Bangkok and a tiny man in a blue suit with a slicked sideparting was waiting at the airport for him, and drove him into the city centre and straight up to the front doors of the hotel where his bag was swept away from him and he was ushered to his room. 
 
    “Mr John will call you here nine oclock” 
 
    For eighteen days he had camped out across the rainforests and monitored closely the Wildlife Alliance’s anti-poaching measures. He had tracked and tagged two different families of Asian elephants, including three young born only the year before, and had the pleasure and surprise of successfully placing a satellite tag on the first and only clouded leopard he had ever seen. He knew the team in London would be ecstatic at the news and he had been desperate to tell them.   
 
    He had a flight booked from Tak to Bangkok and a connection back through Kuala Lumpur into London. He would have two days to spare before the projected date of impact in New Mexico and there was to be no major effects to air travel outside of North and South America.  
 
    Then, the morning they were breaking down their camp, his driver was bitten on the hand by a pit viper and had to be airlifted to the hospital, leaving the rest of the team to hike more than a day out of the Lam Nam Nan and causing him to miss his connection, and the one missed connection had led to another as he raced across the country to Tak airport. 
 
    On the second day he had stopped to eat on the banks of the river near a cluster of homes and the whole village had gathered around the only television they had there. 
 
    He had run out of time. 
 
    It was about to hit. 
 
    Nobody knew at all what to expect.  
 
    The U.N had announced that there would be a blast radius of over six hundred miles but it may have effects from Los Angeles to Little Rock.   
 
    He sat and watched the news anchor presenting the coverage from a Bangkok studio. 
 
    He sat and watched the pictures switch between satellite imagery and the newsroom. 
 
    He sat and watched as the screen went black.  
 
    Before that day was through, reports started coming in of the actual destruction. 
 
    It was beyond comprehension.  
 
    The blast had reached both US coastlines in a little over six minutes and there were projections of over 30 million dead by the time the sun went down. The International Maritime Organisation and all international naval fleets were put on black alert as shock waves from the blast caused tsunamis to pulse out into both the Atlantic and Pacific.  
 
    The world began to die that 27th May.  
 
      
 
      
 
    His attention snapped back to the man entering the bar dressed in black trousers and a black vest and his head full of blonde dreadlocks tied up into a cap. The waitress slid him a whiskey before he sat down and he nodded back to her and th e man’s eyes caught his for a second and caused him to look away. He was short but muscular with a tan that belied his blonde hair and stubble. He had a tattoo on the back of each hand and a tattoo across his back, only hinted at through the open sleeves of his vest.  
 
    The news presenter on the screen was reporting live from some flooded harbour, shouting down her microphone as the water behind her crashed against the buildings.  
 
    “This is no time to be at sea” the man called behind him. 
 
    The kid didn’t take his eyes from the screen. He sounded Dutch but the kid couldn’t be sure. 
 
    He looked round and caught the man’s gaze again.  
 
    “No time to be anywhere by the look of things” 
 
    The man took the whole shot of whiskey down and breathed air in through his teeth. He flicked his burned out cigarette into the jar of sand on the bar. 
 
    He could feel the man eyeing him through the back of his head. 
 
    “You have some way of gettin’ where you need to be?” he called. 
 
    The question threw him slightly. 
 
    “Yeah I’m good” he managed, “heading back south tonight” 
 
    “All them planes are down now, eh?”  
 
    He looked at the kid with his eyebrows raised and cocked his head and motioned to the barmaid for another drink. 
 
    “Yeah I can’t believe that. I’ve travelled three days to get here and now they’ve closed the damn airport. There’s a lot of people out there with no way of getting anywhere” 
 
    He finished his beer and put the bottle down. 
 
    “Anyway, I’m taking the bus down to Bangkok tonight”  
 
    He glanced down at his leather watch. The train was due to depart at 21:10 and would arrive into Bangkok about twelve hours later and he would pay whatever it took to get there and to get home. That was what his credit card was for. 
 
    “You’re not catching a flight out of Bangkok now friend” the man replied. 
 
    The words hung in the sticky night air like flies on a paper. 
 
    The kid turned slowly to look at the man. A sweat came over him. 
 
    “Why?” he felt himself ask. 
 
    He didn’t want to hear the answer. 
 
    “Flights are grounded now friend. No reason to go to Bangkok, you wanna head north not south” 
 
    “To everywhere?”  
 
    He hoped the man was confused. 
 
    “To everywhere”  
 
    The man slammed down his empty glass and flicked it towards the barmaid with his middle finger. It stopped just short of falling off the bar. He made a quick gesture with his finger and she started pouring him another one. 
 
    The kid was sweating and his mind raced.  
 
    “So what are my options?” 
 
    The Dutchman smiled. His weathered face wrinkled and the sweat on his brow beaded.  
 
    He rose to his feet and stood there looking at him. He said nothing.  
 
    He had been just about to leave for the train station and he had no intention of spending another night in that place.   
 
    He thought of his conversation with his mother earlier that morning. London was flooded, there was a good chance that most, if not all, the British airports were closed too. 
 
    He had to find a phone. 
 
    He thanked the man, hoisted up his bag on to his shoulder and went for the door.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He had no idea which direction to walk though he guessed west along the dusty street. Before long he stopped at an old payphone bricked into the front of a bank which had been boarded over. There was plenty of loose change weighing down his pockets and he was happy to pump it into the machine. 
 
    The kid dialled the country code and then his mother’s number. He glanced at his watch and did the calculation in his head to see what time it was back at home and was relieved it was still midafternoon. 
 
    It was Tuesday but he knew his father hadn’t been at work for the past few days.  
 
    Nobody had. 
 
    There was silence on the line. He looked at the little display on the phone terminal. It was counting up the seconds of the call. The line clicked and an automatic recording spoke to him in Thai.  
 
    He hung up the receiver and put the returned coins back into the slot.  
 
    There was again a long pause and then the same recorded message, taunting him with words he couldn’t understand. He tried Abi’s number and the same recording spoke to him and he tried the London office but it was the same.  
 
    The lines were down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He sat down on the little white wall, dusty and old and crumbling under his weight, his backpack leaning against it in on the dried brown grass. A dog trotted down the centre of the road and glanced its head at him only slightly as it passed and did not break stride.   
 
    A man in a sweat-drenched blue linen shirt hurried past with arms full of luggage laden down like a packmule, a weary woman falling some paces behind dragging a suitcase and bags of her own. His eyes met the kid’s for a split-second and he looked panicked and then they were gone.  
 
    He was a short walk away from the centre of the town and there weren’t many people on those streets.  
 
    He closed his eyes. 
 
    His mind started to go through the possibilities.  
 
    He needed to find somewhere with a decent transport network that could offer travel to Europe, though as his mind turned over it didn’t take him long to reach the disappointing conclusion that there was indeed no option at all.  
 
    He was in possibly the worst corner of the world for this to happen and it made him angry inside and he regretted ever being there. 
 
    He knew that with the exception of Malaysia, which was at the opposite end of the country, Thailand bordered Laos and Cambodia and Myanmar and not one of those offered him any reasonable chance of getting west. 
 
    He was shaken from his thoughts by a thundering noise. Four helicopters rattled overhead leaving their rumble echoing far behind them in the dim sky.  
 
    For a moment after there was ringing in his ears. 
 
    He looked at his watch. The train to Bangkok was due to leave in the next ten minutes and he knew he would have to leave for the station at that very moment if he wanted to catch a flight out of Bangkok. The Dutchman could have been wrong though he doubted it. He wasn’t prepared to travel twelve hours south to the capital city to learn that fate and then turn around and travel twelve hours back again to restart.   
 
    With a deep sigh he gave up on the idea and resigned himself to travelling north by road to the border and into a neighbouring country to find a way home.  
 
    It was late at that time and he was angry at himself for having wasted a day and he knew he would have to find somewhere to stay for the night and could make an early start at his travels tomorrow.  
 
    With no idea of where to start looking he went back in to the bar to seek help. He thought that maybe the waitresses would be able to recommend somewhere or at the very least serve him something strong in the interim. 
 
    Inside, the Dutchman was still sitting up at the bar, joined there by a friend. 
 
    The second man was a little younger than the other but much bigger. He wore baggy brown combat trousers and a black shirt rolled up at the sleeves and his hair shaved short. They were both drinking whiskey shorts with bottles of lager on the side and both were smoking. 
 
    The kid walked through their cigarette smoke and into the bar. 
 
    Other than the three of them and the same two waitresses there was still nobody else there. 
 
    “Do you know somewhere I can stay from the night?” he called to them over the bar 
 
    The girls looked over to him but neither replied. 
 
    “Hotel?” he tried again 
 
    One of the girls leaned in slightly as though trying to hear him better but she moved no closer. 
 
    “I’m looking for a hotel, or a hostel. Somewhere to stay” 
 
    It was the Dutchman who spoke first. 
 
    “You need somewhere, try the Panda House” 
 
    His friend looked on. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if he was the butt of a joke that he didn’t understand. 
 
    “Sorry?”  
 
    “Yeah, not far from here. We’ve been in there, it’s ok. Don’t eat the breakfast”  
 
    The younger guy laughed and muttered his agreement. 
 
    “Thanks, appreciate it. You staying there tonight?” 
 
    The younger guy drained the end of his bottle and skimmed it gently along the bar and it rocked but didn’t fall. 
 
    “No we’re ridin’ outta here tonight” 
 
    He spoke with a soft American accent, low and slow with a rumbling quality that owed to a life of smoking too many cigars.  
 
    Against the back wall of the bar were a couple of black holdalls. 
 
    “We were fixin’ on getting a ride outta here in the morning but we been stood up” 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    He hopped up on to the bar stool next to the two guys and pulled his shirt away from his back to allow the air to flow.  
 
    Even inside the bar at night the air was humid. 
 
    “Where you headin?” 
 
    The Dutchman spoke. 
 
    “We’ve got ourselves an off-roader, we’re leaving tonight for the border. Call it the long way home”  
 
    He cracked a wry smile. 
 
    “So can you get flights out of Laos? Or Cambodia? I need to get out too”  
 
    The American finished his whiskey and shook his head. 
 
    “Doubt it. You ain’t gettin a flight nowhere now, it’s all grounded man” 
 
    “We’re Air Force” the Dutchman added, “you can believe what he says” 
 
    “China’s your only bet, that’s where we’re heading” 
 
    They sat for a moment.  
 
    The kid didn’t know what to say and his mind pulsed until his head hurt.  
 
    “You can come with us I guess” the American said to him, “I haven’t the darnedest what the flights are doing in Laos or in any other place, but there sure as hell ain’t no other way out of this damned country right now” 
 
    The kid looked up to him and he smiled slightly. 
 
    “I don’t care if we make for China, it’s better than sitting here” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Raheng to Mekong River Boundary 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours later the sun was completely down and only a faint glow of deep red hung over the silhouetted hilltops and distant trees and the rooftops of the town.  
 
    The American was sitting on the bonnet of the black Jeep smoking and tightening the spare tyre onto the metalwork and inhaling the white smoke and billowing it out through his nostrils as he worked. The convertible roof was down and folded into the back seat and the two black holdalls which the airmen carried, along with the kid’s rucksack, had been loaded onto the open back.  
 
    The Dutchman came out of the darkness with a small case of beers and a plastic bag with some foodstuffs and he threw the bag into the back and carefully slid the box of beers under the passenger seat.  
 
    “We good to go?”  
 
    He kicked the beers further under the seat with the heel of his boot. 
 
    “Yessir” barked the American as he bounced down from the bonnet and climbed up into the driving seat. He adjusted the mirrors and started up the engine and it clicked twice before kicking into life with a growl and he pushed the accelerator down a few times coughing black smoke from the exhaust. It lingered in the taillights and clouded the hot air before slowly dissipating into the night.  
 
    Mosquitoes flickered everywhere.  
 
    “Come on English or you’re here on your own” the American called. 
 
    The Dutchman smiled. 
 
    “And without your pack” he added. 
 
    Across the yard the kid was sitting in the red dust watching his mobile phone fail to find signal and thumbing idly at the screen.  
 
    He motioned to them with his hand and stood and dusted himself down. 
 
    There were no safety belts in the back and he braced himself in against the door with the folded material of the roof tucked in next to him and he took a quick glance back to check that his pack was in the vehicle and then settled in. 
 
    The American pushed the thin metal gear lever up into first gear and the wheels span in the dust for a second before finding the ground and propelling them into motion.  
 
    An explosion of fine red and gold dust filled the night behind them as they moved off the yard and onto the road. 
 
     
 
      
 
    The border to Laos was a couple of hours north and they could travel faster at night. The route through Lampang would take them into Chiang Rai where the road forked east and west. The road west led straight into Tachileik and the crossing into Myanmar but the border there would be guarded and they knew there was nothing to be achieved trying to get in without the paperwork which they did not have.  
 
    The road east would cross through the Thoeng and into Laos at Chiang Khong. From there the highway cut straight through the country to the north and into China and their aim was to be in the Chinese town of Mengla before they would sleep again. 
 
    They drove alone on the open road dotted with black palms and eucalyptus. The power lines ran by the roadside for mile after mile and the horizon on either side of them was flat as though of some great black and eternal desert. It was lined at the sides with lampposts but they were not lit and the rounded headlights of the 4x4 flew alone through the dark like lightning and the engine roared against silence. 
 
    To the west the river flowed with the road, black and silent and on occasion when the road approached it at the correct angle the kid could see the blurred headlights flickering off the water and the almost undetectable flutter of birds moving at the edge in the dark and then the river would career away again and into the fields to rejoin miles further on and this way it continued.  
 
    The Dutchman sat in the passenger seat of the car smoking cigarettes and flicking each one up over his head into the night when it was done.  
 
    Some distance further on up the road the fields turned into hills and the air grew cooler and the kid stretched out behind the driver’s seat as the night air tore across the open top. 
 
    He always welcomed the cold.  
 
    The ground dropped away to the west and rose to the east as the road traversed the side of a range and the tops of trees appeared by them at ground level, flicking by in a blur as they raced for the border.  
 
    On the dashboard the simple LED clock showed 22:34.  
 
    As they passed through Lampang the streetlights were working at the roadside. The American hadn’t let his foot off the accelerator for a moment since leaving Raheng and he slowed to let the car breathe and they cruised steadily through the town centre. Great shadows of superstores and factories stood in the dark and trucks buzzed alongside them and a fleet of army vehicles passed in the opposite direction. The Dutchman sat with one foot resting out of the open passenger window against the wingmirror picking at the broken stitching on his knee and within a few moments they were back out of the town and back into farmland and back into darkness.  
 
      
 
      
 
    As the first fingers of pink light reached and poked into the morning sky they crossed over the River Ing and into Wan Si.  
 
    The town was silent but for some dogs in the road which held their ground as the car approached and did little more than watch silently and motionless as they passed, before returning to whatever business they were previously attending to.  
 
    A short distance further along the road the American threw them into a right-hand turn along a newly constructed roadway which had been neatly tarmacked and well lit with bright electric lights even though the sun was fully clear of the horizon and had turned the sky a bright cloudless blue.  
 
    The kid sat slumped across the back seat leaning uncomfortably on his bag with both feet up on the cushioning. The American took the steering wheel between his knees and lit a cigarette with the gas lighter from his top pocket and blew a thin wisp of smoke from each nostril and returned the pack and the lighter to his pocket and opened the window all before returning either hand to the wheel.  
 
    His Dutch compatriot sat slumped on one elbow and didn’t look around.  
 
    The river crossing came into view and the road fed them down to the left as the Mekong stood flowing ahead of them, huge and deep brown and eternal.  
 
    They were not the only travellers there at that time waiting for the bridge to open and the road into the Laos countryside to become passable. Four big silver coaches sat parked on the tarmac, their occupants standing and sitting around smoking and sleeping and waiting and cars and bikes had started to form a queue at the barrier.  
 
    The LED clock on the dashboard read 05:16 and the sign on the side of the security shack showed that the border opened at 08:00.  
 
    The American eased the Jeep back into gear and let it roll slowly forward to the back of the queue and he flicked the car back out of gear again and pulled up the handbrake. He stepped out of the door into the heat. Without speaking he walked across from their vehicle towards the front of the queue and the security building with its tin roof shining white in the glare from the east above the Laotian hills on the far side of the river.  
 
    The Dutchman opened his door slightly and reached his leg to the ground, holding the open door and peering over the car in front of them to get a better view. A moment later the American returned and shook his head.  
 
    His lips pursed and his eyebrows raised slightly as he swung back up into the driving seat. 
 
    “Nah, no way, it ain’t worth it for two and some hours”  
 
    “Are they in there?” asked the Dutchman. 
 
    “Yeah there’s three of them up in there” 
 
    The kid shuffled on the back seat. 
 
    “Am I missing something?”  
 
    The Dutchman glanced back at him over his shoulder. 
 
    “We were thinking we may queue-jump a little” he smiled, “escort ourselves across”  
 
    He winked. 
 
    The kid had indeed missed something for little of their plan to run the border there had been discussed aloud and it was in the subtleties of some previous conversation that the idea had been conceived. Maybe in the deep of the night in the deep of the countryside there had been some small mention of it that he had perhaps missed through sleeping though he didn’t remember sleeping at all.  
 
    “But we’re not doing it?”  
 
    He still wasn’t completely clear what was going on. 
 
    “Border Patrol are already in there” the Dutchman said. 
 
    The American turned to him. 
 
    “It ain’t no more than a two foot high aluminium pipe running ‘cross that bridge there” 
 
    He took the lighter from his pocket. 
 
    “It ain’t gonna keep out no two tonne Jeep” 
 
    He lit a cigarette and inhaled and held it in his lungs for a moment and blew it out through his nostrils and looked up into the rearview mirror to catch the kid’s eyes. 
 
    “The Israeli assault rifles they’re sitting in there loading will though” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They sat and waited as more and more vehicles arrived into the holding area behind them until the entry road itself was backed all the way up the ramp and onto the road above.  
 
      boys walked amongst the vehicles selling their wa res from knapsacks though the kid did not know what they were selling as the first time they had approached the Jeep the Dutchman swatted them away like crows before they could stop and they didn’t return.  
 
    Eight o’clock had come and gone.  
 
    Nearly forty minutes later the kid was laying back watching an egret as it glided overhead slowly and majestically and swooped silently down toward the river.  
 
    His attention was snapped back into focus by the movement all around him as those who had been sitting now stood and those who had been standing out of their vehicles rushed to return to them and around him engines fired into life and doors slammed and a grey cocktail of exhaust fumes filled the air.   
 
      
 
      
 
    It was still some time before they had reached the front of the line and they sat with the nose of the Jeep just a short distance from the white metal gate. 
 
    One of the six guards at the checkpoint put up his hand to them and indicated for them to stop. They surrounded the vehicle and peered inside.  
 
    One appeared next to the driver’s door and muttered something to them in the local tongue though none knew what had been said.  
 
    The American handed the soldier the three passports and he took them sharply from his hand and passed them to his colleague without taking his eyes from the men. He watched the driver and his Dutch passenger intently for a moment, glancing briefly to the back seat at the kid sitting with his pack on his lap.  
 
    “Thhar?” he snapped.  
 
    The American gently shrugged his shoulders.  
 
    “Thhar, thhar” he barked again pointing to the American’s arm.  
 
    He looked up at his colleagues who were inspecting the passports. One motioned something back to him. 
 
    “Thhar ‘merikan” he drawled. 
 
    He had spotted the Air Force Nightowl tattoo on the American’s shoulder. He pointed at them both as he spoke.  
 
    “Thhar ‘merikan” 
 
    He pointed again at his own Thai security badges and again at the driver. 
 
    “He said you’re an American soldier” the kid called from the back seat. 
 
    The American nodded slowly. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m with the US Air Force, 497s. Stationed at Paya Lebar”  
 
    It was unclear how much the official understood.   
 
    Another guard stepped up next to him. 
 
    “Out”  
 
    He motioned with the barrel of his gun for them to step out of the vehicle. They did so and they were marched inside the security building at riflepoint to the cheap wooden desk where sat a short man in a white shirt with a heavily receding hairline. The three passports sat on the table in front of him and a small wall fan on the side wall did nothing to cool the sticky air. The place smelled of tobacco smoke and sweat.   
 
    He watched them as they entered but he didn’t stand. 
 
    “We should have just jumped it” the Dutchman muttered under his breath. 
 
    The little man at the desk looked them up and down and spoke to them again in Thai. 
 
    “Sorry fella, we don’t understand” said the American. He towered over everyone else in there.  
 
    The man at the desk cared little if any for this and continued to speak as before. He stopped, again waiting for a response. 
 
    “We don’t know what it is you’re saying” started the American, “I’m with the US Air Force in Paya Lebar, Singapore. My comrade here is with seventh Pacific, out of Osan Korea. He was visiting his granddaddy’s gravesite here before all this happened” 
 
    The man watched them for some time.  
 
    He looked between them and finally his gaze fell to the kid. 
 
    He pointed to the kid while still looking at the two airmen.  
 
    “Khea?” he asked. 
 
    The kid shuffled on the spot. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “He’s with us, we’re giving him a ride over the border. Hopefully” 
 
    He watched them a little more and beckoned over one of the guards. The guard skipped over to them in a manner contrasting his tough exterior and he stood in front of them with the TAR-21 assault rifle in his left hand angled slightly towards them, up under his arm.  
 
    He stared at them. 
 
    “Hk sib baht” 
 
    They looked at him. 
 
    Nobody spoke.  
 
    The kid started to fumble in his pocket and the Dutchman and the American watched him from the corner of their eyes. 
 
    “Hk sib baht” he snapped again this time with more urgency in his voice. 
 
    The Dutchman and the American looked at each other and the guard stepped in front of the door and held up his rifle. The kid fumbled in his pocket and the American glared at him and neither man knew what to do and then the guard with the assault rifle stepped in front of them again and waved a finger across them both and held out his hand.  
 
    The little man watched from the desk as their eyes widened.  
 
    The guard spoke again to them in English  
 
    “Sixty baht each to pass” 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the Laos side of the border they rolled into Huay Xai as the sun poured over them like hot tar. It had been in the sky for a few hours and was already baking the dried earth at the roadside and as they parked the Jeep it halted in a puff of red dust.  
 
    The main street of the little frontier town was already bustling with traders and travellers busily scuttling like ants set to task. They changed their Baht into Kip and stepped into a cafe built up from timber and covered in hangings painted with religious icons and birds and fish and flowers.  
 
    Each of them ordered coffee and they asked for food but were declined with a single shake of the head by the petite waitress who came to their table.  
 
    She offered no apology.  
 
    They refilled their cups and drank them down and were back on the road in hardly any time at all.  
 
    The road went north past roadside towns for mile on mile through conifers and palms and they passed one moment through dense and lush forestry brightly peppered with wild blossoms of every colour and the next through sparse dry patches of barren earth that looked to have not seen life for millennia. Fields of sugarcane and cotton were tended to by young and old in rice hats with woven straps all bent over in two and who could very well have been remained that way.  
 
    The Dutchman had his mobile phone in his hand flicking away at the buttons. 
 
    “Still nothing?” asked the American. 
 
    “Nothing. Not since Bangkok. The battery’s about to die now anyway” 
 
    He leaned across into the back seat and tossed the phone inside his open rucksack.  
 
    “We’ll try and make contact from Luang Namtha” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The highway passed through the centre of the Nam Ha National Park and through low scrublands filled with bamboo and the forest grew denser and the trees grew taller into the mist. The road tracked north west through the valley floor as the hills of deep green climbed either side of them and in the lowlands they saw herded gaur and pigs and wild horses and flocks of brightly coloured birds fluttered above them.  
 
    The American pulled the car off the road where the Namngeen river crossed the road at Tha Se and they climbed down and drank the cool water from their hands. Young boys in shorts came down from the stilted bamboo dwellings and sat and watched them and came to them full of confidence and talked to them in their own language and, though the travellers could not understand what they said and they in turn could not understand the travellers, there were moments of affinity as the boys and the men splashed each other in the shallows.  
 
    As they rose to leave the smallest of the boys reached into his cloth sack and handed the Dutchman a banana and the Dutchman took it and smiled and thanked the boy and he giggled and ran to catch up to his friends.  
 
      
 
      
 
    It was early afternoon when they again pulled away from the highway at Done Moune following the roadsigns to Luang Namtha and as they slowed so too did the air current over the convertible roof and as it did the heat of the lunchtime sun began to fully reveal itself. They cruised into the south end of the town past the small timber homes hung with tarpaulins and lanterns and drying meats and each covered in red clay tiles. The road was well tarmacked but the ground around the town was rough and bare and trenches ran along the fronts of the homes and cooking fires burnt and motorbikes spitting diesel smoke rumbled along the roadway.  
 
    In the centre of the town they parked the Jeep at the side of the road by a stall selling woven scarves and as they climbed out the old lady inside called to them and held up her products and the men politely declined.  
 
    They found a small café along the road and they waved to the owner and took their seats on the low wooden chairs outside the building and the man came over to them and smiled and they ordered coffee and rice and eggs and he nodded and disappeared into the back. 
 
    They ate and talked and the kid told them about himself and how he had come to be in that place and he told them about the elephants and about the places he had seen and when he was done the Dutchman and the American told their stories to him.  
 
    The American said that he had been stationed in Singapore on a US Air Force training programme and had taken leave to meet the Dutchman who was an old friend from many years back and the two of them went to visit the Kanchanaburi War Cemetery where the body of the Dutchman’s grandfather was laid. He told the kid that his grandfather had been a prisoner of war to the Japanese and had worked on the railroad projects there until his death in 1942. He said that when they had gone to leave for their flight back from Bangkok to Amsterdam that it had been cancelled and neither the US nor Dutch air forces could spare the resources to help them.  
 
    When they had finished the coffee and the food, they paid the man and thanked him and asked if there was somewhere they could find a telephone or the internet and the man said that the phone lines had been cut off only the previous day and that there was a small internet café along the road by the market but he doubted it would be operational either.  
 
    They walked to the spot he had described and found the café and stepped inside but the terminals were off and when the American pushed some coins inside a telephone the man called to him from the back room saying that they didn’t work but he could sell them some tea if they wished.
The American muttered under his breath as to why the man would bother opening the doors to the place if neither the computers or the telephones worked or why indeed he would want tea and they went again together into the street. 
 
    As they walked back along the road towards the Jeep they passed an open shopfront lined with wooden handicrafts and beads and jewellery and ornate bottles of rice whiskey. Inside there were a huddle of people sitting around a television screen and the kid stepped inside to them. 
 
    On the little screen he saw a devastated village on a hillside which had experienced an earthquake or a landslide and there were shots of crying mothers and emergency services putting out fires.  
 
    The man stood and came over to the kid and nodded to him softly and he nodded back and the man asked how he could help and the kid asked if the man knew anything about travelling into China and the man said he did and had crossed the border many times to trade. He asked if the kid was a tourist and he said that he wasn’t but that he needed to get across the border to catch a flight home but none of them held the papers.  
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    “We won’t get visas?” the kid asked. 
 
    “You won’t get flights” the man replied. 
 
    The kid asked why not and the man moved his hands around in the air in front of him and told him that there were no flights and he moved to the table at the back of the room and picked up a newspaper and brought it back and flicked through a few pages and handed it to the kid and, though it was written in Laotian, there was a photo on the page of a line of passenger planes at an airport somewhere. 
 
    The kid looked at him. 
 
    “No flights?”  
 
    The man just looked back. 
 
    “Anywhere?”  
 
    The man shook his head slowly and took the newspaper. 
 
    The kid thanked him and wished him well and went out into the street where the other two were waiting for him and he told them what he had heard. 
 
    “What do you think?” the American asked his friend and the Dutchman shrugged. 
 
    They stood in the heat for a few moments without speaking as each man thought of their options. 
 
    Eventually the American spoke again. 
 
    “Myanmar?” 
 
    The Dutchman cocked his head slowly to the side and pursed his lips. 
 
    “How do you even get in?” he asked, “you can’t drive in” 
 
    “Can we drive around it?” 
 
    “Around where?”  
 
    “Around the top” 
 
    The Dutchman looked at him. 
 
    “You can” the kid replied, “up through China you can get round the tip and into India. You can pay your way into India” 
 
    “How far is that?” the Dutchman asked and the kid shrugged and said he didn’t know but that it was a very long way though regardless of that they had no other option. 
 
    The American shook his head and said the other option was to go across the Mekong into Myanmar and the kid said that was stupid and that there was no way of pulling it off and even if they got into the country they would have to drive thousands of miles to get out the other side and the American said that was not a stupid thing. He said the stupid thing was to go all the way north into China and up through the mountains into India and through the Himalayas and the kid said they would have to agree to disagree and if that was how they felt then they would part ways and the American agreed. 
 
    The kid thanked the American and the Dutchman for helping him get this far and the Dutchman joked that they would see him on the other side in India and hopefully by then the air travel would have resumed and they could fly home. 
 
    “Hundred bucks we beat ya ‘cross there” the American added. 
 
    They all shook hands and the kid took his pack from the back of the Jeep and thanked them again and he set off along the road to find a bus heading north.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He found the bus station along the road by a closed Lao Airlines office and went inside and bought a ticket to Xishuangbanna three hours across the border into China and he was told he would be stopped at the border and there would be a fee to pay as he wasn’t in possession of the correct paperwork. 
 
    The bus was due to leave an hour or so later and he bought a small map and took his pack out onto the road and sat in the shade by himself. 
 
    He looked at the map.  
 
    There was no reference marker to show its scale or the distance between any two points but he knew the bus journey would take four to five hours and so he plotted with his fingers along the roads how long it may take him to head north through China into the mountains and he ended up counting it in days. The roads on the map stopped entirely north of Dali and it was yet hundreds and hundreds of miles further to the border into Arunachal Pradesh in northeastern India.  
 
    The thought worried him and he felt very alone in that place and he thought of his family and his girlfriend and as the realisation of how long it may take him to return home overcame him he broke out in a cold sweat and he felt a sickness in the very pit of his stomach.  
 
    He put his fingers on the map again in case he had miscalculated though he hadn’t and he tried to imagine his challenge of getting through the Himalayas alone when the world around him was coming apart and he thought for a moment that he could die there. 
 
    He didn’t know where to look.  
 
    He couldn’t breathe properly and he stood to go inside to try to find a telephone to call someone though he didn’t know who and he knew the lines were down anyway. He turned on the spot like a prey animal unsure where to run. He was pouring sweat. 
 
    He sat back down on the side of the road and stared into the heat and as he watched up the road the flickering white headlamps of a car filtered through the haze and approached and then slowed next to him and only when it stopped entirely did his attention focus enough to look up. 
 
    The Dutchman hung out of the window. 
 
    “Good luck friend, last one to India buys the beers” 
 
    The American laughed and the kid stood sharply and knew entirely in that moment that getting into the back of that car was absolutely the only option he had. 
 
    “I need to come with you” he said to them expressionless, desperation in his voice. 
 
    The Dutchman looked across to the American who winked and nodded. 
 
    “Told ya” he said. 
 
    The Dutchman smiled. 
 
    “Get in” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They took the road south west back out of Luang Namtha into the jungle and it was not much of a road and had been laid if actually laid at all with loose gravel and wet mud and was as pocked with craters and holes as one might imagine the moon to be. The Jeep bounced ceaselessly and the kid was sure the wheels would eventually come away from the axles and send them skidding into the trees. The three passengers held on to any and every part of the chassis in an attempt to support themselves and stop the clattering of both their heads on the roof and their backsides on the underpadded seats.  
 
    They stopped only twice along the road. The first at the sound of a bang so loud they were sure that either the tyres or the engine had exploded though neither had and the second time to rescue the Dutchman’s holdall as it bounced straight out of the open roof and into the wild undergrowth.  
 
    They saw no wildlife for nearly seven miles, such was the unexpected and ungodly sound of their approaching as all birds and jungle critters dispersed long before their arrival. 
 
    As the road emerged from the other end of the deep jungle they emerged with it, their transport miraculously intact but for the mess inside and some damage to the wheels and bearings if nothing else.  
 
    The ground calmed onto an orange dust track that wound around the edge of the hills and the Mekong again revealed itself below. 
 
    River vessels glided silently up and down shipping goods and people in both directions.  
 
    On the far side stood Myanmar, one of the least trekked and hardest to enter nations to have ever existed. 
 
    “So now what?” 
 
    The American pulled the Jeep across onto the side of the track with its nose pointing towards the steep riverbank, the road continuing away to the west. The dust clouded and swirled and settled again. The Dutchman kicked the passenger door open and stretched himself out and stood and regarded the view across into nomansland with his hands on his hips.  
 
    “There isn’t a way across man if that’s what you’re thinking, that’s the point entirely” the American called from behind the wheel. 
 
    The kid stepped out of the car and rounded the front of it and opened up the rugged map onto the hot bonnet of the Jeep. His hands touched the metal and recoiled at the heat.  
 
    He tracked the road or what he thought was the road with his finger, a thin red line from Muang Sing towards the river until it reached what he though was their approximate location. He looked around for some clue.  
 
    A muntjack had darted into the road and stood for a moment watching them with wide eyes and the unsureness of a thing that lived in a world free from people and maps and big hissing American 4x4s. It took in what it could in the briefest of moments and darted again into the bushes and away. 
 
    “We’re somewhere along this stretch here, outside of Zieng Kok” he stroked across the map with his fingertip, “where the track bends west along the Mekong”  
 
    It had been very clearly explained and as well understood that there was no bridge and no ferry and no point in the river safe enough to swim nor indeed any welcome on the other side either.  
 
    The American was standing at the top of the bank with a cigarette between his lips and one hand rubbing his shaved head slowly. 
 
    “I’m sure we could swim it though, huh?” 
 
    He nodded to himself and replied to his own question.  
 
    “We could”  
 
    The Dutchman wiped the beads of sweat from his eyes with his thumb.  
 
    “If you swam across there you’d drag yourself out the other side with nothing but a thousand mile walk” 
 
    The American thought about this for a while. 
 
    “We need the car, man” he said calmly, not breaking stare from a passing boat.  
 
    The kid was watching it too. 
 
    “That’s what we need there” 
 
    “We need a boat we can get this thing on though” said the Dutchman kicking the tyre of the Jeep with the toe of his boot. 
 
    “Ain’t no-one giving us no ride ‘cross there, man, and you know it” 
 
    “So we find our own boat then, no?”  
 
    They watched each other for a moment. 
 
    “We’ll have to take one” 
 
    They stood across from each other in the dust as if they were in a standoff though none held guns. 
 
    The kid was perched up on the cooling bonnet of the car.  
 
    “So that’s what we do” 
 
    Both airmen looked at him not expecting this boldest of statements from apparently the least bold of their party.  
 
    “We have come this far haven’t we? We made the decision a long way back up that road, if there was a decision to be made, that we were coming this way and crossing this river and going home” 
 
    Neither of them spoke. 
 
    The kid continued. 
 
    “If we go back we go north into China, and the road through the Himalayas is longer than we even know, there’s no guarantee of anything whatsoever. This isn’t something any of us exactly planned for and we have to accept that. We play the cards in our hand. So if we’re going across Myanmar, we’re going across that river. There aren’t any bridges and they certainly don’t want us in there”  
 
    He bounced down off the car onto his feet. 
 
    “So let’s get ourselves a boat” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun had passed behind the hills and the world was slowly slipping into slumber. Birds once busy chattering away in daysong had all but ceased their tunes and in their place a new cacophony of insects and night creatures had started its chorus. It had taken a lot longer than they had thought to climb the Jeep down onto the beach and the car had nearly slipped into the water below on a number of occasions. It sat in the evening cool under the cover of palm leaves and branches which they had placed across the metalwork to hide the shine of the moon from anyone who cared to look over to them.  
 
    The Dutchman was sitting on a rock in the shallows washing his vest in the cool water and the American was drifting into sleep propped up against a tree, smoking, three empty beer bottles at his side.  The kid watched them from where he sat some fifty yards upriver and he saw the American jolt awake when the cigarette dropped from his lips onto his bare stomach. He batted it away before sinking back down as before. The kid smiled to himself.  
 
    In the distance through the deep purple and red sunset four silhouetted helicopters flew over in formation like geese flocking.  
 
    He was filled with a resolute determination as he looked across the Mekong to the opposing jungleland. Somewhere off in that direction across continents and across all that he didn’t know stood all that he did. But he knew then that those things would not be the same as when he left them. The world was crashing and this was unavoidable. He felt very scared sitting in that spot not knowing at all what lay ahead of him and on the doorstep of some land he was about to try to cross in shadow and secrecy. What would exist on the other side of that river or on the other side of that was not to be known but he had absolute determination to get there and to get back to Europe and to London and to Abi. He was lost in this thought for some time as the sky grew darker until at once he stood sharply from his rock and stared intently upstream. 
 
    He whistled sharply through his teeth and the two airmen downstream snapped to attention. 
 
    A long wooden barge coasted silently towards them from the shadows, a single spotlight fixed to the front illuminating the water.  
 
    The American moved back into the trees to the Jeep and the Dutchman waded out into the water and waved his vest round above his head like a cowboy with a lasso, water spinning from it in every direction.  
 
    “Help” he called out, not knowing whether the driver of the barge would hear or understand. 
 
    Upstream the driver of the barge saw this sight ahead of him and slowed the motor of his boat and watched from the dark.  
 
    While somewhat wary of the strange man halfdressed and standing in the river in the dark calling to him, it was the absurdity of the situation that caused him to be less vigilant than he ought to have been and he slowly banked the long vessel across the water towards the Dutchman.  
 
    “Help me” the Dutchman continued to shout.   
 
    As the boat veered closer to the shore the Dutchman dove forward into the water and swam across to meet it, gliding up to the side of the wooden hull and holding on to it with his fingertips. The man left the wheel and rushed forward throwing a short length of rope into the water for him to grab. The Dutchman took it and with the help of the struggling captain pulled himself aboard, dripping the black water onto the wooden deck.  
 
    The kid watched the two silhouettes from where he stood as the Dutchman rose slowly to his feet. He took a moment’s pause in the dark to gather himself then leaped straight at the captain and bundled him to the floor. He used the captain’s own rope to bind him and tie him to the side struts of the deck and the captain kicked and shouted but he couldn’t get loose.  
 
    By the time this scene had unfolded and the Dutchman stood behind the wheel of the boat it was some way downriver and at a ninety degree angle to the flow and the Dutchman fought against the current and struggled to right the vessel to face it back west the way it had come. It drifted still backwards as he familiarised himself with the boat’s controls and finally mastered the throttle.  
 
    The kid started running back along the rocky shoreline to join the American where he stood at the edge of the water as the wooden barge finally came to life and, with a growl and a huge churning of water, it proceeded to slug slowly back upriver against the current. The captain sat tied to the fencing with the fat wet rope kicking and wriggling and shouting.  
 
    The Dutchman brought the boat as close as he could to the beach and unbuckled the steel loading hatch and opened out the front panel into the water. The American had brought the Jeep out into the open on the muddy riverbank and sat at the wheel trying to think. 
 
    “Turn it sideways again” he shouted to the boat. 
 
    At the wheel the Dutchman hadn’t heard him and the kid repeated the request to him again from the water’s edge.  
 
    The Dutchman threw up his hands.  
 
    “It won’t just turn sideways” he shouted back. 
 
    The kid relayed the comment back to the Jeep. 
 
    The American sat there watching. 
 
    The boat was twenty feet from the shore facing east, the opened loading hatch at the front hanging down into the river allowing the black water to lap up onto the wooden decking.  
 
    The kid looked between them waiting for the next to speak but neither did.  
 
    “We’re going to have to hurry, this couldn’t be a more obviously fucked situation” 
 
    The captain continued to wriggle and shout in his shackling.  
 
    The Dutchman started to round the boat so that the front faced the beach though the water between the two was still too deep to drive into and the kid waved his hands to signal the boat closer to the shoreline.  
 
    As the open front of the barge turned towards the shore the American fired the Jeep up and revved at the engine.  
 
    “Get in now” he yelled to the kid. 
 
    The kid ran towards the Jeep just as the front of the boat turned into position. The American pressed the accelerator down and the wheels span in the mud and sand before gripping and launching it forwards, roaring into the water and straight at the hull of the boat. The Jeep crashed through the surf and smashed onto the steel hatch hanging down from the front of the barge throwing the nose of the car upwards and crashing the front wheels down onto the deck. Both wheels splintered straight through the wood into the hull while the back two hung down into the water. The captain had stopped struggling in the ropes and sat watching wide-eyed in astonishment at what unfolded before him. The weight of the Jeep hinged entirely on the two wheels which were down into the deck to their arches and were pulling the wood up from its nails. The American leaped out from the Jeep with the kid as both it and the boat creaked and moaned and the two men tried with everything they had to keep the car from crashing backwards off the boat and into the river.  
 
    They knew it would indeed be nothing short of disastrous if they were left in this jungle with neither car nor boat.  
 
    The Dutchman left the controls of the barge which was now coasting slowly backwards at an angle under no control at all and rushed to the young Burmese captain where he sat. He quickly untied the poor man and hauled the heavy rope over to the car, strapping it through the front towbar at one end and around the boat’s driver cabin at the other.  
 
    “Is it secure?” yelled the kid over the noise. 
 
    The Dutchman heaved with both hands to tighten the rope and the knot as much as he could.  
 
    “I don’t think so” he called. 
 
    “Turn us around” called the American frantically, pulling their packs from the Jeep out onto the deck of the barge. He span the wheel and the boat started to spin gently round on the spot, the Jeep’s weight straining the rope and breaking apart the wooden decking. As they finally turned to face downriver again the Dutchman put the boat forward into the dark water, pushing the car along in front of them. 
 
    “My god man, if anyone sees this” 
 
    The power of the boat, while nothing remarkable, was enough to keep the car half out of the water and push it forward. River water began to gush upwards onto the open deck of the boat. 
 
    “Get us to the other side” called the American. 
 
    “I can’t, look” the Dutchman replied, pointing across the river.  
 
    The far side of the river was overgrown and trees and bushes hung out over the water making it impossible to get the vessel to the shoreline. 
 
    “We’re going to have to find a place downriver of here, just make sure that Jeep doesn’t end up underwater” 
 
    The American scoffed and threw up his hands.  
 
    “How?” he muttered, half to himself. 
 
    He looked back just in time to see the young Burmese captain leap over the side of the barge into the water below and swim away as fast as he could. None of them had a chance of stopping him and within seconds he had disappeared from view entirely into the night.  
 
    “Now we have even less time, what do you think he’s going to do when he reaches help?” 
 
    The question didn’t require a response for all three knew exactly what he would do. The Dutchman pushed down the throttle and more water poured on to the deck.  
 
    The kid shook his head.  
 
    It could be all over before it even started. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They managed somehow, possibly through divine assistance, though none of them thought it deserved, perhaps rather through some other set of wild coincidences, to coast a couple of miles downriver with the boat and the car still tied together and the boat still on the correct side of the water until lights appeared on the Burmese shoreline to the south.  
 
    The American motioned backwards to the boat’s new Dutch captain and the boat was slowed to a crawl. The entire front section of the barge was in the river and much of the inside of the Jeep was full of water too.  
 
    “If there’s a town over there then there must be a road to it” he called to the kid and waved the Dutchman across to the side.  
 
    The Dutchman was having problems getting the boat to turn due to the weight of the Jeep and the profuse flooding now at its front end. He wrestled with the wheel and the boat started to tilt, gliding at an angle towards the shrubby bankside. As it neared the shore the Dutchman tried in vain to throw the boat into reverse to slow it and the bottom of the boat scraped across the rocks on the river bed, disturbing the delicate relationship the boat cabin and the rope and the Jeep were currently enjoying together. The wooden panelling of the barge’s cabin started to pull away from its fittings and was splintering the timber.  
 
    The smell of diesel filled the air as the boat poured black fumes into the already black night.  
 
     just a few feet to go the tension finally gave and the relationship fractured completely. The entire front section of the cabin crashed apart and exploded up into the sky, freeing the rope which whistled forwards as the Jeep smashed through the deck of the barge and into the shallow water, breaking the beams of the deck wide open and allowing the black water to soar upwards onto the boat.  
 
    The American threw the kid’s rucksack across the deck to him and grabbed his own and the Dutchman’s and leaped over the side of the boat into the water. The kid followed him overboard and lastly the Dutchman did too. 
 
    They had just reached the muddy shore and got to standing when the boat finally gave and tipped completely backwards into the water and started to sink. The Jeep, as the malign architect of the situation sat proudly on the rocks submerged only to just below its arches, facing the boat as it went down. It glistened proudly in the crystal moonlight, intact but for the front grille, black water dripping from every part of it.  
 
    They stood silently and watched as the barge slipped downwards into the blackness and neither man said anything for a moment and all that could be heard in that place was the bubbling of the boat going down. 
 
    The American stepped slowly forwards through the shallow to the car. He pulled open the door and water rushed out. 
 
    “If that thing starts I’ll be goddamned” 
 
    He leaned into the soaking cab and turned the key which had been in the ignition the entire time. The starter motor chattered and spat. 
 
    “It’s full of water you idiot” called the Dutchman. 
 
    He turned it again and it coughed some more like an animal choking. He climbed up onto the wet leather seat and pushed at the pedals as he did so.  
 
    “Let it dry out some” called the Dutchman again.  
 
    He started to pick up his pack from the shallows and was looking around for an exit strategy when the Jeep spat again and with a deafening bang regained its life as the engine turned over.  
 
    The American laughed loudly. 
 
    He jumped out of the car with one fist triumphantly in the air. 
 
    The kid shook his head and looked at the Dutchman with a soft smile. 
 
    “Can you believe that?”  
 
    “Damn American engineering too” he replied, shaking his head. 
 
    The American thumped the bonnet with his fist, laughing. 
 
    “Well, it’s better than its Burmese counterpart over there” the kid said, nodding towards the water. 
 
    A few feet away the final part of the river barge was just disappearing into the murk of the Mekong. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Somewhere outside Kenglan to Wang Singpin 
 
      
 
      
 
    They climbed the Jeep off the beach up the bank through the shrub onto the plateau above. There was no track and the land was overgrown but it was sparse enough for them to drive through, weaving slowly between the trees in the dark, the headlights low to hide themselves from anyone who may be there. They knew the captain of the barge would have surely reached that town or another like it and they knew also that when local authorities heard from him that two foreign servicemen and their accomplice had tied him up and hijacked his boat and then smashed it apart trying to haul a Jeep with Thai licence plates across the river that it wouldn’t sit too well with them at all.  
 
    They knew the hunt was already on. 
 
    Their party approached the edge of the town and stopped on the hill and parked the Jeep inside an allamanda bush blossoming in big yellow flowers and they set out on foot with their packs, the Dutchman walking ahead. At the clearing was a stream leading into the Mekong below and they waded across slowly.  
 
    There were still some lights on down in the town but it was very quiet there. White smoke wisped from stove chimneys and there was music playing somewhere in the sea of red and green and brown tin shack roofs and up to their left the only road out of the town headed away through farmland and into the jungle beyond. A motorscooter and a farm truck arrived together, one behind the other, and they watched as the two vehicle convoy stopped behind a small shanty restaurant and both drivers unloaded some crates from the truck. Three more helicopters buzzed overhead heading in the same direction as the earlier group, flying low and fast with their little lights blinking in the night sky like a thrown handful of fireflies.  The kid watched them as they disappeared across the trees and he knew that something big was going on in some place though he could be sure it wasn’t going on in that town. 
 
    “Do you think we can meet that road further up?” asked the American. 
 
    They surveyed the area from their viewpoint but in the dark is was difficult to make out what lay beyond the town and for all they knew the town may end there or it may just become another town and another or it may run into miles of open country.  
 
    Their map showed in rough detail the roads and town names and jungle areas and the elevation of the land of Thailand and of Laos and of part of Vietnam and southern China though it showed Myanmar as a mostly white and uncharted mass with no features at all except for an external border and a handful of main rivers. 
 
    The Dutchman regarded it all through squinted eyes. 
 
    “Once the town is asleep, let’s go and find out” 
 
      
 
    The clock on the dashboard of the car had been showing 88:11 for some time after coming out of the water and by the time they returned to the car it had died completely. The three men sat on the side of the stream drinking from a bottle of sangsom and smoking cigarettes and watching little creatures at their business.  
 
    When the last of the chimneys had stopped smoking and the final candlelight was extinguished, they rose from where they were dozing in the long grass amongst the trees and retrieved the car from its cover of allamanda and rolled it gently down the hill, being careful not to crash it into trees and rocks as the headlights were turned off. They skirted the edge of the town, pushing through bushes until the front of the Jeep was as covered in shrublife as the terrain itself and it dragged flowers and leaves along with it as it went.  
 
    At the foot of the hill a farm track led west to the main road. The place was still and dark and the track wound through the trees underneath the oily black sky and the clicking and chirping of insects was the only thing to be heard there other than the gentle tempered rumble of the straight-6 diesel engine as it gently rolled out of the town.  
 
    “We need to get off the road, this is a pretty identifiable car out here” said the kid, again riding in the back, “and we’re missing the entire front grille” 
 
    His boots were tied together at the laces and threaded through the handrail on the back of the chassis to dry in the night air. 
 
    Once clear of the little town and the one that followed it and once surrounded only by open fields the Dutchman pressed in the accelerator and moved them as quickly as possible away from the area. There was only a single road to follow from east to west and while dusty tracks and farm roads spidered away from it on both sides they had no map to follow and not much fuel in the tank and to risk any such sideroad in the middle of the night would be foolish.  
 
    They passed an hour later through the sleeping village of Mong Lin, though none knew its name, and turned north to Monghpyak following a route based on approximate trajectory only and knowing neither where that place was or for what reason they were headed there. 
 
    Some time along the road to the south of Poi Mwe, with the kid asleep in the back seat with his head on his rucksack and the American’s chin rested on his chest in the passenger seat next to him, the Dutchman pulled the Jeep into a dry lane on the roadside and killed the engine and dropped almost immediately to sleep with them. The three slept deeply despite their sitting positions and none stirred until the sky had turned silver again in the morning sun.  
 
    The American woke first with a jolt which in turn woke the others and spun to the window where his gaze was met square on by the wide beady eyes of a farm goat only a foot from the car. It watched him for a few seconds chewing on something or nothing and turned away, trotting off to continue its morning of searching the dry scrub for food.  
 
    The steadily increasing heat of the past few days had begun to dry out the grasses and there had been a fire there at some time and the trees on the ridge were blackened. 
 
    Further up the track by a tin barn two men in rough linen trousers and sun hats watched them silently from where they stood.  
 
    The Dutchman gathered himself quickly and fired up the Jeep’s engine and turned it on the spot and headed back on to the main road as the men stared after them. 
 
    The American lit a cigarette and inhaled the smoke and breathed it through his nose and looked into the mirror as they drove away until the two men had gone from view. 
 
    “We stick out like tits on a goddamned boar hog” 
 
      
 
      
 
    With their car abandoned at the side of the road they walked in to Keng Tung on foot and attracted less attention than they had imagined as they pushed through the hive of activity into the bustling markets. The kid used his bank card and withdrew local currency from the machine in the front of a closed bank and the three of them bought lightweight shirts and sun hats and provisions and sat on plastic chairs in front of a café and ordered coffee and sweet sticky rice.  
 
    Though only a little after ten in the morning, the air was thick with heat and they washed themselves in a fountain outside a bookstore.  
 
    Two ladies passed by on bikes and a group of young children ran to them and circled them and ran away again shouting. Flatbed trucks and mules and motorscooters passed in every direction and a chinook passed low overhead with a dog following it along the road, bouncing and barking loudly.  
 
    The kid was sitting on the side of the crumbling stone fountain with his pack in his lap flicking through some papers he had been carrying with him from his business which were to be filed back in London. They were yellowed and curled and torn from crossing the river the previous evening and the ink had run. The Dutchman looked across at him as he tried to flatten the papers between his hand and the stone wall. 
 
    “You taking those to London?” he nodded at him, smiling just a little. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s the whole reason I’m out here. It’s the reports from the conservation centres I was at” 
 
    He read the title of one aloud. 
 
    “Examination and advice on fourteen significant habitat losses to the Asian elephant including agricultural encroachment and crop-raiding within sixty protected areas”  
 
    “They look a bit fucked now don’t they?” 
 
    He held them up against the sun. 
 
    “Yeah, just a bit” 
 
    “You think London cares about them?” 
 
    He looked across at the Dutchman wringing the last of the water from his black vest and stuffing it into the pocket of the American’s pack. He looked back at the papers.  
 
    “I guess not” 
 
    “You guess right friend” 
 
    His hands dropped to his lap.  
 
    “I think they’ve probably got bigger things to think about now, man. Sorry” 
 
    Two motorbikes came past in a cloud of fumes and thick dust. 
 
    The kid knew he was right. He sat contemplative for a few moments fiddling with the edge of the papers as though weighing in his head their worth.  
 
    He sighed.  
 
    The realisation landed on him that with only road and rail at their disposal their journey home would be longer than he could fathom. He didn’t know the size of the country they were in other than that it was bigger by some significant distance than his own and as they had broken into it they would have to continue on their way and break back out again. He had himself said on the bank of the river that this was a decision now out of their hands. The world had in only those six days since the impact become a new place and not he nor anybody else could know whether it would return to how it was before. New things were of importance to them. The market traders of Keng Tung themselves knew that a shift was afoot and the weather around them was changing too. Their new priority was to make it home alive and that only. To get out of that town and to get to the next and to the next and to continue until they reached India and then move to the next place and to go on that way until he was home, if his home still existed.   
 
    He balled the papers in his hand and dropped them down to the floor and kicked them on the volley at the Dutchman. They bounced off his arm. 
 
    The Dutchman smiled at him. 
 
    “So what now?” he asked. 
 
    “We need a proper map” 
 
      
 
      
 
    By noon they had found no shop or otherwise which could sell them a map and they spoke no Burmese and didn’t know the word for map anyway so could not ask. At an open stall selling dried tea a white girl sat on a stool with an old Burmese woman hiding from the sun under a cloth canopy and the two drank from little glasses and smoked handrolled cigarettes. She was wearing a shawl around her shoulders and head and looked at first glance like a local woman herself though she was taller and her hair showed flecks of blonde. She watched the kid approach and he caught her gaze and smiled to her. She continued her conversation in Burmese to the woman next to her but kept her eyes on him as we walked to them.  
 
    “Morning” he smiled. 
 
    She finished what she was saying in Burmese and without taking breath responded with a hello back to him.  
 
    She watched him for a moment. 
 
    “Tea shopping?” she asked smirking. 
 
    He looked down to the sacks of dried leaves. 
 
    “Not exactly” 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    “We need a map, do you know where I can get hold of one?” 
 
    “A map of what?” 
 
    She sounded like she may be French but her English was immaculate and almost without accent. 
 
    “Of everything. We’re driving west and have no road map” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. 
 
    “How did you get this far without a map?” 
 
    He was quick to improvise and wouldn’t be caught out by just anyone. 
 
    “We were in a tour group and we’re headed back to Mandalay on account of what’s been going on. We came by bus but we’re driving back” 
 
    “You know you can’t fly anywhere don’t you?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “So why Mandalay?” 
 
    Her questions frustrated him. She was clearly on the ball and keen to catch him out and he was wary of her. There was nobody there who could be trusted blindly.  
 
    “Do you know where I can get a map?” 
 
    She read his tone and rose from her stool. The Burmese woman next to her just watched and smoked.  
 
    “Go down to the end” she pointed down the street, “go right and follow the road round where it bends. There’s a place by the indoor market that sells tours and treks, they’ll sell you a map and most likely anything else you need” 
 
    He nodded to her. 
 
    “Thanks” 
 
    She smiled and watched him, her eyes narrowed slightly. 
 
    “Hey, be careful” 
 
    He nodded to her. 
 
    She smiled but said nothing more to him and watched him as he left to find his companions who he had left arguing with each other over the haggling price of local whiskey. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Jeep was scorching hot where it sat in the noontime sun. It was coated in a layer of dust that gave it the appearance of having been baked itself and when the American opened the doors he recoiled from the heat inside. They tossed the bought goods into the back alongside their packs, six bottles of whiskey in a cardboard box, some plastic bags of food and two gallons of water.  
 
    The kid climbed into the back seat and opened up the map they had bought in the tourist office and began to study it and the Dutchman climbed into the driving seat and the American had just opened the passenger door when two uniformed police officers appeared beside him from nowhere and spoke to him in Burmese.  
 
    He stopped in his tracks beside the car. 
 
    “Hello sir” 
 
    They spoke again to him. Both were armed with carbine rifles. 
 
    The American looked around him. There were plenty of people around but none were paying them any attention or were perhaps ignoring the situation to as not to involve themselves in any way. He motioned to the officers with one finger and reached inside and pulled out his own military identification card from his bag and presented it to them.  
 
    The younger of the two officers took it, regarded it for the briefest of moments and handed it straight back to him. 
 
    “What do they want” called the Dutchman from inside the car.  
 
    The older officer glanced inside. 
 
    The American didn’t take his eyes from them. 
 
    “I don’t know, I don’t think it can be good. Start the engine” 
 
    The Dutchman turned the key and the Jeep coughed to life. The officers took objection to this and the older one immediately moved to the open passenger door and shouted inside at the Dutchman to turn it back off.  
 
    The younger officer removed the small radio from the clip on his belt and spoke into it and it crackled and a voice spoke back. The older officer was still waving at the Dutchman to turn the engine off and the Dutchman was pretending he didn’t understand and was speaking in Dutch. The younger of the two put one hand up on the American’s shoulder to turn him around to face the car and let the rifle swing from his grip on its strap and started to remove the handcuffs from his belt.  
 
    The American watched him over his shoulder.  
 
    He glanced forward at the Dutchman sitting behind the wheel and the kid sitting in the back. His eyes were narrowed and focussed.  
 
    The kid fastened his seatbelt.  
 
    The older officer started to step up to the passenger side and reach for the rifle hanging from his shoulder and in a single movement the American spun to face him and brought up his leading elbow so that it connected with the younger officers cheek on its way around. He buckled in pain as the soldier followed through with a trailing right hand that put the young police officer to the floor. The older policeman jumped down and swung up his weapon as the American lurched forward at him, trapping him between himself and the open Jeep door.  
 
    The Dutchman hit the throttle and they skidded away with the American hanging on to the doorframe and the police officer dragging along with them. After a few yards he fell down into the dust and the American swung himself inside and heaved the door closed. Two rifle shots rang out and both bullets hit the back of the car but within seconds there was nothing behind them as they tore up the road between scrambling pedestrians and cattle.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Keep driving” the American shouted as they reached the top of the hill, “they’re behind us somewhere” 
 
    “You hit a cop man” the Dutchman cried. 
 
    “You really hit him too” said the kid from the back, “and they were shooting at us, you know that?” 
 
    “What could I have done? They were fixin’ to arrest us right there. What the hell good would that have done?” 
 
    The Dutchman shook his head. 
 
    “That’s not cool man, now what the hell we gonna do?”  
 
    He threw the Jeep into a corner and it skidded across the dusty surface. A man on a bike swerved away from them and nearly fell.  
 
    “I don’t even know where I’m going here” he shouted. 
 
    They raced up the hill. 
 
    “A couple of years back two reporters were jailed for three years for trespassing into this country without permits and lying to police about it” the Dutchman said, “not only did we come in without permits, we stole a boat and tied up its captain and then…” 
 
    “And then you floored a policeman” the kid finished, “If we weren’t going to jail before then you just made damn sure of it now” 
 
    The American ignored them. 
 
    “Find us a road out of here” 
 
    The kid fumbled the folded road map open. He looked at it for a moment. 
 
    “I don’t even know where we are”  
 
    The buildings blurred past the window as the Dutchman roared through the busy streets, dodging between obstacles in front of him.  
 
    “Keng something”, he offered “it was on that sign we passed” 
 
    The kid looked at the map for another moment. 
 
    “Keng Tung?” 
 
    “I reckon so, yeah” 
 
    “Ok good, then I’ve got it here” he said focussing on the map. 
 
    He looked around from the speeding car but there was no way for him to tell where in the town they were in order to find a road out of there and as they sped past the ends of streets he tried to catch a view of any road names but there were either none positioned or they were travelling too fast for him to see them.  
 
    “Head north” 
 
    They did not know their position in the town but the kid and the airmen knew enough from their training to discern rough geographical directions and times using the sun and the stars at only a glance and judging by the angle and direction of the shadows on the road the Dutchman threw the Jeep into a right turn and started heading away from the town towards the green wooded hills in the distance.  
 
    Two dark blue motorbikes with tinny sirens shot across the end of the street behind them unaware of their presence and buzzed off into the town.  
 
    The kid watched them pass. 
 
    “Not for the first time today, we need to get rid of this car” 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the north tip of Keng Tung they found their location on the map and followed the hot road north up through the teak plantations and into the lowlands. White and tan horned cattle milled by the roadsides and in the fields, their calves laying low and keeping to the shade to escape the early afternoon sun. Off to their left the brown snake of the river ran north into the hills to eventually reconvene with the Mekong as it intersected back through northern Myanmar, and on the far side a service track weaved around with it, allowing farmers to travel their carts and flatbeds between the plantations and homesteads.  
 
    As they coasted around a tight righthand bend in the road, a police patrol car passed them in the other direction. They watched it pass without speaking until the kid saw the red twinkle of its brake lights as it slowed and pulled into the side of the road in the distance. The Dutchman dipped the pedal and sped up.  
 
    Half a mile on up the road the sound of the siren wailing behind them was the next they heard of it.  
 
    “Fuck” muttered the American, slamming his fist against the door. 
 
    “Get us off the road” said the kid. 
 
    The white Honda police car rounded the bend and came in to view behind them and started to slowly catch the Jeep. 
 
    Ahead the road bent sharply to the right and a dirt track forked off to the left down to a farmhouse and the river below. 
 
    “Do it” shouted the American, and the Dutchman threw the Jeep across the tarmac and bounced it into the mud in an explosion of dirt and dust. The wheels bounced and the bottles in the back clattered together and the Honda followed behind with its lights flashing but it lost ground on the uneven terrain. 
 
    “This track doesn’t go anywhere” called the kid frantically from the backseat.  
 
    He was holding the headrests in a desperate attempt to secure himself to his seat as the four wheels bounced and bounded across the dry potholed earth. 
 
    They bounced down the track to the farm at the foot of the hill with its tin roof and whitewashed walls and crashed through the open wooden gate which tore from its hinges and they bounced through the chickens and past the old man sitting on the stool watching in disbelief. The Honda had lost yet more ground but it was still coming down the driveway behind them. As the track opened out into the scrubland at the end where the old man’s land met the riverbanks, the Dutchman slowed the Jeep and turned it to face the water. The Honda approached and it was no longer the shiny white it had been on the road above but a dusty brown and the quickest of glimpses of the driver’s face showed a man out of his depth.  
 
    The Dutchman smiled across through the open passengerside window and just as it entered the scrubland towards them he pushed the pedal down and accelerated away and bumped the Jeep down the shrubby riverbank and into the water below pushing the vehicle through the current in a brown wake that rose up above the wheels. 
 
    The police car stopped in the field behind them and the two officers got out of the car as the Jeep climbed, dripping, from the other side and continued its way up the service track. 
 
    Rifleshot rang out but nothing hit its target and as the track turned away to the west the highway they had been on turned away to the east and once again the Jeep had conquered the river.  
 
    The last thing the kid saw from the back window was the two officers climbing back into the conquered Honda and turning it around the way it had come.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The track was dusty and white and it wove between the ridges and trenches slowly deeper into the inhospitable canopy of the jungle beyond. The river hugged the edge of the track as the men passed north until it collided into the crossing Mekong in an explosion of thundering sound and a torrent of white waves and brown foam and at that place they followed the new river further into the hills.  
 
    They passed through a gathering of shanty huts at the roadside, watched by the silent dark eyes of those who occupied them with at once a suspicion and a disinterest. Two ladies drying bird chilies on a hessian mat stopped and stood and watched them pass and a man riding a wooden cart pulled by two horned oxen stopped his progress on the track and watched and nodded to them as they overtook him in a cloud of dust.  
 
    After some time the track was barely passable though it continued to embrace the winding river and at times the edges of the two became one with each other. The road crumbled into the river and the river washed up onto the road and it made the mud underneath slippery so that the American, who had by then assumed driving duty, drove that place with more caution, even with the huge tyres of the Jeep.  
 
    The track crossed the river at a tiny bridge held up from the raging current by sunbaked old wooden struts and they were each sure it would not hold the weight of the vehicle with themselves in it and so they unpacked the car of its contents and took everything across separately by foot. By the time they had crossed with their packs and the box of whiskey and the bags of provisions there had amassed a small gathering of people on the edge of the trees who had been working there collecting rubber sap and they laughed and clapped and cheered as the Jeep made it across to the other side. The airmen and the kid smiled and waved to them as they continued their way and the men smiled and retreated again into the trees.  
 
    The sun was lower in the sky and the air had cooled, though only slightly, and parakeets flocked overhead. As the track became only mud and rocks along the shoulder of the Mekong, the driving became more unstable and the road became entirely undrivable.  
 
    They stopped on the side of the undergrowth, the American behind the wheel with his eyes ahead plotting a route that wasn’t there. 
 
    “What are you thinking, friend?” asked his soldier comrade. 
 
    He thought for a moment. 
 
    “Can we take it through the river?” 
 
    Their vehicle had spent more time in the water that day already than any other 4x4 may do in its lifetime and it had already proved its ability in conquering the current.  
 
    The kid watched the rushing rapids from the window. 
 
    He shook his head though nobody was watching. 
 
    “It’s way too deep to cross here”  
 
    The track ahead wasn’t a track at all but a steep mound of rocks leading up to the trees above and the river below.  
 
    “We should take it up there and try to get through the trees and hope the track opens up further down” 
 
    The American disagreed. 
 
    “It’ll go over them rocks” 
 
    The Dutchman shook his head. 
 
    “No it won’t” 
 
    “Well it ain’t going up that there hill neither” 
 
    The Dutchman nodded slowly for he knew the American was right.  
 
    He and the kid again got out and emptied the car of the rucksacks and the box of whiskey bottles and the bags of provisions and moved them all onto the dry rocks.  
 
    The American leaned out of the open driver’s window and looked back to them.  
 
    “Got everythin’?” 
 
    The Dutchman saluted informally with two fingers. 
 
    The American leaned from the car window and spat and nodded to them and put the Jeep forward up onto the rockpile.  
 
    It was at a fortyfive degree angle to the river and they could see the American hanging over to his right as he wrestled with the wheel. Smoke poured from the exhaust and from the bonnet for despite its strength and endurance it was still an old vehicle. The kid and the Dutchman watched from their vantage point on the rocks and saw before the driver did the lower two wheels start to slide away in the wet ground. The rocks below gave way and tumbled downwards to the water and the huge 4x4 rocked sideways as it fell until the car itself was pivoting with the rocks along the very centre of its driveshaft.  
 
    It rocked gently in slow motion and the kid and the Dutchman could do little but watch.  
 
    The American dipped the accelerator pedal and smoke filled the air and the engine screamed but the wheels just spun noisily in the air, flicking mud and water backwards and diesel fumes poured out of the exhaust and the car groaned and roared at the same time like a desperate snared beast. 
 
    The American kicked open the driver’s door and was trying to heave himself out of the open cab as the weight finally gave and the car rocked over to the side and slid downwards, off the wet rocks and crashed into the roaring river below. The American fell most of the way down with it and leaped and fell from the open door just as it thundered into the roaring Mekong. 
 
    He scrambled to the rocks and pulled himself out, turning to see only the right side of the Jeep above the water, bobbing and scraping slowly downriver in the current with its door still open in the air like a useless mast.  
 
    Finally their huge metallic steed had succumbed to the mighty power of the one beast that had spared it so mercilessly on two occasions already that very day and the kid knew that they had pushed their luck too far and that this was the price they paid to fate itself. 
 
    The American sat dripping on a black rock at the edge of the river.  
 
    He wiped the water from his eyes and spat into the river and turned and looked back to where the kid and the Dutchman were still standing helplessly. 
 
    “You kept sayin’ we needed to get rid of the car” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The faint glow of fire in the dusky sky signalled the approaching village. The track they walked was not marked on the kid’s map and they had blindly followed it north for the past few hours as it wound into the ever-darkening jungle on the banks of the Mekong. They had split the box of whiskey between them and each carried two of the bottles with some of the other provisions and they had to stop along the route many times in the afternoon sun to cool themselves in the shallows of the river and they were all wet through with sweat and riverwater.  
 
    The village there was made up of old rickety shanties and farms at either side of the river with a bridge crossing between the two. Two men watched from a doorway as they approached and nodded their heads to them and the airmen nodded back. At the intersection of the road a gathering of people had started to come to the doorways and to the roadside to see the travellers though they seemed neither surprised nor pleased at their arrival, for while these people lived in jungleland they were not hidden entirely from the reaches of the growing tourism trade. The kid approached a group of men who stood in the front of a building drinking tea and smoking. Two women were darning sheets next to them and stopped when he approached. 
 
    “Hello” he offered to them, smiling. 
 
    None smiled back but they nodded to him and one said hello to him in English. The kid told them that they were travelling through on foot and that they needed somewhere to stay and a fire to cook on. He couldn’t be sure whether the men could understand and they looked between themselves and spoke in their language and one of them pointed across the village and said something but it couldn’t be understood either. The kid thanked them, though he knew not what for, and went on his way across the yard. The airmen stood behind him on the bank of the brown river, watching.  
 
    He crossed the dark square to the openfronted home with a small fire burning inside smelling of cooking meat and spices. Children were playing nearby in the dusk and a dog ran around with them barking at everything and nothing. The old woman rose from her cooking pot when she saw him walking over and he greeted her and told her the same thing that he had told to the men and she nodded and smiled and waved him over to her and he stepped under the aluminium canopy roof, stooping slightly. She poured a ladle of thin broth from her cooking pot into a stoneware bowl and with a second scoop added vegetables to it. She handed it to him and he held it for a moment as it steamed. He thanked her and took a sip and it was hot both in temperature and in the strength of the cooked chilli and he only sipped a small amount from the bowl and nodded his thanks to her. 
 
    She offered him nothing more and no bed, nor did she suggest where he could find one, but when the airmen appeared a few minutes later she gave them all the broth and sat with them smiling while they ate and drank from one of the whiskey bottles. The creases around her eyes tightened and relaxed again as she laughed with them though they were sure she didn’t know what they were saying. The children came over and took their supper and ate it rapidly as though the heat of the broth and the heat of the chilli was not there and ran away again to play as before. 
 
    They sat that night under the canopy in the front of the old lady’s home and others came and spoke to them and some shook their hands and then they all left again as they had come. They let the townsmen drink their whiskey and smoke their cigarettes and the men in turn brought them food as the night passed.  
 
    They slept on their packs in the open and were bitten from head to toe by the insects there and the following morning the woman had already gone from her house though her door was left wide open. A young boy brought them coffee in glasses and bowls of rice cooked in nut oil and fruit and sat staring at them while they ate until his mother appeared and called him away.  
 
    The kid sat sipping his coffee and studying the map with its sincere lack of any detail.  
 
    A squat man in his middle age with black trousers and a long wooden walkingstaff approached them and took off his hat.  
 
    “Where do you travel?” he asked. 
 
    The kid rose. 
 
    “West” 
 
    The man thought about this. 
 
    “West” he said, to himself. 
 
    “India” the kid offered. 
 
    “You have no car” he said flatly. 
 
    “No, no car” 
 
    “No horse” 
 
    “No nothing. We are on foot” 
 
    The man thought.  
 
    He looked at the three of them and slowly wiped the side of his beard with his thumb and then looked at his thumb and wiped it on his trouser leg. 
 
    “You are going to India by foot?” 
 
    The kid smiled dryly and shrugged. 
 
    “Well I hope not the whole way” 
 
    The man just watched them.  
 
    “Do you know where we would find a car to buy?” the Dutchman called from where he was sitting. 
 
    The man looked over to him. 
 
    “No. In Mandalay” 
 
    “A bike?” 
 
    The man watched the Dutchman for a moment. 
 
    “You have money?” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “Mong Hsu” he said looking at the map. 
 
    They looked at each other. 
 
    The kid reached over and took the map and opened it out on the table. The man placed his thin finger down on the paper. The kid looked to where it was pressed in an open space of white on the map.  
 
    “I go here in one day” 
 
    “By car?” 
 
    “By foot. With horse” 
 
    The kid nodded slowly and looked at the Dutchman and at the American and the American shrugged and nodded too. 
 
    “Go here and you take road to Mandalay. You buy car in Mandalay” 
 
    The kid knew they couldn’t go to Mandalay in their current situation and that they should stay away from all roads as much as possible and they discussed this for only the briefest of moments and agreed that they should pass over the mountains instead. 
 
    “In Mong Hsu you can take bike and I have friend will show you road west” 
 
    They nodded in agreement and the man told them he would be leaving the following morning at first light and to meet them at the river on the edge of the town.  
 
    They thanked him and he nodded to them and looked across the canopy of the lady’s home and looked back at the men and nodded once more and left. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Wang Singpin across the mountains passes to the Thanlyin River at Mong Hsu 
 
      
 
      
 
    They passed that day doing nothing at all and sitting in the sun and the townsfolk brought them tea and rice and fruit and they slept again in the open and woke before the sun was up on the following day and gathered their belongings of which they had little. When they arrived at their meeting point at the top of the village the sky was slowly turning pink and it was calm and wild pigs were drinking from the river. The man’s pony was standing kicking the dirt under its feet, snorting, his pack tied to its back but with no saddle. Six large white goats were tethered to each other by a length of rope and buckled onto the hitch of the horse’s bridle.  
 
    The man said little to them beyond his greeting and didn’t ask if they were ready to leave, though they were, and he jolted the horse forward. It trotted away and as the rope tightened it pulled with it the goats, one at a time, into line behind and they scuttled quickly forwards together and then established a pace at which to walk.  
 
    He whistled sharply through his teeth and two thin fit Pariah hounds joined him from where they had been sitting in the long grass and they too fell in line and the party headed north along the river.  
 
    The sky on the horizon was turning pink. They passed through rugged farmland and left the riverside after the first hour and turned into the mountains and took a pass to the west. They walked through the day stopping briefly at intervals to rest in the shade of trees and by the afternoon their clothes were dripping with sweat and they made a fire in a spot where fires had been made before and perhaps by the man himself on previous journeys. He untied the goats from the pony and tied them again to a tree in a patch of grass for them to eat, which they did, and he watered the horse from his canteen. 
 
    On the second day they left again at sunrise and the terrain became steeper as they navigated further uphill and by noon the land was baked hard and the shade of the trees was no cooler than the air in the open.  
 
    They stopped at a thin stream cascading down through the hot rock and the dogs drank as though they had not ever drank before and the men filled their canteens and passed around some food and were soon on their way again, the goats pulled along behind the horse, stepping and skipping and hopping over the loose ground.  
 
    As the sun started to go down again the kid’s legs were burning and while neither of the airmen complained, it was clear they too wished to stop and the only one who wasn’t buckled over was the man himself though he was older than them all. When the kid asked him where they would sleep that night he looked at them all with narrowed eyes and did not respond.  
 
    They reached a point on the side of a rock face and made their camp in the opening of a cave. They lit a fire and cooked the fish they carried which had been bought in the town and the man made tea in a pot and had to make it four times over for his pot was only big enough for a single serving. With the sun down and the animals tied up, the men sat and drank the tea and the whiskey and talked into the night.  
 
    The man told them that his brother was also in the military and that he had suffered an injury two years prior and that his father was too old to tend to his farmland so they could not earn money to eat. He had made that journey across the mountains twice before from his own farm at the east to his father’s farm at the west and that on this trip the goats were being taken there too. He said his wife would not leave their land for her whole family were there and he asked the lord why have a wife at all when all a man needs is his horse and his dogs and his land. They laughed and he said he would not last a single day without her for all her faults. He said he would take the goats to his father and brother for their fleece and their milk and for them to produce more goats and that only in the direst of times would they use them for their meat. Then he added that he didn’t wish for that at all as he had raised all six of the animals himself and their parents before them.  
 
    The airmen told stories of their adventures whilst in service and the kid told them of his work and how he had learned in his early years to track animals across open land for research. He told them of his time in Indonesia with the Sumatran tigers and showed them the black outlined tiger tattoo on his flank. The man said that when he was young he had twice seen Temmnick cats in the jungle with his father and he told how he had sat silently on the bank of a river and watched one drinking with its two younglings but he said that now these cats were no more and he hadn’t seen another in twenty years and knew nobody who had. He spoke of his sadness that the progress of man had poisoned the progress of all else and that he was glad he still had his land and his animals. They asked the man if he knew about the devastation that was happening across the globe and the man said that he did know and that there were tremors in his land after it happened and his cattle wouldn’t milk for five days afterwards. They told him some of the stories they had heard in the news about the events unfolding in other lands but the man waved these away with disinterest and said that what happened across seas and mountains was of no interest to him and all that mattered was that the weathers didn’t change so that his crops could still harvest.  
 
    When they woke early the next morning the fire was cold and a thick heavy fog hung all about them in every direction, up and down the mountainside. The dogs were curled into each other in the back of the cave and the horse was stepping about nervously and down the hill the goats were bleating to each other where they were tethered in the mist, almost out of view. They gathered up their things and took the pot from the firepit where it still stood and unhitched the horse and the goats and re-hitched them to each other. The dogs sniffed about by the pit picking the scraps of food from the ground and licking the burnt rock. 
 
    They set out walking close to each other for none of them could see very far ahead of where they walked.  
 
    The Dutchman was at the front walking with the man and leading the horse by the reins and when he glanced back on more than one occasion he couldn’t see the American or the goats at the back of their party for the fog but he could hear the clattering of their hooves on the rock.  
 
    The fog remained there for some time and after an hour the man pulled up the horse and stood looking into the grey abyss. He held the bridle in one hand and his walking staff in the other and watched the nothingness.  
 
    His narrowing eyes and curled lips gave him away. 
 
    “We lost?” asked the American. 
 
    He said nothing but he did not have to.  
 
    They could see the faint white glow of the sun through the cloud and established an approximate direction and continued to walk blindly into the grey nothingness until the sun was high above them and the clouds began to thin and the visibility improved.  
 
    They were lost for the rest of that day but they kept heading west, as was their plan, and while the man didn’t recognise any of the land around him he insisted there was no problem with that and they should press on until he did. They camped again that night on the bank of a river running north to south and stripped to their underwear and washed themselves and their clothes and hung them to dry from the branch of a tree and sat at the fire almost naked. The dogs splashed around playfully with each other and fell asleep in the grass to the north. The man peeled and shared the papayas he had picked on their journey and prepared sesame tea in the pot and they cooked on the fire their one remaining fish wrapped in banana leaf and smoked the cigarettes. The American fashioned a rod from a thin strip of wood and attached to the end of it a length of thread the Dutchman had unwoven from the sack and the man tied a piece of banana to the end and sat on a rock above the river and let the line hang into the water. It was dark again when he returned to them with nothing but the rod.  
 
    “Do you know where we are yet?” asked the Dutchman. 
 
    “No. I have no map. We are going west” 
 
    The Dutchman nodded.  
 
      
 
      
 
    They woke the following morning and the man and the dogs had gone but his horse was standing in the river and the goats remained tethered to the tree stump where they had been the night before. 
 
    Up on the hill on the far side of the water the man and the dogs were crouched together on the ridge surveying the view. The dogs left his side together and headed down into the thicket of trees and he whistled to them sharply, remaining crouched.  
 
    They watched as one of the hounds skulked from the undergrowth and rounded the trees alone. The man clicked his teeth and the dog stopped again on its haunches as a sheepdog might do and crept forward along the ground this way with its ears pointing straight upwards and its eyes fixed forward. It twitched on the spot.  
 
    All was still for a moment until with a thunder of hooves from the trees and the rustling of bushes the small herd of golden deer jumped and stamped from the treeline with the other hound chasing behind them.  
 
    Birds exploded from the top of the canopy.  
 
    The second dog jumped up and joined the chase and dropped in behind the herd and they ran down the face of the hill together and at the bottom near the trees a smaller doe faltered and lost step and got separated from its herd and the front hound turned to follow it. The second one watched as the herd pulled away and was still watching them when it turned to follow the other dog. It dipped its muzzle, its ears pressed backwards on its thin head and gritted its teeth, increasing its speed to catch the other dog. The doe darted from left to right and turned sharply on the rocks and put some distance between itself and the hounds.  
 
    The man was standing now and watching the chase.  
 
    The deer turned into the trees and the dogs turned with it, disappearing from view entirely. After a few moments the man jogged down the hill with his staff in his hand and went into the treeline and the kid and the airmen watched until he emerged a few moments later with the two dogs trotting beside him, their tongues hanging low out of their mouths.  
 
    He carried only his staff. 
 
    When the man returned to them and walked back to the camp none of them made comment on the hunt and the man said nothing.  
 
    They gathered their belongings and moved out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked all day until their feet blistered and the Dutchman removed his boots and hung them around his sunburned neck by the laces and walked barefoot. They passed a farm building in the gulley where an old lady was husking corn and the man spoke to her and she gave them all fruit juice to drink and gave water to the dogs and the pony and dried grains to the goats and she showed them on the map the location of her farm. She offered them somewhere to sleep but they declined as it was still noon and they had many more miles to cover that day. All four of them and the horse too would have liked to spend that afternoon sitting drinking juice and resting their legs, though the men didn’t admit as that was not what men did in the company of other men and the horse could not, even if it chose to. She showed them on the map the location of a monastery at the top of a hill and she told them they would be offered shelter for the night and no doubt the monks there would have food and be willing to share though she had never been that far across the valleys herself. 
 
    They took the pass further west and after a couple of hours they saw the dark spire piercing the afternoon sky on the horizon a few miles away though the walk was longer than they had thought it to be and it was dark when they arrived.  
 
    There were no lights on inside and as they neared the old stone building they saw that the place was entirely deserted and had been for some time. There was no door on the front and the stonework had crumbled away on the exterior.  
 
    Inside, the huge open hall was circled at the perimeter with tall ornately carved concrete pillars which held up the giant domed ceiling above. The stonework was once patterned and carved but it had worn away and they wondered when last the old lady had known anyone at all to occupy that place as it could not have been for many years indeed.  
 
    To one end of the great hall there still existed the remnants of an altar with stone steps leading up to it and a space atop where there had once sat an icon. There were two rooms to the back of the building, each through a doorway, and one was filled with old wooden chairs and a table and a small carved staircase that led up to the top floor where a balcony overlooked the main chamber. The monastery had once been ornate and the fragments of carvings and paintwork remained, a fractured patchwork of memories belonging to another time and all was dark there yet the place retained its air of eternal calm.  
 
    They threw down their packs and poured some whiskey and water and lit cigarettes and the man would not let them smoke inside the chamber and shouted for them to go outside as this was, regardless of its state, a holy place.  
 
    They lit a fire outside on the top of the hill creating, whether they liked it or not, a beacon to anyone in the surrounding hills who cared to see. They boiled up dried noodles in the pot and ate them without accompaniment and then finished the last of the papaya and a durian the kid had carried up the hill and which smelled awful and tasted great. 
 
    When the sun was long down and they were each quiet from the whiskey, a clattering of falling stone came from inside the building and they stood quickly to face it.  
 
    The man held his staff out in front of him and one dog barked into the open doorway as the other stood staring with its ears and its tail bolt upright. It pressed its front feet into the ground and hung backwards on its straight legs leaning its head towards the doorway.  
 
    The man called into the dark.  
 
    There was another sound inside made by more than one set of feet and they heard what they thought to be a man laughing and the men looked at each other and moved slowly towards the door. The American pulled a length of wood from the fire and held the flame into the dark. Its round glow lit the space ahead of them but could not reach the far side of the hall and they couldn’t see anyone inside and the sound stopped.  
 
    He picked up a broken piece of stone cladding that had once fallen from the roof and tossed it into the open monastery. It clattered down on the floor and smashed apart and there was again the sound of feet running in the dark.  
 
    The front dog saw something in the blackness and shot into the chamber, barking. The other followed it closely and the man shouted for the hounds to stop but they didn’t listen and disappeared inside the building. The American stepped further inside holding out the torchlight and saw across the dark at the far end of the chamber both Pariah hounds at full speed across the floor with their noses six inches from the rearend of a fleeing macaque. It squealed loudly as the dog nipped at its backside but it managed to clamber up one of the pillars to the overhang above.  
 
    The dogs circled below it, barking and jumping.  
 
    Other monkeys had gathered on the balcony, holding on to each other and peering over the side at the baying dogs.  
 
    The man whistled for them again but they didn’t come and he had to go inside with the rope and tie it around the necks of both dogs, one at each end, and haul them back out of the building where he tied them to the horse until they had calmed themselves. 
 
      
 
      
 
    On their fifth day they came off the hills and arrived on the east bank of the Thanlyin river.  
 
    A farmer was standing his cattle in the shallows at the river’s edge and spoke to the man while the horse and dogs drank and the kid took off his boots and stepped into the cold water with them. The farmer told him that the bridge their party intended to use and which the man had used on previous journeys was down due to the earthquake a week prior. He said that many of the ruby mines for which the town of Mong Hsu was known had also collapsed and many villagers had lost their lives. The man asked of his brother and his father but the farmer didn’t know them by name and couldn’t tell him but said that other than those in the mines and some working on the mountain, most in the town had escaped harm. 
 
    They followed the bank of the river for a short while until they reached a point they deemed narrow enough to cross on foot. The man tied the two dogs together at the neck and tied them both to the pony and led it into the water at a point where the water was moving slower. The kid took hold of the rope which was linked through the neck buckles of the six goats and led them too into the river, although it wasn’t easy to do as the goats wouldn’t put their feet in the water and pulled back on the tether. He stood up to his knees in the river, braced against the current with his pack across the top of his shoulders and the rope at full length, heaving the first goat forward until eventually it gave in and tottered nervously into the water, pulling the second one in the chain with it. They stamped about in the two inches of water as though it burned their hooves. 
 
    “Can goats swim?” shouted the American, still on the bank. 
 
    The man was now in the centre of the river where the current was stronger and he was holding the side of the horse’s rein with the two dogs swimming next to him, their rope at full length downriver as they fought to swim against the current.  
 
    The kid shrugged. 
 
    “I guess so. If they have to” the kid shouted back. 
 
    The American looked at the goats.  
 
    “Well, they have to” 
 
    He nudged the back two goats into the water with his boot and they huddled together tight legged with their necks braced against the pulling rope. 
 
    The Dutchman also had his pack across his shoulders and was wading into the river. He took hold of the rope at the back end of the herd and pulled the goats sideways into the water until all six were wide eyed and kicking to keep afloat. 
 
    “Go” he called to the kid.  
 
    The two of them pushed forward through the current, pulling the goats behind them as they swam sideways, bleating loudly. Their scrawny legs were sufficient to keep them afloat but not at propelling them forward at any speed and the two men used all their strength to keep the six kicking animals from drifting away downriver. The man had got his horse and dogs to the other side and the dogs were shaking themselves dry and rolling in the grass and the horse stamped about where it stood with its neck straight as it shook water from its ears. He waded back into the current to meet with the kid and the Dutchman and helped them pull the goats across the river onto the bank where they huddled together, petrified and pouring with water. They didn’t know how to shake themselves like the dogs did for they had not ever been that wet and the kid had to brace himself against them one at a time as the man ran his hands across their faces to wipe the water from their eyes.  
 
    The goats spent the remainder of their journey from that point huddled together and travelling as one, traumatised by their experience. The man did not care for they were across the river and while they may not milk for some time they were, all six of them, still alive.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The man was greeted as he led the pony and the wet goats into the dusty town square of Mong Hsu. The airmen and the kid walked behind him with their packs, without shirts and all sunburned and bruised and blistered. The dogs had run away from them when they arrived into the town to find food from one of the many scents they had detected and the man had barely looked up as they went for he knew they would be back. 
 
    A younger man in a faded black shirt and woven hat limped out from the cover of a doorway and embraced the man and he called over some boys who took the horse from him and led it away and staked it and gave it water and grain to eat. The man told the airmen and the kid that the younger man was his brother and the man waved and shook their hands with both of his own. The father emerged too from the home and the man embraced him and introduced him and the father smiled to them all through thick wrinkled eyes. He motioned to the goats who were huddled on their rope and the man responded and pointed back the way they had come with a smile.  
 
    He turned to the group. 
 
    “My father asked what has been done to scare the goats” 
 
    They laughed amongst themselves and the man thanked them all and wished them good luck and sent the goats away with a farmhand and gave them directions across the town to a small office wherefrom a mining operation was run, and he told them to ask for his friend there and he would see that they got safe passage west by road and they said their goodbyes and their good lucks and they went their ways. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The little office was dark and hot and the tiny wall fan did little to help. The place smelled of soil and alcohol and cigarette smoke and the girl who led them inside nodded to them and left them standing in the low space amongst the chairs and the pictures of men holding stones and the lines of paper files and boxes. A few moments later a squat man arrived in the doorway, his white shirt wet with sweat and sticking to his chest.  
 
    He laughed loudly. 
 
    “American soldier hahaaaa” 
 
    He was wide eyed and smiling broadly. 
 
    “Washington DC come to take me away” he shouted, a huge grin over his round face. 
 
    They smiled and the American spoke. 
 
    “Are you Ohnmar?” 
 
    The man maintained the wide smile and crinkled eyes and put his hands up as though being held at gunpoint. 
 
    “Don’t take me to Guantanamo” he shouted, far too loudly for the confined space they occupied. 
 
    “You’re a long way from Guantanamo partner, we need your help if you’d be so good” 
 
    They explained to him that they had crossed from the mountains with the man and that he had sent them to find someone named Ohnmar and the man laughed hysterically and confirmed that he was indeed Ohnmar and then he laughed again and asked them what he could do to help and if they were here to buy rubies, for they were the finest and biggest rubies in the world and he would offer them a good deal. They said they were not and explained their situation to him, omitting the incriminating detail of their entry into that country and the man laughed again and kicked his heels at the floor. 
 
    “Washington need Ohnmar” he bellowed. 
 
    The American shrugged and nodded and looked to the Dutchman with a slight smile. 
 
    “Well, I’m American, but my good friend here is from the Netherlands and the dude sitting yonder is from London England” 
 
    Ohnmar didn’t care about this and was still laughing to himself about his fancy that the United States was somehow in his debt and, when he had calmed slightly, he told them that he had a truck leaving in two days transporting rough rubies to the west and that they were welcome to travel with it but that he couldn’t guarantee their safety. He warned them that the military had increased its presence on the roads in the past week as there had been rioting in the cities due to the lack of government assistance with poor crop yields, which in turn was due to the changing weather and the increased heat in their land.  
 
    His smile faded for the first time as he spoke of the recent earthquake which had collapsed eleven mines in the area and killed two hundred and sixteen men and trapped many more and that the death count for this was not even confirmed yet. He told them that without access to the mines the livelihood of the town and many more like it were in dire jeopardy.  
 
    “With no airplane there is no tourist, and with no mine there is no ruby. With no these two things, there is no Mong Hsu” 
 
    The kid told Ohnmar that his jolly demeanour seemed in defiance of his true situation and Ohnmar replied that it did not and that his positive attitude would not falter in the face of this or any other problem and that many people were dead but he was not, and that regardless, he had a shipment of stones to deliver and that would come before all else. He told them that he moved his stones to Mandalay where the gems would be extracted from the rocks and cleaned and heattreated and that they would be sold to rich Americans even though they couldn’t export them directly and he laughed again at this and clapped his hand hard against the American’s back.  
 
    He looked out of the little office window to the glare outside and looked back to the group. 
 
    He said this too was not certain anymore as the import and export trade had ceased and there was no guarantee that his stones would make it to the airport at all but he said this didn’t matter to him as the rubies would not deteriorate with time as they had not done over the years thus far and they would still be there when exports resumed.  
 
    He called to the girl and she arrived from the back room and then went again and appeared once more with a small metal pot filled with tea and though it was starting to go cool they all drank. Ohnmar warned them that if the authorities were looking for them in that country, which they were, then they must mind who they spoke to and where they went for even though the state police didn’t come up into that town very often, they had eyes everywhere. He told them that from the few guesthouses in the town that would offer them a place to sleep only two were not run by the government or their affiliates. He said that while all guesthouses would pay taxes to operate, some were run by former army generals and their families and were used to fund the opium trade and whether they agreed morally with this or not was not of his business but he could be sure they would be reported should they go there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ohnmar led them to a small tavern and guesthouse run by his close friend and they took up bunks in the back room and showered in the cold shower and the Dutchman shaved with a blade. The proprietor brought them rice and hot broth and three cold beers and the kid offered him a handful of notes but he declined them with a smile and a bow.  
 
    The television in the front room buzzed and flickered in and out of the national news and though they could not understand the words being spoken they recognised many of the pictures being shown.  
 
    They saw images of cities around the world in various states of destruction and panic. Sydney and Singapore and Cape Town and Rio de Janeiro had been battered by huge waves coming in from every one of the world’s oceans and those places on fault lines had fallen victim to earthquakes and great fires. One repeated story showed farmers on their dried land shouting into the camera lens angrily and protesting and women crying and they saw footage of the fallen mines of the area and interviews with grieving families.  
 
    In the evening a group gathered around the screen and chatted noisily about the stories unfolding and drank tea and spirits from glass bottles. When the American told them his home had been destroyed they prayed for him and the Dutchman too and for the kid and wished them luck on their journey and gave them blessings they couldn’t understand. 
 
    On the third day they woke early and the guesthouse owner was already up and had made coffee and packed them noodles into containers for their journey and they thanked him and the kid left some money to cover their expenses under a jar in the kitchen should the man have declined it again.   
 
      
 
      
 
    On the edge of the town the battered blue truck was already filled with the rocks containing the gems and three men stood by the rear doors chatting. They turned to look as the kid and the airmen approached, each carrying his pack and nothing else. The men had been briefed of their arrival and the smallest of them stepped forward and outstretched his hand to them, expressionless, and they each shook it and the other two men took their packs and loaded them into the rear of the truck with the raw stones.  
 
    “You need our help crossing the country yes?” 
 
    The kid nodded to him. 
 
    “Yes, as quietly as possible” 
 
    The man scratched the corner of his mouth and thought about this. His English was tidier than most men there and had possibly been learned overseas. 
 
    “We’re going to Mandalay” 
 
    “Well, we’re not, we need to keep clear of the cities and head west” replied the kid. 
 
    The man thought again and nodded and looked them over. 
 
    “We will be in Mandalay by nightfall if we leave now and do not get stopped. We can take you to Mogoke. There you can go west” 
 
    The kid thanked him and told him that they would certainly pay for the travel and all the fuel used and more on top for their escorts’ troubles. 
 
    “There are state military all over the roads now. If they find you I will say that I know nothing about you being there and they will arrest you and there will be nothing I can do. You must understand this” 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    “We understand” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Mong Hsu to Mogok  
 
      
 
      
 
    The old blue truck pulled out of Mong Hsu as the sky was starting to turn a dusky pink over the hilltops and the first glint of morning light kicked off the tin roofs. The airmen and the kid were sitting in the back amongst the black cases of rock and Ohnmar was in the cab next to his driver. Behind the truck the two other workers followed in an open topped Daihatsu each with a Type 81 Chinese assault rifle in his lap.  
 
    Within the hour the sun was again so hot in the sky that the fabric covering the truck was scorching to touch and each of them was drenched in sweat. They had a small amount of water on board and it was already gone and the American had already eaten his noodles and the kid sat with his face at a small join in the material where the air was filtering through as they drove. The rocks were packed into locked cases and strapped together and strapped too to the bed of the truck and they rattled in their fixings on the uneven road and the men hiding amongst them rattled too.  
 
    The American had been laying on his back across the top of two cases with his head hanging backwards until it had banged against the cases so much a lump had formed. The kid watched through the crack in the fabric covering as they passed paddies dried out in the sun and all but deserted and a man prodding at one with a garden tool and standing again with his hands on his hips in failure. Further along their way two elderly women were removing clusters of garlic where they had been hanging to dry outside their house and both turned to watch the truck with sad and desperate eyes.  
 
    They reached Mongyai in late morning and Ohnmar called back into the truck. 
 
    “Americans, I hope you have not died on my stones” 
 
    The Dutchman sat up. 
 
    “We’re not far off it. Do you think we can get some water back here?” 
 
    Ohnmar laughed loudly and banged on the back of the cab. 
 
    “American” he shouted, inexplicably, and banged the cab and laughed again. 
 
    The Dutchman had long stopped correcting him on their nationality.  
 
    “I will stop here, very fast, we have many mile to go” 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the driver opened the ties on the back of the truck and let the fabric swing open, the air outside felt no cooler than the air in the vehicle and though there was hint of a passing breeze the sun was twice as intense in the open. 
 
    “Be quick” the driver ordered. 
 
    The American stepped out past him and caught his stare and held it for a time which caused some unnerve for the American did not like taking orders and the driver did not like Americans in his truck.  
 
    The atmosphere on the edge of that town was tenser than they had encountered in any place before then and there was something in the air that worried them all. Women were hurrying their children along the streets and holding them in the shaded cover of houses and there was a hurry and a hush as though something awful were about to occur there. Two mangy looking dogs circled with their heads low and one snapped quickly at the other and it trotted away with its tail down.  
 
    On the roadside the owner of a small café stood in the doorway watching them.  
 
    Ohnmar approached him and spoke to him quietly and with more seriousness than the men knew he possessed and the man nodded and Ohnmar turned and waved them across. They bought some water though the man would only sell them a gallon jug for he claimed that this was no time for giving away provisions and they thanked him and handed him the money and he took it and nodded to them and said nothing and they climbed back into the truck and the driver tied up the back and they moved out again along the road.  
 
    A helicopter roared low overhead and sent a flock of parakeets twisting and squawking away in all directions from where they had been roosting and set all the dogs to barking again. 
 
    Some distance further west they slowed once more in the road.  
 
    They could hear Ohnmar and the driver arguing about something in the front cab. The kid peered out of the opening in the material but could only see the fence running along the side the road and the dry field beyond.  
 
    Ohnmar banged on the back of the cab and it echoed into the hold. 
 
    “Quiet Americans. Road block” 
 
    They all looked at each other and quietly lowered themselves down into crouched positions and pulled their packs away from the edges of the truck.  
 
    They came to a halt.  
 
    The voices in the front cab ceased and they watched each other wide eyed and silent where they crouched.  
 
    A long few moments went by.  
 
    They heard the voices of men at the front of the truck and the cab doors opening as Ohnmar and the driver stepped out onto the road. There was more talking of which they understood not a thing and they could see through the joins in the material that the Daihatsu behind them had pulled in to them closely and the passenger stepped out too. He left his rifle in the vehicle with his comrade.  
 
    They sat crouched, breathing shallowly, each looking to the next and silently waiting for what would happen should the back of the truck be opened. They could hear Ohnmar loudly protesting to the men and heard him climb first in and then back out of the cab and there was a rustling of papers and more shouting.  
 
    The silhouettes of two men followed by the silhouettes of Ohnmar and his driver passed along the side of the truck. 
 
    They all stopped at the back of the truck.  
 
    The kid and the airmen held their breath.  
 
    They could see now two armed militia standing there and though they couldn’t see their faces they were sure that the soldiers would see them there. There was nowhere else to move to and each sat crouched on his spot not moving in the slightest for fear of making a noise that would betray their position. One of the state troopers was starting to untie the thick binding that held the trucks covers together and they could hear Ohnmar protesting and the rustling of his papers again. From where he crouched the Dutchman could see the driver of the Daihatsu behind standing on the driving seat with his rifle at his hip. He saw Ohnmar’s arm waving up and down and the driver of the tailing car sat back down and the other man joined him in the passenger seat. Two silhouettes moved back up the side of the truck and the next thing he heard was the truck engine sputtering to life and then they pulled forward onto the road and the Daihatsu followed behind.  
 
    They let out their breath.  
 
    Through the joins in the material they saw the two guards moving on to the next car in the line. The kid had been crouched and his leg had gone numb and tingled and he stretched it out and sat down on one of the cases.  
 
    They smiled to each other in relief, each man drenched in sweat.  
 
    Ohnmar banged again on the cab. 
 
    “Lucky Americans” he shouted through the metal and let out another roaring maniacal laugh.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The road west was dusty and long and the truck’s axles bounced and strained under their heavy load but the truck had made that journey many times before and they were sure it would survive again. The fabric insulated and amplified the heat more and their water had again run dry.  
 
    They were silent as each man concentrated on keeping himself cool and conscious and their legs were bruised from hours of potholed roads. They felt the truck pull away from the highway and heard noise outside the canopy and through the cracks in the material they could see buildings and signs indicating their arrival in a small town. They turned away from the street and down a hill away from the bustle and at the foot of that hill swung past trees and onto a red dust track. 
 
    “American” called Ohnmar from the front. 
 
    None of them replied. 
 
    The truck ground to a halt in a storm of dust that slowly billowed through the trucks covering. 
 
    The door swung open as the dust settled and Ohnmar’s huge grin met them. 
 
    “American. I have a friend here in Hsipaw. We will get food” 
 
    The Dutchman told him their reluctance go into the town and Ohnmar nodded. 
 
    “I know this. I have something else for you. Come” 
 
    The men dropped out of the truck onto the dusty ground and into the pokerhot rays of the sun.  
 
    To the south the great Dokhtawady river swept silently off to the hills.  
 
    “Fisherman have gone now, too late, too hot. You go” 
 
    The airmen and the kid kicked off their boots and removed their already wet shirts and waded into the cool and flopped down into the water and the kid ducked under and held himself there as the cold slowly crept back into his skin. Ohnmar and the driver walked back up the hill staying close to the treeline to avoid the sun and the two guards sat on the back of the truck with the rifles and smoked and waited.  
 
    The sky was filled with no birds and the trees with no wildlife for everything was sheltering from the heat. On the far bank of the river a small herd of cattle were standing in the water and they waited in the brown cool with the calves up to their necks and their eyes wide as they did what they must to cool themselves.  
 
    The sky was white.  
 
    The kid and the airmen sat in the shallows with only their heads out of the water and the American kept his hands out and smoked two cigarettes one after the other. When Ohnmar and the driver returned to them they brought with them a tin pot of vegetables and beans and some chicken spiced with bird chillies and a broth and a paper bag with beers. They ate inside the truck which had cooled just slightly where it was parked in the shade of the tall dying palms.  
 
    The driver told them in the town there he had seen a newspaper and that it told of the huge American evacuation for those who had survived and that boats were taking people to Brazil and to Ecuador but that many boats had sunk in rising seas. He said that people were heading to the uplands of Canada and that duststorms and rainstorms together had taken cities from the west coast to the east and to Mexico City in the south. He said the rains had reached China and Europe and that martial law was being observed everywhere.  
 
    Ohnmar and his men asked about their passengers and the airmen told them about their stationing in Singapore and their travels into Thailand and told them how they had met the kid but didn’t speak of the river crossing for despite what efforts they were putting forward to help, they knew that these men were not to be entirely trusted with their secret.  
 
    The kid told them about the elephants and the men said they agreed with his work and Ohnmar said that all of God’s creatures should be protected together and that in the future it would be the beasts who would walk the Earth long after man had left. He laughed and said that those on four legs would be laughing last no matter what were to unfold. The kid nodded and added that this would only be the case if they ensured that they were not made extinct at man’s hand first.  
 
    The men all agreed and Ohnmar said that as long as the snakes were extinct he would be happy for he hated them more than anything else and they all laughed. 
 
    When they had finished eating and finished drinking the beers they took their places again in the truck and the two men with the rifles climbed back into the Daihatsu and they buckled up the coverings and set on their way.   
 
      
 
      
 
    The road at Kyaukme had been splintered by the earthquake and the tarmac rose out at all angles through fallen trees and broken stone. They followed it for some time driving along the shrubby land to the side of the road and weaved back and forth across the lanes to keep from the cracks and at one place the road dropped away entirely exposing the pale brown earth beneath it and a deep crevice into only blackness.  
 
    Three men stood by it with their hands on their hips peering inside in dismay or confusion or both and they stepped back and watched in dismay or confusion or both as the truck and the Daihatsu careered along its high edge. They passed small mountains of broken stonework and woodwork and plaster and timber and plastic sheeting and tin roofing showing no resemblance of the homes that were once constructed there. A shiny gold Buddha poked through the top of a shattered pile of teak wood with the sun flicking brightly off its head like a proud drowning captain refusing to go under on the last piece of a sinking ship.  
 
    At the top of the ridge, the north side of the road gradually toppled into the creek below and the metal barrier running by its side bent awkwardly through the trees and disappeared off the side of the drop entirely.  
 
    The distant horizon was dulling and a fine mist had dropped onto the lowlands.  
 
    The drivers slowed and carefully took the truck and the car around the breaks in the tarmac while a group of onlookers helped to guide the wheels from the drop and waved them sideways and forwards and sideways again and then on their way.  
 
    The kid watched through the crack in the fabric and pulled a fold of the material to one side to better his view and caught the eye of a small boy standing in the group who were otherwise preoccupied with guiding the truck. The boy tugged at his father’s shirt and pointed at the kid but the man batted him away to carry on with his duty and though the boy persisted at him the man paid him no attention.  
 
    The kid ducked back inside the truck and did not open the material again. 
 
    The road held together enough for them to pass and they made it down into the valley and away from the destruction of the villages and by the time the little town of Mogok had risen up from the hills, the sky had sunk to a dark amber at the horizon and an eternal black in the heavens.  
 
    The air had cooled and there was a breeze coming through the trees. Children played around the tall timber stilts holding up their homes and dogs ran and yapped and worked off the energy they had amassed from hiding in the shade all day.  
 
    The lake dominated the landscape. A huge crystal black hole in the centre of the town around which all else was clustered. Tiny lights speckled the town as cooking fires were stoked for the evening and townsfolk quickly went about the business they had been restricted from doing in the heat of the daytime. The value of the night’s cool was being realised and the place had turned nocturnal. On the far side of the lake the great white pagoda of Chan Thar Gyi sat restfully on the hillside surveying the town and its citizens like a protective grandparent.  
 
    They stopped the truck behind a row of shanties on a dark sideroad and quickly untied the back of the truck and the airmen and the kid climbed out.  
 
    They thanked Ohnmar and offered him money but he declined and when they insisted he took some of it but said he would only take enough to buy his men drinks when they arrived in Mandalay that night. He wished them luck and offered his condolences to them all for not being able to go home to America and the Dutchman corrected him on their nationality one final time and again he just laughed. They wished him luck with his shipment of stones and said they would think of him and thanked all the men again for their help in getting that far then they quickly tied up the truck and set out again into the night. 
 
    The airmen and the kid stood for a few moments on that sideroad like lost tourists before setting out on foot down towards the lake.  
 
    They found a noodle bar that served them big bowls of food and they drank warm beers and weak coffee and enjoyed it all nonetheless. The owner of the café spoke to them and said that he didn’t get many tourists visiting there and they told him they were trying to get home and he shook his head and said he would pray for them. They found a small guesthouse on the edge of the town where the road wound up the hillside and they paid for a small room with two bunk beds and left their packs there and walked again out into the cooling night. A man sat on a stool outside the doorway drinking from a tin and a dog lay at his feet and it watched them only with its eyes as they left and they nodded to him and said good evening and he nodded back to them without speaking.  
 
    They walked through the streets for some time and found the market and withdrew all that they could from a bank machine in the wall of an old post office and bought beers and the American bought a bottle of whiskey and some packs of nuts and cigarettes. They sat on the ground in an area of arid parkland under great trees at the side of the lake and drank the beers and then the whiskey and smoked and talked about their homes as they once were.  
 
    The Dutchman told of growing up in Dordrecht and of his father who worked in the shipyard there and his mother who worked in the bakery. He told how when he was young he and his older brother would spend their weekends and summers exploring de Biesbosch, playing in the woods and swimming in the wetlands. They would set out early and take the route out of town towards the river and cross on the roadbridge and through the fields until the fences stopped and the trees thickened and they would play there all day as pirates or warriors or huntsmen and would carve sticks into swords or spears and chase birds and wildlife and each other. Their mother would pack them a lunch of cheese and breads that were left from the week’s baking and would wrap them a Schapenkop cookie and tuck it into a pocket in their bags as a treat.  
 
    He kicked his heel into the dirt where he sat and looked up to the sky. 
 
    His parents were now old but not too old to have a life there and though his father had stopped working due to arthritis, his mother still helped at the bakery and they still lived in the same house there and went boating with their friends and with his aunt and uncle. He said that his brother had three children and they had moved to Dresden and that he worked in a corporation there doing something executive and though they still spoke on occasion he had not been to visit him and knew very little of his three nephews and nieces. 
 
    He looked at the kid. 
 
    “It’s funny the way life does that to you when you get old” 
 
    The kid nodded and said that the Dutchman was not old at all and the Dutchman laughed and said he was old enough and that time only went in one direction. 
 
    He said that three days after the disaster had happened he had called his mother but the line would not connect and he had called his brother but he did not answer and he had tried some more times over the days that followed but when he called his brother again his line too would not connect either. He said he knew nothing of his family’s safety and worried for them as they lived in a place built on a network of waterways that would surely not withstand flooding such as there had been.  
 
    He took a mouthful of whiskey and breathed in through his teeth. He watched forwards to the black lake. The little lights danced on it and silhouetted birds moved at its edge.  
 
    The American flicked his cigarette across the ground and it sputtered in orange sparks and sat there glowing for some time before it extinguished itself and he lit another and exhaled the white smoke from his nostrils.  
 
    He told them that he was certain he knew what had become of his own parents, but that he knew nothing of his three sisters. He told them of his parents and their small autoshop and garage an hour outside of Wichita Falls Texas. During the great evacuations in the previous weeks they had packed their truck and taken everything they could up to Bismarck North Dakota where they were told they would be outside of the blast radius, and had taken refuge in the camp inside Bismarck Municipal Airport with thousands of others. Two of his sisters had taken their families and fled to his eldest sister’s house in Greenville South Carolina and had packed themselves into the small house with their children and their husbands and all their belongings and three dogs and a cat to sit-out the impact there.  
 
    He had only learned after the impact, as they all had, the underestimations which had been made.  
 
    Greenville South Carolina was indeed outside of the blast radius and had escaped much of the initial destruction but the shock waves thundered across the land to the east and the west and brought down heaven and brought up hell. Those on the eastern coast had a chance of survival if they got out within a day or two but storms of dust and rain and debris swallowed the land and all the cities there and brought winds that ripped apart the biggest and safest of refuges. The land tremorred and quaked and split until the mountains themselves broke open and there had followed a great darkness as the electricity went down across the nation and the skies filled with yellow dust and black dust and pestilence and death and rained it all down as far south as the Amazon basin. Whether his sisters were still hiding there or whether they had run he did not know. There was very little use in doing either thing though he hoped they had made the right choice whatever that may have been and he hoped they had made it in time.  
 
    He knew that Greenville South Carolina was indeed outside of the blast radius, but he knew that Bismarck North Dakota was not and that, he said looking to the sky, was the fate that had befallen his own parents. 
 
    He took a deep breath and turned to the others.  
 
    He smiled to the Dutchman and reached across and put his hand on his shoulder. The Dutchman reached up and clasped his hand in his own and nodded to him and nobody spoke. 
 
    They sat there together in that silence for some time watching the world around them as the last of the light dripped behind the hills and the speckles of light flicked on the water. 
 
    Eventually the kid turned to the Dutchman and spoke. 
 
    “So are you trying to get home?” 
 
    The Dutchman turned to look at him and smiled. 
 
    “I don’t know if I have a home, but I know I don’t live here, and you know you aren’t going home either” he nodded to the American, “so we gotta go someplace” 
 
    The kid nodded and took a mouthful of the whiskey. 
 
    “Yes we do” 
 
    Across the lake the town was starting to calm. The kid thought about the people there. He thought first to himself how lucky they were that they still all had each other and that their families were still united and their homes standing but then he also thought that the heat was killing their crops and their animals and that they had no other place to go or any way of getting there if they did. He knew they may be safe for now in their small world but he knew they would die here.  
 
    He thought of his own journey, crossing vast lands to find something that once was and a place that may just be a memory or a shadow or a dream that if he were to think about for too long would disappear entirely.  
 
    All three of the travellers had no contact with those who they cared about and none knew what they could expect on their return but for the American who knew that he could never return at all. The kid felt at that time an incredible sadness and felt very alone sitting there on the side of that lake staring into blackness but at the same time he felt a tremendous strength and a determination to overcome what he would, and he was filled with a life he hadn’t known before and he put his hands on both the American and the Dutchman and they finished the whiskey together and swore their allegiance for they had nothing else.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Mogok to Kaleymyo by road 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Dutchman woke first.  
 
    The big American was lying flat out on his stomach on the bottom of the other bunk next to him, and the kid up on the top bunk above his own. He stepped out and opened the rickety wooden door to the world outside wearing only his black combat trousers and walked out into the still, quiet heat and stood with his eyes closed for a few moments as the morning sun soaked into his skin and pushed the whiskey out from every pore. A little car rattled past with woven baskets tied to the roof with thin twine overflowing with household items and full of people perhaps making their getaway. A solitary crow glided slowly overhead squawking loudly and that was all that was to be heard there. Across the street two men watched him from behind their wooden shutters. He watched them back for a moment and they retreated and he stepped backwards out of the sun into the shadow of the thin canopy and cracked the knuckles on each hand and stretched his arms and went back inside.  
 
      
 
    As the three of them walked down the hill with their packs towards the centre of the town, a rolling canopy of black clouds was ominously creeping over the hilltops at the horizon to the west. They passed by a sprawling open flower market abandoned and littered with a carpet of dead petals and leaves and woven baskets and plastic crates filled with dead stems, dried out entirely in the heat and on a table at the end even the display of cacti had baked. Stalls along the roadside sold garlic and chillies and yet more dead flowers. The American bought a pair of cheap sunglasses and the kid bought a light poncho of linen and the airmen laughed at him for doing so and mocked him when he wore it. 
 
    “At least it’s stopping me getting as sunburned as you two red idiots” he quipped as they walked and they laughed again.  
 
    Thunder crackled in the distance like the balling of old paper and the dogs barked at it. At the foot of the hill a small white office advertised itself as a travel agent and they knocked on the door as it was locked and they looked inside and knocked again and the Dutchman knocked on the window and eventually a round man in a blue shirt came and unlocked the door and stared at them with a look of frustration and confusion.  
 
    The thunder boomed above them with such ferocity that every person in the street jumped and flinched and a wind built up as the pressure changed around them and the dogs barked at it again and ran in circles in the street.  
 
    “Can you help us please?” asked the kid. 
 
    He shook his head and tried to push the door closed. 
 
    “Closed” said the man, tapping a sign on the door that none of them could read. 
 
    “We need to get to the border, can you help?” 
 
    The man shook his head and pushed the door and the American placed his foot just inside the frame so it could close no further.  
 
    The wind was swelling and a plastic chair and table outside a café blew over and skidded into the road. 
 
    “Is there a railway here?” 
 
    The man screwed up his face at them. 
 
    “A train?” he asked again. 
 
    The man pushed the door forcefully and it bounced off the American’s boot and the man frowned and pushed it again. 
 
    “Please. Can we take a bus?” the kid continued, his desperation growing and audible in his voice. 
 
    The man looked up and down the street, seemingly worried.  
 
    He eyed both airmen. 
 
    “No bus. Ever thing closed” 
 
    Another deafening crack of thunder echoed through the streets and the buildings shook and the pressure finally broke and rain drops started to thud down onto the scorched earth.  
 
    They dropped, huge and visible, into the red dust, each in its own microcosmic explosion.  
 
    “You can take car. No driver” 
 
    In the street two men stood in the rain with their arms outstretched, shouting and laughing together. Women hurried from every doorway with pots and pans and buckets and washing bowls and dustbins and bags and cups and things that didn’t even hold water and stood them out to collect the rain. A flock of brightly coloured birds swirled overhead and ducked away into the trees.  
 
    “Perfect” the kid nodded, “where is it?” 
 
    The man looked up and then down the road and waved them inside. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He led them through his little office displaying faded posters advertised walking tours to the ruby mines and photos of festival scenes with the words Tour Yangon emblazoned across them in yellow text. The business was not open and it looked like it may never have been and things were turned over and dusty and broken and there could not have been anyone in that place for some time wanting to tour the country. The lights were off as he guided them through the back room and out of the screen door at the rear of the building and out into the courtyard, covered with a plastic sheet roof. The huge thundering raindrops rattled the sheeting on its fixings and water poured from its edges and through the gap over the fence they saw yet more people collecting rainwater and there was more commotion and noise at that time than they had seen since they began.  
 
    The man walked them across the little square courtyard littered with debris to two parked blue Toyota sedans and a white Honda estate. The cars were thick with dust and dirt and rust and one of the Toyotas had a front wheel missing and someone had written something in the dust on the side of the Honda.  
 
    The man nodded to them.  
 
    They all looked at each other. 
 
    “Do they run?” asked the American, stepping forward to the cars. 
 
    “Very good” the man replied, nodding, “no driver” 
 
    “We don’t need no driver, just the car” 
 
    “Very good” he said again. 
 
    The American wiped his hand through the dust on the side window of the Toyota and looked inside. 
 
    “Which one runs best?” 
 
    The kid and the Dutchman were looking at the other two cars. 
 
    “All very good” the man offered. 
 
    “Well this one only has three wheels” the Dutchman offered, kicking lightly at the exposed axle.  
 
    “Yes, good”  
 
    The American opened the driver door of the white Honda estate. The car smelled of hot plastic and dirt and sweat and stale tobacco smoke.  
 
    He swung himself into the seat. 
 
    “Can we start this one?”  
 
    The man nodded and went into the building through the screen door and came back out with a ring of keys and flicked through them and found the correct one and handed it to the American. He put it into the dashboard and turned it and the car spat and rattled and nothing more.  
 
    The kid laughed.  
 
    “What about this one?” the Dutchman asked, holding open the door to the Toyota with four wheels. 
 
    The man handed him the key and he swung into the drivers seat and started the motor and pressed the pedal down a couple of times and a thin plume of black smoke rose from the exhaust but it cleared and the engine settled and it sat running smoothly. 
 
    The Dutchman walked forward to them. 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    The man thought. 
 
    “No driver” he said again. 
 
    “No driver” the Dutchman nodded, “just the car” 
 
    “Thirty lakh” 
 
    He took the key from the motor and the engine died and he held the ring of keys in his hand. 
 
    “Thirty?” the American asked him, his eyes squinting. He looked to the kid. 
 
    The kid turned to him, his eyes thinned. 
 
    “It’s about three million” 
 
    The American nodded. 
 
    “Ah” 
 
    He turned to the man again. 
 
    “We don’t have no three million of anything man”, he turned again to the kid, “what is that?” 
 
    The kid nodded his head to one side and shrugged slightly. 
 
    “In Dollars? Three grand” 
 
    The American scoffed.  
 
    “This piece of shit don’t run cleanly amigo, I ain’t even seen under the hood, I can tell ya it ain’t worth no three grand” 
 
    He knocked his fist on the car. 
 
    The man looked offended. 
 
    “My car, no driver. For driver is one hundred thousand for one day. You take my car you don’t bring my car back here is thirty lakh” 
 
    They looked to each other and the kid stepped closer to the man and spoke to him softly. 
 
    “We can get twenty lakh but we will need to find a bank to get the money” 
 
    “Thirty lakh. Pay with credit card” 
 
    “We will go to the bank now and take everything we can and pay you what we have. We really need your help with this” 
 
    The man was frowning and was not keen on that idea at all but he told them where they could find a bank in the town and they thanked him and set out again into the rain. They returned to him a short while later dripping wet and carrying all the money they were able to get from the bank and it totalled a few hundred thousand less than the quoted price and the man counted it in his hand and folded the notes and put them in his pocket and scratched the side of his head with his thumb and looked at the kid. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    They thanked him and he again handed the key over and they wished him well and he only nodded and stood with his hands on his hips as they piled their packs into the car and started the motor and reversed it out of his courtyard into the pounding rain.  
 
      
 
      
 
    They headed west through Kyatpyin under a charcoal sky. The ground, baked dry in the intense heat, could not absorb the rainwater fast enough and it pooled along the roadsides and gushed in streams downhill at every place it could. The windscreen wipers on the old Toyota were turned onto full power but they couldn’t clear the water from their view completely and they took it steady as they weaved west through the countryside as thunder cracked overhead and the sky exploded with lightning. The inside of the car was sticky with damp heat but they could not open the windows or the car would flood with rain and the Dutchman turned the tiny dial on the dashboard to activate the fan and it pushed out a thin stream of mild air, not cooling to them at all. 
 
    They pushed onwards.  
 
    On the outskirts of a town at some place where the shacks began to thin at the roadside, children danced in the road in their shorts and the younger ones in nothing at all and their mothers huddled in the doorways and called to them to mind the car as it passed and they jumped out of the way, barely watching.  
 
    They crossed the river at Shwenyaungbin and passed north again.  
 
    They saw first two men running together down the road calling out in the rain, their voices lost in the thunder and then further on they saw the pony galloping in the middle of the road wildly. They slowed behind it unable to pass and it glanced back at them from the corner of its eyes but kept running and at once kicked and veered wildly to the side of the road and crashed through a table and a chair and sent both flipping into the side of a home. The kid glanced into the rearview mirror for its chasers but they were lost, men and horse, in the blur of rain. 
 
    They made it to Singu with the last of the fuel in the tank and drove into the town to find a garage to buy provisions. The Dutchman had been following their progress on the roadmap unfolded on his lap and he guided them into the town informing them that the crossing at the great Ayeyarwady river was but a few miles north and beyond that they would have clear passage west. They pulled into a fuelling station on the north of the town and pulled up to the petrol pump on the forecourt and refuelled and went inside. The rain had not subsided at all and even in the few yards from their car to the kiosk each man became drenched entirely. They paid for the fuel and bought bottled water and peanuts and fritters served hot from the oven at the back of the store and the Dutchman took a stack of chapattis and a ladle of hot vegetable curry and the old man at the counter put it into a paper cup with a lid. His wide smile was stained red from betel quids and his hollow eyes gave him the look of a bloodied ghoul. 
 
    In Shwebo they passed straight through the centre of the town and turned north to cross the railway and each man kept his head low as they were waved across a military blockade in the road. A uniformed soldier stood in the rain in an old helmet armed with an automatic rifle and beckoned them forward and let them pass without stopping. On the north end of the town as they crossed the moat surrounding that ancient place they met more military police struggling with a horde of farmfolk, their flatbed trucks at all angles in the road and one nose-first in a ditch and they tussled with the soldiers though their words were lost against the sound of the rain. One of the men was trying to get through the crowd and the soldiers held him by the arms as he kicked and two other men pulled him back and it looked as though the man might split apart and in the corner of his eye the kid was sure he had seen the flash of a rifle discharge but he couldn’t be sure and before he could look again they were gone from sight.  
 
      
 
      
 
    They crossed that evening the bridge at Kalewa and followed the flooded road as it wound along the river bank into the township of Kaleymyo. The rain had stopped and the sky was dark and calm and along the roadside were lined buckets and barrels of rainwater as the people readied themselves for the next drought, should it come.  
 
    There had been an earthquake to the south and there were hills of rubble and splintered wood and the remnants of lives left behind at a place where men once walked. The stonefronted façade of a monastery had disappeared entirely and in the moonlight the golden ornaments inside glistened like stars lost in the sky.  
 
    In a small ramshackle café, hung with old cloths and lit by candles, they ate hot curry and rice noodles from stoneware bowls and drank a beer they didn’t know by name which was warm and the bottles dusty. A group of men sat at a table across from them and watched them eat.  
 
    The American made eye contact with one of their group twice as he ate, a wiry man with a thin beard and a black shirt and a low gaze through cigarette smoke. On the third time the American looked up from his food the man was still watching them and the American held his stare. The man didn’t flinch nor gave anything away by his expression and muttered something softly to his friends. They all looked round and the American looked between the men. He lifted both hands in a slight shrug and the man laughed and turned his head.  
 
    The Dutchman shook his head to his friend. 
 
    “Don’t” 
 
    The American watched them for a moment longer and returned to his food.  
 
    They finished and settled the bill for the food and drank more of the dusty beer and as they were gathering their things the men were watching them again. 
 
    The American was big in stature and wore only the black vest displaying his broad shoulders and he weighed up his chances again the wiry-framed man with the beard and his friends and thought his odds favourable.  
 
    As they started to leave, one of the men on the table wearing an old cap and ripped blue shirt finished his drink and put the glass down and spat across the table at the kid so that the kid had to step sideways for it to not hit him. The American spun around and the Dutchman restrained him and pushed him backwards towards the door.  
 
    He looked at the man and he looked at the kid and as he turned the man spat a second time. 
 
    The American pushed through the Dutchman and in an instant his huge black leather boot thundered against the side of the man’s metal chair and man and chair skidded, both of them, sideways until both fell to the floor.  
 
    The other three men stood from the table and the man with the beard came forward at them shouting and he came face to chest with the big American and the Dutchman again stepped between them. The man with the cap and ripped shirt pulled himself up from the floor and dusted himself down and picked up his chair. The American stood tall behind the Dutchman who pushed him back and told him they were leaving and put his hand up to the man with the beard to calm the situation. The American stood down and picked up his pack and the three of them turned for the door and the man with the cap and ripped shirt again spat from his chair and laughed.  
 
    The Dutchman himself spun on his heel and brought his fist round firmly to connect with the man’s left temple and the man crumpled under its power and again ended up on the floor with his chair, though this time they both stayed down. The man with the beard grabbed one of the dusty beer bottles from the table and leaped forward into the air at the Dutchman wielding the weapon and landed at the Dutchman’s chest and as he brought the bottle back behind his head the kid grabbed his arm and heaved it backwards, allowing the Dutchman a chance to step back enough to swing a second punch. This time it connected loudly with the man’s nose and it spat blood across the room as his entire head twisted around on his neck in slow motion.  
 
    The man in the cap and ripped shirt was still on the floor and his friends moved backwards towards him and non but the man with the beard wanted to continue their fight and as he righted himself his beard was red with blood and it dripped into his mouth and he looked at them through the tops of his eyes like a demon.  
 
    The café owner had disappeared from behind the counter entirely and there was nobody else in the building.  
 
    After the briefest moment of calm, the man with the beard moved slowly forward to them still holding the bottle. His teeth were red and his eyes wide and glowing like a mad dog and he stepped forward to the Dutchman again and he cocked his arm and brought the bottle back a second time at the Dutchman’s head and the Dutchman put his arm up and the glass shattered against his elbow and cut through the skin and in the same instant the American’s right hand rounded the Dutchman and thundered into the man’s already gushing nose. His head spun so quickly it took most of his body with it and he fell to one knee with his head dropped.  
 
    There was another moment of stillness as the American stood breathing heavily and the Dutchman’s elbow bled into a pool on the wooden floor and the two other men held their friend where he sat on the dusty ground.  
 
    The man with the beard was still on one knee and he snorted and spat blood onto the red floor and touched his nose with his finger for it was surely broken apart. They moved towards the exit and the man with the beard looked up at them from where he was bent on one knee and he called something though they didn’t know what and he didn’t advance at them again and they went out through the open door and back into the hot night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They took rest that night in a guesthouse by the church with a low green tiled roof festooned with flags and bunting of all colours. The woodpanelled room had a small bathroom and the mattresses lay on the floor but it was clean and it was comfortable and it was quiet. A white door opened out onto the backyard where the rain had given the place a shine and there showed life yet in the bushes and trees there. They wrapped the Dutchman’s arm in the single bandage the kid carried and when the blood seeped through it and dripped to the floor they wrapped it again in a pillow case from the bed and tied it tight with cord. Each man knew it needed stitches but they were in no position to go to a hospital while wanted by the law there.  
 
    The kid and the Dutchman opened the mosquito nets and took off their boots and climbed onto their beds and the Dutchman was asleep in no time at all. The kid lay awake and could see through the open back door the American sitting on the little white wooden chair with his feet on the barrier, smoking cigarettes and drinking the end of the whiskey.  
 
    “OK out there?” 
 
    The American looked round to him with the cigarette between his lips and inhaled and then exhaled again through his nostrils. 
 
    “Yahuh” 
 
    He turned back to face the garden and rested the bottle on his knee.  
 
    The kid drifted off to sleep and was woken again some time later and all the lights were out and there was a chill in the room. 
 
    He lifted himself up onto his elbow and saw the door still wide open. A light breeze was blowing through the net curtains and the American was no longer on the chair and had clearly not been in his bed for it still lay untouched. 
 
    He sat upright.  
 
    Next to him the Dutchman still slept and the kid had to listen for a moment for his breathing as he lay in a huge pool of dark blood which had come through the stained rag around his arm and drenched the sheet and mattress and had pooled on the timber floor. 
 
    Other than that, the only sound to be heard was the insects outside in the night. 
 
    He almost shrugged it off and went back to sleep but instead he unclipped the mosquito net and climbed out and went outside onto the terrace.  
 
    The American was not there.  
 
    He stepped off the wooden decking and down onto the rough grass and rounded the building and followed the little pathway to the road at the front of the guesthouse. There was nobody out there though he could hear music playing from the town somewhere over the rooftops and the distant sound of a truck engine. He looked both ways into the darkness and listened but there was nothing else to be heard. He almost called out but didn’t for he didn’t know what attention it may attract and he sat down on the dusty wall and yawned.  
 
    He had no idea what time it was and he didn’t know what time he had even gone to sleep but it was still dark about the horizon in every direction so he knew it was still some time until morning. He sat and contemplated which direction the American may have gone and to what purpose.  
 
    He was there for some time until his eyes felt heavy and he almost slipped backwards from the wall and he stood and walked back to the room and climbed back into the bed and left the door ajar should the American return. He jostled the Dutchman lightly but he didn’t stir at all and lay still in the blackened blood and again he listened for the man’s breathing but he was sleeping soundly.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He was woken again early when the sun was only just up over the slate rooftops and the sky was all shades of pink, and he heard the shouting of the Dutchman who himself had just woken to the great pool of blood he was laying in.  
 
    The Dutchman was sitting on his mattress and his entire body was a copper red where the blood had dried over his skin and matted the blonde hair on his head and his chest. The bedsheet and the pillow and the mattress, once all white, were red and brown and black and the pillowcase around his elbow had stiffened with dried blood. He calmed and peeled himself from the fabric and climbed out from the mosquito net and stood for a moment without moving, looking like he had been mauled by animals. Next to him the American was asleep in his bed still clothed and booted and mosquito-bitten and with dried blood too on his hand. The acrid smell of whiskey and stale cigarette smoke and the deep iron odour of blood filled the tiny room.  
 
    The kid surveyed the room. 
 
    “I hope nobody walks in here and sees this shit” the kid laughed, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    The Dutchman showered himself with the cold shower and scrubbed his clothes and hung them outside on the wooden barrier to dry in the morning heat. They unwrapped the pillow case from around his elbow and cleaned the wound with water and a towel from the bathroom and dried it. A deep cut ran across the outside of the joint with two smaller ones next to it and a speckling of scratches where the glass has shattered across his arm.  
 
    “It needs stitching” said the kid, wrapping his own clean pillowcase around the wound. 
 
    The Dutchman nodded. 
 
    “I know” 
 
    They bundled the bloodstained pillowcases and the sheet into the bathroom and left them under the running shower and dragged the mattress into the wardrobe and closed the door on it. They wiped down the floor with water and the remaining towels and put them into the shower too.  
 
    The American still slept on the floor.  
 
    With the room as clean as they could get it they gathered their things and the Dutchman pulled on his still wet clothes and placed his boot against the side of the American’s head and jostled it until he spun awake. 
 
    “Get up asshole, we’re going” 
 
    He sat up and slowly pulled himself to his feet and looked about and then picked up his pack. 
 
    “Where’s the other bed gone?” 
 
    “It’s in the wardrobe. Let’s go” 
 
    The American frowned and said nothing and followed them out of the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They left quietly through the front office and the Dutchman left some notes on the tray on the reception counter so that they could replace the ruined bedding. 
 
    “Where were you last night?” the kid asked as they walked back down the street to the school where their car had been left. 
 
    The American spat.  
 
    “I wasn’t nowhere” he replied without looking round.  
 
    The Dutchman looked puzzled. 
 
    “You were somewhere” said the kid. 
 
    The American didn’t break stride. 
 
    “Well we was all somewhere” 
 
    “But you weren’t in the room. I know because I woke up and you weren’t there” 
 
    The Dutchman looked back to the American, knowing nothing of it. 
 
    “I went for a walk. I couldn’t sleep” 
 
    The kid looked down at the chipped and blooded skin on the American hands and the scratches across his neck. 
 
    “Ok” 
 
      
 
      
 
    When they reached the car the clean pillowcase wrapped around the Dutchman’s arm was again stained red and his arm was swelling. 
 
    “We can’t keep going on like this, you’re going to die of blood loss” the kid said, swinging his pack into the back seat. 
 
    The Dutchman had unthreaded a length of cord from the pocket of his rucksack and had one end in his teeth and was pulling the other side around the red rag. 
 
    “I’m not gonna die of nothing out here” he said stubbornly. 
 
    The American was sitting in the passenger seat of the car with the door open, watching. 
 
    “Glue it” 
 
    The kid looked at him. 
 
    The Dutchman shook his head in resignation. 
 
    “Yup” he said, “gonna have to I think” 
 
    They got into the car with the Dutchman in the back holding his elbow high to stem the bleeding and they drove on to the main street and found a workshop where a man stood mending a bicycle. Long vines spotted with once-white and now dead flowers hung down over the doorway from the veranda above.  
 
    The kid entered and returned a moment later with a small tube of rubber glue and a roll of green paper towels. They pulled the car off the street and poured water from a bottle over the wound and flushed out the blood. The crimson water poured down onto the dry earth and trickled away through the cracks in every direction. The American took off his vest and wrapped it around his hand and used it to scratch away the dried blood from the opening of the wound and the Dutchman winced and kicked hard against the car. They dried it with the paper towels and it took nearly the entire roll but finally they mopped up the blood and dried away the water.  
 
    A young boy walked across the end of the sideroad with a dog and stopped briefly and watched them and the American glared and he went on his way at a quickened pace.  
 
    The kid put both his palms flat onto the Dutchman’s arm, one either side of the gash and brought them together, closing the split skin and when he did more deep blood pulsed out from the wound and the American mopped it. While the kid held the wound together, the American squeezed a line of the rubber glue onto the protruding fold of skin on one side and carefully pressed it onto the other. The wound immediately stuck together and looked awful and swollen and black and a trickle of blood crept from the corner. 
 
    “Well that’ll scar ya” the American said tossing the tube of glue down onto the floor. 
 
    The Dutchman nodded slowly and said that it would and the kid said that it was better than nothing and they agreed. 
 
    The American flicked the knife out from his multitool and stripped a piece of fabric away from the seat of the car and dusted it as clean as he could and held the fabric around the Dutchman’s arm and wrapped it tightly. The Dutchman tensed and blinked slowly and let out a breath through his teeth. 
 
    “I feel like going back and kicking that guy’s ass all over the street” he said as the kid tied off the material with the cord. 
 
    The American scoffed. 
 
    “What?” the Dutchman asked, “you think I couldn’t?” 
 
    The American grinned slightly but didn’t look up. 
 
    “What?” the Dutchman asked again. 
 
    The American just shook his head. He folded the multitool away and put it into his pocket and lit a cigarette. 
 
    The kid watched him.  
 
    The Dutchman held his arm to his chest. 
 
    The American swung his legs into the car. 
 
    “Come on, we gotta get outta here” 
 
    The kid climbed into the passenger seat next to him and the Dutchman got into the back. 
 
    “Is that where you were last night?” he asked him quietly so that the Dutchman could not hear. 
 
    The American started the engine and put the car into gear and smoked the cigarette. 
 
    They pulled out of the side road and onto the main street and the Toyota coughed in a cloud of fumes as it climbed through the gears and headed out to the west side of the town. 
 
    They drove in silence past the little shops and cafes decked out in colourful wood and past the little shanty houses with their white walls and palisades and past the temple with its ornate pointed roof shining into the heavens and the little garden full of dead flowers and the line of motorscooters parked outside and past the big school gates and the little bus station and the roughly dressed farmers fighting in the road and the children hiding from the sun under the fruit stands and past the dog standing watching the two medics as they lifted a man with a wiry beard and black shirt into the back of an ambulance. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Kaleymyo to the Imphal Road and on to Dimapur 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the outside of the town they stopped to refuel the car to make the final push to the border.  
 
    They made the decision to head west and cross the border in the mountains at the checkpoint of Khenman instead of taking the highway to Moreh and risking getting caught without papers. There were laws prohibiting non-nationals from even driving some of the roads in that district and they were sure the authorities at the border would stop them and worse.  
 
    At least in the mountains they thought, they would stand a better chance of making a run for it should it come to that.  
 
    The road went uphill immediately after leaving the town and snaked up through the foothills and into the Arakan mountains beyond. The passed under Kennedy Peak and wound their way along the dusty white scar of a track and saw no other travellers at all until way past noon when they drove under Sezang, built up into the hillside in steps. They turned north through Tedim and stopped and bought water and supplies and found a doctor who sold them dressings for the Dutchman’s arm and who recoiled when he saw the wound, glued together and black and swollen and wrapped in part of a car seat.  
 
    They bought tea from a stand outside the temple and sat on the roadside in the shade of a tree in front of the stall and drank. Two young ladies stood under a canopy on the far side of the road sat weaving and watched them and giggled and chattered to each other and when the airmen saw them they giggled more and turned away.  
 
    The man at the stall behind them called to them. 
 
    “Where you going?” 
 
    They turned. 
 
    “The border” the kid called to him. 
 
    “You long way from home” he shouted, laughing. 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “How far to the border?” 
 
    The man looked off up the road as though calculating it somehow by sight alone. 
 
    “North?” 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    “Yeah to the north” 
 
    “Hundred mile” 
 
    The kid looked up the road to the north end of the town and squinted into the sun. 
 
    “Is the road passable?” 
 
    The man squinted and cocked his head slightly. 
 
    He rephrased it. 
 
    “Is the road good? Can we drive it?” 
 
    The man shook his head and laughed. 
 
    “No. Road is no good” 
 
    “Can we make it there by dark?” 
 
    The man laughed again and pointed to the car. 
 
    “Not in that” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They set out north higher into the Arakan and the track hairpinned up the mountainside through the trees and though the American hoped to take the stretch of road quickly it wasn’t at all possible. They broke over the ridge and hairpinned back down the other side to the river below. A herd of gaur stood in the shallows at the foot of the road with the hair on their back glowing red in the sun and watched silently as the Toyota came and went in a cloud of white dust and fumes and followed the track north along the edge of the river and into the jungle. 
 
    “Don’t tip this thing into the water again, will you?” the Dutchman joked. 
 
    The American gave him a playful glare in the mirror. 
 
    “How’s your arm, featherweight?” he shot back.  
 
    The kid smiled. 
 
    The road turned away from the river into the trees and started its ascent of the mountain and they turned the car and watched the sun slowly dipping towards the horizon. The sky was still white and the heat had turned the metal of the car red hot and they had the air conditioning on full power. A thamin deer and its fawn stood in front of them in the road and as they neared the mother darted into the treeline and the youngling stood for a moment staring at the approaching car before following her. 
 
    “Ha” the kid said, half to himself, “they’re critically endangered” 
 
    The American didn’t look round. 
 
    “We all are now buddy”  
 
      
 
      
 
    At the top of the ridge the road straightened and dipped along the side of the hill. It was little more than a mud track and high ridges had been forged in it when the mud was wet and had dried solid again in the sun and they scraped along the underside of the chassis. The American twisted the Toyota around the holes and bumps and each man prayed that the old car would make it and that the wheels would not fall from the axles or the exhaust split open for they were a long way from anything at all and had no resources for spending the night in the hills. 
 
    After some time a tiny village of wooden shacks with low sloping roofs rose from the trees, built up in steps into the hillside, each building set higher than the last.  
 
    They slowed the car as they arrived and men and women and children came from the doorways into the street to greet them and they stopped the car dead in the middle of the track in a hissing of smoke and steam. The townsfolk gathered either side of the car and watched them with expressionless faces from all levels above and below and the three of them sat in the car like animals in a cage at a fair.  
 
    The kid opened the door. 
“Hello” he said cheerily, aimed at no person in particular. 
 
    A man stepped forward wearing a striped shirt and a longyi to his ankles. His withered and sunburned face smiled and though he was missing most of his teeth and bore a scar across his chin he was warm and offered his hand to shake. 
 
    The kid stepped forward and shook it and the man held it and placed his hand on his shoulder and asked him where they were going.  
 
    “The border. We’re going into India, to try to get home” 
 
    The man nodded at this and contemplated it for a moment. 
 
    “Where is home?” 
 
    “I am from England and my friends here are from the Netherlands and the United States” 
 
    The man looked over to the two airmen still sitting in the car. He waved one hand and they both nodded to him. 
 
    “You take aeroplane” he asked. 
 
    The kid shook his head. 
 
    “No, there is no aeroplane now. We must go overland” 
 
    He motioned it with a sweep of his palm. 
 
    The man widened his eyes and chewed at his lip and looked into the car again. 
 
    “Come” he said. 
 
    “We can’t. Thank you, but we need to make the border by nightfall” 
 
    The man looked at him and looked at the car and looked along the road to the north and then back at the kid 
 
    “The border? By this night?” 
 
    He pointed at the ground. 
 
    “Yes” 
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    “You don’t think we’ll make it?” 
 
    The man shook his head again. 
 
    “If you have food and water you can try”  
 
    He turned and spoke to some of the other townsfolk who had gathered there and the kid motioned to the two airmen to follow him and the American opened the window. 
 
    “We need to go man, this ain’t no time for making friends” 
 
    “He said we won’t get to the border tonight. We should stay here” 
 
    The airmen looked at each other and the Dutchman opened the back door and started to climb out and the American sat for a few moments with his hands on the wheel before joining them too. 
 
    The man led them into a little building and a young lady in a long dress brought through a plate with cups and a pot of tea and placed it on the little table in front of them and nodded and went away again. 
 
    “Drink” the man said to them, motioning to the tea with his hand. 
 
    They poured the tea and sat on the floor. The children had gathered at the doorway and the man shouted to them and clapped them away and they scattered like birds. 
 
    “Very hot” the man said, looking outside. 
 
    They agreed.  
 
    “Hottest in my life here” he said. He shook his head and for the first time the smile on his face dripped away. 
 
    “You have lived here your whole life?” the Dutchman asked. 
 
    The man thought. 
 
    “No. As a boy I live in Tedim here in Chin hills. My father, his father, his father live in Chin. I leave to Mandalay to study and make family, now I am here again forty years” 
 
    He asked about their homes and they told him and they told him about what they knew of the disaster that had befallen their planet and he said he knew only certain parts of it from what news was brought by traders passing through that place and he sat and shook his head at what they told him. He expressed deep sorrow to the American for what had become of his country and said he would pray for his family, and that he had always put his life into the hands of God but now God had proved to him that he could not be trusted with that power or that he was unable to wield it properly.  
 
    They asked about the man’s life and he told them his history and the history of his father. He told them that they had been driving that day on the very road constructed during the war by his ancestors and that if their Toyota would make it the entire way over the border, which he doubted, they would have reached Imphal in Manipur. He told them how when he was a boy Japanese troops had taken the road and were moving south towards that very village and that he had watched his father help the Allied forces destroy sections of the road and bring down the bridges to halt the advancing Japanese. He pointed out of the open doorway and said that he would show them at the river in that village the ruins of the bridge which had been brought down by those very men and that he remembered it well even though at times he remembered little else. 
 
    He took a drink of the tea and placed the cup down onto the plate and looked out of the little door.  
 
    He said it was the men of the Chin hills and the men of Manipur and it was the tribesfolk and the natives and the brothers of his land who, in those weeks, stopped the Japanese conquest with their own hands. He said every person in the village was thankful to those men, his father included, for what they did for their country. He said that they were thankful to the Allied Forces but that the Allied Forces should also be thankful to them too. 
 
    The kid and the airmen agreed and they finished their tea and the lady came again and gathered the teacups and smiled to them and left quickly with the tray.  
 
    The man led them outside. 
 
    “In my time here and my father and his father and his father too, we have not had this” 
 
    He passed his outstretched arm across the landscape and they could see for many miles down across the hills and the jungle. The sun was low to the west. 
 
    “Now we can live here no more. Too hot like this, too hot for animal, too hot for man. My family grow yam here and now there is no crop. Many years we have no food but we survive here always, now is no food and no way to grow food, so we survive here no more” 
 
    He watched three men pulling an old scorched palm up the hill. 
 
    “These people will die here, these children will die here. Eleven people dead here in eleven days. Nobody in Myanmar comes to help, not in Chin. We are” he thought for the word, “forgotten people. And we will die here” 
 
    The man led them to one of the buildings and ushered them inside and asked the women in there to prepare the beds for them for the evening and to prepare them some food and they went about their work. 
 
    They ate a dinner of rice and sesame and drank tea and declined to eat much at all for the people had nothing for themselves at best and they finished their bowls and thanked their hosts and sat outside on the dirt with the men of the village and shared out the last bottle of whiskey. 
 
    They left early the following morning and the man wished them luck on their journey and they too wished him luck in everything that concerned him and thanked him and thanked the people of the village for their hospitality.  
 
    He laughed and told them he would see them again soon for their Toyota would never make it to the border and they would be back on foot in some days’ time.  
 
      
 
      
 
    By midmorning they were sure he would be correct. 
 
    The road from Tonzang climbed higher into the hills and it wound from east to west to east and it turned back on itself and then back again over and over until they were completely unsure of their direction. The road, as it had been called, became no road at all but a track of thick mud and the rains that had fallen so heavily those past few days had gone and they could see where the water had flowed down the hillsides but these streams were already dried up completely in the heat. As the jungle grew denser, the trees overhung the track and the Toyota bobbled and bounced and whined and the fumes from the exhaust grew blacker.  
 
    They all held on tightly to what they could. 
 
    “This is no goddamned place to fail now” the American said to the car itself. 
 
    They stopped on more than a few occasions for the kid and the Dutchman to guide the car around the holes in the road and to guide it along parts of the track so narrow they were unsure they could pass at all and where the road crumbled away at the edges and dropped into the trees below and they laughed loudly and cheered when they were past.  
 
    The road seemed endless as it stretched through hours and hours of jungleland and traversed around the mountainsides and they passed two felled trees with one laying crossways on the other and when they passed the same again a few hours later they stopped in confusion that they had somehow got turned around and were repeating their course over. The sun passed overhead as they moved into another sweltering afternoon and each man sweated heavily and they finished their supply of water early and they didn’t want to run the air conditioning for fear of it draining their fuel. They stopped at every water source they passed to cool themselves and refill their bottles and the car radiator too and they sat in rivers fully clothed and returned to their vehicle wet so that they should stay cooler for longer. 
 
    By some time that afternoon the road started heading downhill and they passed a field of dead poppies with a short wooden fence and then a gate and a broken livestock barn signalling the start of some civilisation once more.  
 
    The road levelled out and passed along the dry valley floor through scrubland and passed through the town of Cikha where the people watched as the Toyota arrived and left again. The car they had bought those days earlier in Mogok was not in much of a condition at all and the paintwork was scratched and dented and it looked a different car entirely to that which they drove out of the mountains. The chassis, once white, was now black with dust and mudded from top to bottom and black fumes poured from it and the paintwork was scored deeply along each side and one door was bent inwards where they had slipped sideways into a tree and no mechanic could have fixed its state.  
 
      
 
      
 
    At midafternoon they passed through the village of Khenman and crossed over the Gamgi river. The kid had been studying the map and tracing their progress. 
 
    “I think, gentlemen, we may have just crossed the border” 
 
    They all looked about but there were still only trees and the mud track and nothing on the landscape discernibly different from anywhere else. 
 
    “When?” asked the Dutchman, “is there a checkpoint?” 
 
    The map showed little more than a yellow line north crossing a black dotted line from east to west at the border. 
 
    The kid shrugged. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem so” 
 
    They each felt an excitement and a pride and a relief but none would allow himself to show it yet for fear of cursing their passage for they knew the map could be wrong and so could they and they knew there could still be a border patrol ahead of them somewhere and they kept driving. 
 
    They passed by a group of little buildings, seemingly deserted, and parked by them a military 4x4.  
 
    “Here we go” said the American expectantly. 
 
    None spoke as the road bent round to the east.  
 
    On the south side of the road a military compound rose up out of the browning trees, a hanger with a tin roof glaring in the sunlight and a dotting of smaller stone outbuildings and a water tower and a chain link fence around its perimeter.  
 
    Two men in plain clothes stood at the side of the road talking to one another and they looked up as the Toyota neared.  
 
    They didn’t move from where they stood and the American didn’t slow down for them, though he wasn’t driving fast, and they neared the two men and then they passed them and nobody in their car spoke.  
 
    The American watched the men in his mirror. The two men watched the Toyota pass and then they turned back to each other and continued their conversation and before any of them could say anything the men had disappeared from view completely. 
 
    They watched in the car’s mirrors for another mile or more expecting a military truck or the 4x4 to round the bend after them and it was only when the road snaked up the hill and they could see the compound down below and the entire road leading to it that they were sure that nobody had come after them and that nobody cared that they had passed there.  
 
    A few miles further they slowed into Behiang and took the track down to the river and undressed to their underwear and sat in the cool water and though the sun was burning their skin they laughed and congratulated themselves. A farmhand stood on the far side of the river with a wide brimmed hat and a crook and watched the three men in their underwear splashing in the river like children and the Toyota with parts of its bodywork missing and clouded in dust and dirt and he stood there for a long time for he had not ever witnessed a scene like it and most likely would not again.  
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a chaos in the town.  
 
    The townsfolk moved with urgency and cars and bikes sped along the road with no regard for pedestrians and people everywhere pushed each other in the streets and dogs barked and car horns sounded in the distance and the whole place smelled of fire and as the sun disappeared completely behind the hills and the last drops of light seeped away, the town was engulfed in an utter and complete darkness. The lights in the houses and shopfronts were out entirely and the only glow at all came from the headlamps of cars and motorscooters and fires that burned. They were stoked in metal dustbins on the roadsides and on the bare ground as people tried to light the town without electricity.  
 
    The three of them slept that night in the Toyota though none slept much at all for they were seated nearly upright and around them people bustled and crashed until the sun finally rose again.  
 
    At sunrise they went into the town proper and took a table in a café and the owner came over and offered them tea. He prepared the pot in the kitchen at the back of the room and asked if they would eat and they said they would. He said that there was a massive food shortage and he had very little to offer and brought them rice and a clear broth that tasted of fermented fish and each tried it but none could eat it and they filled up on the rice and drank the watery tea. 
 
    The proprietor told them that the summer rice crop had failed when the paddies dried up and, though they still had the winter crop, this would deplete soon and there was no way to plant more with the ground so dry. He said he bought bananas and cabbage and coriander and pumpkin and carrot from the markets that came down from the north and he said that the traders had first come with more infrequency and then stopped coming to their town entirely and now they had nothing.  
 
    When they offered him their condolences he smiled dryly and said that at least he still had plenty of tea and would bring them another pot.  
 
    He sat with them and they told him about their trek across Myanmar and he gave them news of the state of their world from what he had heard from those passing through from the north. He said this was the only source of information he had as the power grid had been damaged by an earthquake and so he had not seen televised news for some time. He told them of extensive flooding in that country and beyond and he said he had heard that nearly a billion people had died already across the planet and the kid shook his head and doubted this could be true but the man said he believed it to be very true indeed. He said that the rising heat and the water shortages and the damage to the roads from flooding and earthquakes and landslides had caused the deaths of so many cattle and goat in India and Bangladesh that there was no longer a trade in these meats and he had stopped receiving any dairy products at all. He told them that in cities people had turned to drinking stagnant and diseased water and that there had been outbreaks of cholera and typhoid and that with the heat it was killing hundreds of people daily and that the number was increasing. 
 
    He said that the medical facilities were overcrowded and unsanitary already, and were by that time rendered almost entirely useless and he said in the cities to the west there were people dead in the street. 
 
    He held the side of his finger to his mouth and closed his eyes and when he opened them he was looking upwards and he shook his head and sighed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At Imphal they passed buildings and offices and shops which had been smashed and looted in the cover of night and one store was missing the entire front wall though exactly how was unclear. An electrical store on a corner of the street was on fire and though the flames towered high above it there was only a single fire engine in attendance and it wasn’t doing much good at all. All the traffic lights were out of use in the town and there were car horns blaring in every direction as motorists fought to keep from crashing into each other. The sun bore down on every surface and the glass reflected white and blinding and the road smelled of bitumen.  
 
    Their roadmap only showed them to the border and a little beyond but didn’t detail anything further north or west from where they were and they knew nothing of what lay ahead. They found a refuelling station on the north side of the town and pulled the Toyota into the forecourt. Two men argued and pushed each other outside the kiosk and one held a can of fuel that was splashing onto the dry ground and running away down to the road. At the edge of the building a group of young men watched keenly, smoking cigarettes with little regard. 
 
    “Let’s make this quick” called the kid from the back seat. 
 
    The American hopped out and pumped diesel into the Toyota and the pump whistled and scraped as it ran dry and the little numbers ticked slowly and stopped turning completely. He lifted the hose to take the last of the fuel from it and banged the pump on the side of the car to get every drop. The Dutchman was already outside and walked through the arguing men who didn’t look at him as he passed and he paid for the fuel and came back to them.  
 
    “We need highway one” he said as he swung back in to the car, “to Dimapur. Apparently there’s trains running west” 
 
    The American pursed his lips and raised his brow. 
 
    “Well that’s something I guess, I’ll believe it when I see it with my own eyes though” 
 
    “Well we’re not getting the whole way across India in this damn thing” the Dutchman laughed, tapping his palm against the plastic dashboard. 
 
    One of the men arguing at the kiosk pushed the other and he staggered backwards and dropped the can of fuel and it slowly glugged out onto the ground. The group of young men who had been watching from the side joined him and the situation began to escalate. 
 
    The American turned the key in the ignition and fired the engine up and it coughed black smoke into the forecourt. 
 
    “That’s our cue” he said, pulling out on to the road and back into the blistering midday sun.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The highway was two lanes wide, such was the volume of traffic that would frequent it from the town on a regular day but it was nearly empty as they passed. At the intersections the lights were all down and they slowed and weaved their way through crossing vehicles and at one junction there had been a crash and three cars lay in the middle of the tarmac in pieces. A group were gathered and a young woman was being pulled from the wreck and there was glass and twisted metal across the road and blood on the asphalt. Other motorists sounded their horns as they passed to move her rescuers from the road. One more dead was of no significance. 
 
    They found the AH1 and headed north out of Imphal past the roadside markets which had all but closed down and which had been ransacked and they passed the temple in the woodlands and the river running brown and shallow alongside them. The road turned north and ran straight with the spine of the mountains to the west with townships built up the sides of the foothills and when the highway forked they turned north to Dimapur. When they arrived there in the late afternoon they ground to a halt in traffic on the highway as it entered into the town proper and sat for some time without moving. Around them motorists were standing out of their cars trying to gauge what problem lay ahead.  
 
    The Dutchman climbed up onto the roof of the car to get a better look over the vehicles but the road turned away around the buildings and he was unable to see anything and after some time sitting there with the engine off they grew hungry and thirsty and impatient.  
 
    “You wanna leave the car here?” asked the American, who was picking stones from the road surface and flicking them with his finger and thumb at a road sign in the central reservation.  
 
    The other two thought about this. 
 
    “What if there aren’t any trains?” asked the kid. 
 
    The American hit the sign and the pebble pinged off it. 
 
    “We can come back for it” he laughed. 
 
    They sat for a moment and the Dutchman laughed to himself. 
 
    “I can imagine us coming back for this thing in a few hours and it just sitting here in the fast lane on its own” 
 
    “They’ll have towed it” said the kid, “or stolen it. Or burned it” 
 
    A man passed their car on foot walking back against the traffic. 
 
    The American called to him and the man slowed and looked over. 
 
    “What’s going on up there?” he asked. 
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    “Road block” 
 
    “The road’s blocked, or a roadblock?” 
 
    “Road block. For the army” he said and continued on his way. 
 
    The American tossed the handful of pebbles out of the door. 
 
    “Screw it, let’s get outta here, this piece of shit won’t make it a mile further anyways” 
 
    They agreed and took their packs and got out of the car and closed the doors though there was no reason to do so and they set out along the highway through the traffic.  
 
    The air was thick with fumes and they held their hands over their mouths as they walked and when eventually it was too much for them they crossed out of the traffic and into the shadowy sidestreets.  
 
    The river had mostly dried up and they crossed the bridge past the monolithic ruins of the Kacharis and followed the road west to the station. On the front wall of the supermarket a line of payphones were bolted to the stonework, and though they looked ruined, there was a small queue of people waiting at the end one.  
 
    “Are their phone lines up?” asked the kid in disbelief. 
 
    The airmen shrugged and nodded and they headed over to join the queue and to see if there may be some way of contacting their homes. As they stood at the back of the line they realised that they held no rupees and only Burmese kyat. The Dutchman offered all the Burmese notes he had to the lady in the queue ahead of them for some coins and though at first she refused with a shake of her head she eventually replaced them with a handful of change and though he knew the coins could not be nearly the value of the notes, there was no place to exchange them and he didn’t know the exchange rate regardless. They thanked her and when they had reached the front of the queue the Dutchman dropped some of the coins into the machine and got the dial tone and dialled the number.  
 
    He stood for a moment listening to static and nothing more and eventually the line dropped and the coins fell back from the bottom. He tried again with the same number with the same result and then tried again dialling his brother’s number. The line connected and he heard an Indian recorded message though he couldn’t understand it.  
 
    He slammed the receiver into its cradle.  
 
    The kid stepped up and put the coins in and dialled and again and there was no response and again the coins fell back out of the machine. He turned and looked to the Dutchman standing next to him watching. 
 
    “Nothing?” 
 
    The kid shook his head. 
 
    Behind them the American was standing in the sun smoking and made no effort to come over to them for he had nobody to call.  
 
    They pocketed the coins and continued their way as the woman with the handful of kyat disappeared around the corner smiling broadly. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Dimapur to Patna by railway 
 
      
 
    The blue arched façade of the railway terminal appeared at the end of the road and in front of it a sea of taxis and rickshaws and motorbikes hummed like a swarm of insects on a carcass and each blocked the next where it parked. They passed through the crowds and past the drivers calling to them for their business and pulling and pushing them and they held their line until they reached the terminal building. It was in sheer disrepair and the masonry was crumbling and the metalwork was hot and rusty and bent. At the little kiosk inside, two men sat in blue uniforms sweating and stressing as the crowds around them shouted at them over the counter. They had again withdrawn the maximum amount which they could from the bank machine on the main road and each man held his money and pushed his way, independently from the others, into the horde.  
 
    After some time the kid noticed across the sea of heads to his right the American, a foot taller than anyone else and a moment later his arm went into the air holding the train tickets and he nodded the kid over. The man next to him reached to snatch the tickets from him but the American was both taller and stronger and butted the man away. 
 
    The kid looked around the sea of heads and eventually spotted the blonde dreadlocks of the Dutchman in the sea of brown and black and yelled to him that they had the tickets and each man turned and tried to fight his way back out of the crowds again.  
 
    At the platform the three men reconvened and the American handed each of them their ticket and they congratulated him on a successful fight to the counter and laughed at how close he was to having them snatched from him, though the American contested it with a roll of his eyes and said there had been no risk at all.  
 
    The tickets were for New Delhi and, though none of the men knew how far that was or how long it would take to get there, they knew that they stood a better chance of making it back to continental Europe from such a city and at the very least they were heading in the right direction. 
 
    The platform was crowded with people spilling onto the tracks, standing with luggage and children and one man led two mules along the track with him. There was no board displaying the train times and no indication of whether they needed the first or the second platform and they moved to the edge of the crowd and the kid sat on the side of the platform next to an old man carrying a leather satchel and he nodded at him and the man smiled and nodded back. 
 
    “When does the train arrive? he asked eventually. 
 
    The man smiled and nodded to him. 
 
    He waited a moment before repeating his question. 
 
    “Do you know what time the train will be here?” he said slower. 
 
    The man leant in and thought for a moment and chewed on nothing. 
 
    “At thirty minutes past three” 
 
    The kid glanced up at the time on the green clock hanging from the terminal wall. It read 17:12. 
 
    He turned to the man again. 
 
    “Half past three in the morning?” 
 
    The man smiled and shook his head sharply. 
 
    “You mean it was due at half three this afternoon?” he asked the man. 
 
    The old man nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Another hour or more later a murmur grew across the platform and the waiting crowd began to shuffle and move and pick up their luggage though most were travelling without it. A boy on a bicycle came racing along the train track shouting that the train was coming and the horde began to push their way to the platform edge and those on the tracks pushed back in the other direction to vacate it in time. The kid and the airmen put their rucksacks onto their backs and joined the crowd and, though the people at the front of the platform were falling into the tracks, the crowd continued to push forward. The American called to them to do whatever it took to get on to the train and if needed they would meet again in New Delhi.  
 
    The train slowly appeared around the bend and let out an earpiercing screech and the brakes whistled and whined and it was still moving along the platform when the first passengers started to leap onboard. A slim teenage boy in shorts and sandals spring onto one of the little steps and wrenched open the door and climbed inside and others joined him in jumping through the opening. The train stopped and the doors were pulled open and the crowd poured frantically onboard. The kid saw the American using his size and weight to muscle through the crowd and saw him haul himself up onto the train. The kid pushed his own way forward with the crowd and eventually reached the edge of the platform and got bustled onto the carriages by the crowd behind him. He looked around but saw nothing of either of his friends and he moved forward into the carriage with his fellow passengers.  
 
    His was the only white face in the sea of people crammed into the train.  
 
    Eventually when everyone was onboard, the train made a loud hiss and started to return to motion. A man appeared next to the carriage with his bicycle and swung a chain around it and fed it quickly through the barred window and fastened it back around the wheels of the bicycle and climbed up the side of the train to the roof where others sat and the kid could see their sandalled feet dangling next to the bars as the train pulled out of the station. 
 
    The seats along the main carriageway were already filled and the kid pushed along the carriage and pushed open the swing door of the first booth and peered inside. A group of men sat shouting to each other and gesticulating wildly and they did not stop to look at him as his head rounded the door and he retreated and pulled the door closed behind him. He moved to the second booth and then the third and the fourth and at the fifth he opened the door to an elderly man with two young girls with little pink knapsacks. They stopped talking and the girls watched him wide-eyed. There were two free seats inside but the man’s luggage was on them and the kid was unsure whether or not to proceed.  
 
    “Can I sit here?” he asked and the man nodded and waved him in and he entered but the man didn’t remove his bags and the kid pushed them gently to one side and created enough room for himself to sit down on the hot plastic seatpad.  
 
    He sat for some time with his pack on his lap and watched as the old man spoke to the girls. He couldn’t understand what he was saying but the girls were listening intently to him and they smiled and laughed together at moments as he spoke. The younger of the two kept looking over to the kid and he saw in her eyes a great interest in himself and as they passed through the stations she warmed to him and he smiled to her a couple of times and eventually she smiled back. 
 
    The hills rose and fell outside the little square window and the white sun eventually dropped behind the trees in an explosion of pink and orange and the pink and orange faded to purple and eventually to darkness and the sky twinkled with a billion stars above them.  
 
    They passed into Guwahati station, glowing in neons of pink and yellow, juxtaposed entirely with the dry and dark and dead world around it and more passengers flooded onto the train and onto the roof of the train and two young women in saris joined their booth and sat quietly together on the floor with packages bound in brown paper and string and sat quietly holding each other’s hands. The two young girls opposite had fallen asleep either side of the old man who sat with an arm around each of them.  
 
    The sweltering heat and the humidity and the stink of the train had subsided somewhat and the soft breeze blew in through the barred window and the kid put his head back and thought of home.  
 
    He worried for his parents and he worried for Abi and he cursed himself for taking the job and for making the trip there. He could not know whether any of the people he cared for were safe or not and he knew they would be worrying about him too, wherever they were. He was separated from them in every way imaginable and there was nothing he could do but to sit on that train and make the slow journey home and whether it would be in vain was not to be known. He didn’t know whether or not they had all been evacuated and he didn’t know where they would be evacuated to if they were. He again tried to go through all the options in his head but it hurt to do so and he tried to push it away and think of something else but there was nothing else to think of.  
 
    He looked across to the old man and he was falling asleep in his seat holding the young girls.  
 
    He cursed that his work had taken him so far from them all and though he knew he had been saving lives in helping the conservation of those rainforests, he feared it may all have been in vain too. He thought about the elephants there and worried that the heat and the water shortage would affect them also and he thought about the new young he had fought so hard to protect but this thought hurt his head like the others and before he knew it he was asleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He woke again in the dead of the night and the lights in the booth had been dimmed throughout the train. The two young women with the packages bound in paper had left and a young man sat in their place on the floor with his knees pulled up to his chest and his arms wrapped around them holding a knapsack and a battered old leatherbound book which he read in the paling light. He looked over to the kid when he woke and smiled just slightly and the kid nodded back to him.  
 
    Through the little window the country passed by silent and dark like a filmstrip spinning idly on a projector wheel. The kid rose and pulled his rucksack up and stepped around the man reading on the floor and pushed open the swing door into the carriage. Men were sleeping in the corridor under blankets and some under nothing at all with their sandals by their heads and their bags and belongings held tight to them. The carriage was lined with seating booths, each with their door closed, and he stepped through the metal door at the end and across the opening between the carriages and through the rushing breeze and into the next car. The carriages were of different design and the next held no private seating at all and was set out open plan with lines of plastic benches, battered and cracked, and there were far more people and there was far more noise. Every seat was occupied and though many were asleep under sheets or under nothing at all there was a low chatter of voices all about him. He was watched by every pair of eyes as he stepped over the carpet of bodies and baggage and detritus.  
 
    A man with no shirt and his belongings wrapped together in a pillow case held his bicycle on board and a family had brought with them three small dogs and they were standing together tied and bound to the bars across the window and they watched him through white eyes and looked fearful of everything. A young mother sat silently with her eyes wide as she cradled her sleeping baby and she too seemed petrified of everything around her. The kid passed through the second carriage, busy with people of all ages sleeping on the floor and on the seats and people sitting around them talking and children crying somewhere.  
 
    On the right side of the train he spotted the shaved head of the American sitting on one of the blue plastic benches with his pack next to him and his head hanging forward asleep. He moved over to him and the men opposite watched him as he sat down next to the soldier. 
 
    He spoke loudly and sharply. 
 
    “Sleeping on duty private?”  
 
    The men all turned to look and the Americans eyes flicked opened and he looked across to the kid without barely lifting his head. 
 
    The kid smiled. 
 
    “Fuck yourself” he said and dropped his head back to his chest. 
 
    “Where’s your boyfriend?” the kid asked. 
 
    The American scowled with his eyebrows threateningly but said nothing. 
 
    “Did he make it onboard?” 
 
    The American sighed, knowing the kid was not going to let him just sleep and he begrudgingly raised his head. 
 
    “I don’t know” he said finally, “I couldn’t find neither of y’all. I looked up there some time back and couldn’t see you from anybody else” 
 
    “I was in a booth back there” 
 
    “He’s probably up ahead, there’s too many people up there to get on through” 
 
    He looked over at the men opposite who had gone back to their business and he looked up at the tiny open window where the stars flickered in the distance. 
 
    “Where in God’s good name are we?” 
 
    The kid shook his head.  
 
    “No idea. In the middle of nowhere someplace. In open country” 
 
    The American nodded. 
 
    “These guys here”, he nodded to the three young men sitting across from him, “they say we won’t be in Delhi for some twenty four hours or more” 
 
    The kid raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “So” he said leaning backwards onto the plastic seat, “I could do with you not coming over here and waking me up just to talk shit” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The train sat in the dark outside of Bongaigaon station for some time and many of the passengers wanting to depart there pushed open the doors themselves and climbed out onto the tracks and pulled their luggage with them and walked off into the night like ghosts. When the train pulled to the platform there was no electricity running to the station and it too was ghostly and dead and broken signs hung from the wall and the walls themselves were crumbling and smashed. They waited on the platform for a moment but no more as everyone who had been due to depart at that place had climbed from the train long back.  
 
    They could hear shouting and commotion from somewhere outside.  
 
    Men selling water and nuts and old fruit plied their trade along the train windows, handing items in through the bars like they were feeding animals in a cage. As they pulled away from the dark platform the kid saw the silhouettes of three men pulling another along the stone concourse in the shadows and he couldn’t tell from where he sat if the man was alive or if he was dead or what fate had befallen him and before he could focus they had gone from view entirely. 
 
    The train calmed with the fewer passengers but the peace was broken at Kokrajhar as a huge horde of people joined the train and in doing so woke every passenger onboard and the noise that followed their embarkment continued through the night. Men and women old and young and desperate and scared and some extremely sick pushed onto the train with luggage and some without and they pushed for places to sit and they pushed for places to stand and for places to put their bags and their children and the train remained that way until the sun was up.  
 
    The American and the kid retained their places on the bench and they talked to each other about how the world was and the things that they missed and the things they wished they could do again and the things they knew they would never do again for there was no going back. They drank all of their water and the American smoked cigarettes out of the open window and though he knew this was certainly prohibited he was not the only one doing and nobody voiced concern.  
 
    When the sky was white and the sun had heated all it could again they passed through the great station at Jalpaiguri and the white sky turned grey. The junction station intersected many rail lines which fanned out east and west and their train sided in with others. The smell of hot metal and rubber and smoke gave way to the smell of the people and the sickness on the train and it was overwhelming to both the kid and the American and all aboard grew thirsty and restless and irritable and arguments and fights began to break out.  
 
    As they passed over the Mahananda at the boundary of Bangladesh the land around them grew wild and arid and brown and in the distance a factory burned in an inferno otherworldly and spat fire into the heavens. The kid left his pack with the American where he sat and pushed his way through the carriage in the hope of finding something to drink and he asked those he saw with water but none would spare any and he had passed three carriages to nearly the front of the train before a young woman handed him a warm bottle of water still unopened.  
 
    She smiled softly at him and he thanked her and told her that he was in her debt should their paths cross again and she said that he was not as it was only water and everyone should spare what they were able to in life for those who need it more. He thanked her again and drank some from the bottle and took the rest back to the American. At no point did he see the Dutchman, though he had been keenly looking out for his dreadlocked hair in the crowd. 
 
    As the sun passed high overhead both men felt sick and sat slouched in their seats not speaking to the other and both poured with sweat in the heat from which there was no escape. The kid felt faint and was sure he would vomit but he didn’t and his vision clouded and the world spun around him and he steadied himself and sat forward with his head in his hands. The American had removed his boots and was breathing heavily with one hand holding the bridge of his nose.  
 
    Others in the train suffered likewise and a man vomited and a young boy was crying behind them. People were climbing up the walls of the train to gain position at the open windows and men fought with one another as they jostled for space and for a cool that just did not exist. Further along their carriage a thin woman lay flat on the floor and a man fanned at her face with his shirt and poured trickles of water into her thin lips and the kid and the American could not tell if she was already dead.  
 
    When they pulled into the tiny old platform at Barauni just after noon there was an immediate exodus.  
 
    Many who had no intention of stopping their journey in that place did so as a matter of survival and the kid and the American moved from their seat to the doorway to leave too but didn’t for risk of losing the Dutchman even though he may not be onboard. All the children were taken from the train and the woman who had been laying on the floor was carried out by a group of men and they could yet tell no more of her mortality.  
 
      
 
      
 
    In the suburbs outside of Patna the train ground to a screeching halt in a cloud of dust and rubber fumes and sat idly on the track for some time without explanation. It was not the first time in those twenty something hours that they had stopped without warning and they were running behind schedule though the kid and the American didn’t know the schedule anyway.  
 
    Eventually there was manic shouting from somewhere ahead of them on the train and a group of armed men dressed in dark green shirts and brown hats appeared next to the train and surrounded each doorway.  
 
    The passengers shouted from the train to the guards and the guards shouted back and called in Hindi and in Assamese and then in English for everyone to remain where they were.  
 
    At the back of their carriage a young man in a blue striped shirt pushed open the door and started to step out onto the track and two guards raised their rifles to his face and when he didn’t desist his exit one butted him with the toe of the rifle and he crumpled backwards onto the steps of the train and a friend pulled him back inside. The guards shouted over their guns and the men closed the door again behind them. 
 
    The guards held the passengers on the train without explanation for a long time and the crowd grew nervous and frantic and desperate and they grew yet sicker and more dehydrated and though they screamed to the guards for water and to take care of the infirm they would not and any attempt to open the doors was met with fierce resistance.  
 
    A gunshot rang out somewhere up along the track and then another and the passengers recoiled and those near the exits backed away further.  
 
    Eventually the guard in the red cap shouted to the rest of his platoon and they systematically opened the doors of the train one by one and boarded, holding their rifles up at eye level. They called onto the train and the kid and the American didn’t understand them but the other passengers gathered on one side of the carriage and the kid and the American joined them. At rifle point they led everyone from the carriage out onto the tracks and held them there and other guards did the same with the other carriages until there were some four hundred people huddled together against the side of the hot metal train. The guard in the red hat walked slowly along the train track from front to back flanked by a lieutenant in a black shirt and turban.  
 
    The kid turned to the tall bearded man standing next to him. 
 
    “What do they want?” he asked. 
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    “I do not know”  
 
    “Who are they?”  
 
    The man shrugged and said he did not know that either but that he did know that they weren’t the police and they weren’t in the uniform of the army. 
 
    An old man in a brown shirt open at the front turned to them both and spoke. 
 
    “He is Assam Rifle” he said pointing to the man in the red hat, “look at the sash he has” 
 
    “Who are they, the military?” the kid asked. 
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    “Paramilitary”  
 
    The American scoffed at him. 
 
    “They look like damn boyscouts” 
 
    The man shook his head sharply. 
 
    “They guard the borders and act as security force in time of crisis here” 
 
    “So what are they doing now then, holding up a train? Boyscout highwaymen” 
 
    “I do not know” the man said, shaking his head and turning to watch the guards with their rifles raised, “but it must be very serious indeed” 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    Gradually, beginning from the back of the train, the guards started to move the passengers away and led them at gunpoint in a slow march, back down the track to the east the way they had come. Two carriages back along the line a cluster of young men were protesting and they took up their bags and turned out of the march and started walking back west towards the city. Two guards, tall and dark and armed, stepped into their way with their rifles up at head height and bellowed for them to return to the line but they refused and pushed away from the guards, and at once one of them swung his rifle butt into the cheek of the front man and he fell to his knees on the tracks. They shouted again and the other men shouted back angrily and the guard raised his gun to swing again and they receded and begrudgingly rejoined the line of marching passengers and continued onward without uttering another word. They carried the injured dissident with them, his face broken and dripping blood. 
 
    As the kid and the American passed the back carriage of the train the body of a young man in black shorts lay sprawled across the track with a gunshot wound in the side of his neck, pouring blood of deep red onto the dry ground and the rusted metal of the tracks and it pooled by his head and trickled slowly away in channels along the cracked earth and flies were gathered already and someone had taken his shoes and he lay as he fell to rot in that place.  
 
    The scorching white sun hung dead in the white sky and baked the earth and everything that walked it and the men and women who walked those tracks were not allowed to stop at all. 
 
    They called to the guards and asked them of where they were being taken and why they could not continue their journey west but the guards were ordered not to talk or to tell the people anything and they looked straight forward as they walked, breaking their steely focus only to urge the people onwards and to not ask questions.  
 
    After half a mile the group had started to drift apart and those at the front were walking some few hundred yards away from those at the back. They were led off to the north as the track forked from the mainline into the sleeperyard where the trains were taken for cleaning and maintenance. Ahead of them were four trainsheds and the track forked again so that a train could be taken into each of them. The two sheds on the left had their steel rollershutters pulled down over the front of them but the other two were open and empty and in a state of disrepair and none had been used to maintain train carriages for many years.  
 
    The guards marched the passengers into the open front of one of the trainsheds and made them pile their luggage and their belongings outside except for what food and water they carried though this was not much, and despite it some passengers managed to get inside with their bags still with them. Another group of dissenting men would not enter the building at all and those men were swiftly met with swinging rifle butts and heavy boots and though some men fought back none succeeded and within a few minutes every one of them was inside the building, injured or otherwise. They had already secured the doors inside the building so that anyone inside the main hold of the trainshed would not be able to exit through any other door than that at the front and when the final passengers had been led into the building the captain gave the order and the electric shutter began to close on them. The horde of people protested loudly and women screamed and cried and jostled forward and the guards screamed at them and prodded them backwards with their rifles and the passengers pushed more and one young man made a run for his escape and was promptly shot through the back of the head with a single rifle shot. He staggered and fell onto the tracks in a slow motion explosion of blood and bone from the open hole in the back of his head. The crowd immediately hushed and ceased pushing and though they shouted and cried still, the guards held them back until the shutter was lowered and the few hundred passengers were trapped inside together. 
 
    The vast structure was made of corrugated steel with a maintenance office built into the rear which had been smashed apart at some time and other than the dusty broken desk and some metal hooks and shelves on the walls the place was empty. There was a large double door on the side at the rear which had been an emergency exit and it was locked with a padlock and had been chained closed with a huge iron chain that was linked around itself and fastened with another padlock. The traintrack ran under the front shutter door and into the centre of the building to buffers and a rough concrete platform rose on each side with a walkway between the two, and though the building was nearly a hundred feet long it was only half that wide. 
 
    After nearly an hour of the passengers kicking and pushing at the shutter and pulling at the emergency door and the chain and climbing atop each other to reach the old wiring above, the group began to calm and discussions started as to what may be happening to them and what could be done about it.  
 
    The American and the kid sat on the edge of the platform and watched as a few men started to take charge of the group. One man with a big moustache and a grey shirt whistled through his teeth and the crowd hushed and turned to him and he spoke to them in Hindi and they called and heckled and he raised his hands to quiet them.  
 
    As he spoke, a young couple sat near the kid and the American. The girl had been crying and the man held her to him. 
 
    The kid nodded to the man and he nodded back.  
 
    “You speak English?” the kid called over to the young man. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Yes, I studied in UK for four years” he said quite proudly. 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    “What is he saying?” he asked, pointing to the man with the moustache talking to the crowd. 
 
    “He is trying to calm the people, to make a plan” 
 
    “What does he think?” the American asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. He has no plan. Those men have guns and we have nothing here” 
 
    The man stopped and listened for a moment and then turned back to the kid. 
 
    “He says they have been trying to reach the power lines at the roof of this building but they cannot reach them” 
 
    “You know why we’re locked in here?” the American asked, leaning in. 
 
    “This man there said that Patna is quarantined and that some disease has broken out there. Nobody can go there” 
 
    The kid frowned. 
 
    “So why would they need to lock us up in here? Why could they not just send the train back?”  
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    “Quarantine. These people need no reason. This is a different place that we are living in now my friend, and these people, these guards, these soldiers can do whatever would appear fit to them” 
 
    The kid nodded.  
 
    He knew that was true. It was indeed a different place they were living in. 
 
    Once the passengers, though now only passengers of their own fate, had calmed their tempers and given in trying to kick the doors open, they started to rest and some shared their food and water and the sick were taken to the back of the room and given blankets and clothing items on which to rest. There were two skylights in the roof of the building though they were some forty feet up and provided no means of escape without a ladder or a frame and eventually the light through them began to fade and then there was no light at all. The power to the train shed was controlled from the outside to ensure that the shutter could not be opened from the inside and within the hour they were in complete darkness.  
 
    Some time later when the people had settled somewhat they heard distant voices and the shouting of men and women coming nearer and they heard the clicking and whirring and the scraping of the rollershutter at the neighbouring trainshed. The shouting voices were outside the building and there were cries and screams and then a gunshot and then another and then the sound of the shutter closing again. The people in their shed called to their new neighbours and the guards banged on the shutter and told them to cease, and then they heard the guards leave and the panicked shouting and crying of those trapped in the next shed. There were attempts to call to them and some muffled responses but nothing was achieved at all and eventually the dark of the night descended onto them fully. 
 
    In the dark, the silhouetted figure of the man with the moustache stood again and called to the crowd and they hushed and the man spoke to them.  
 
    The young man next to the kid translated again. 
 
    “He says we must take the strongest men and break the chain from that door. He says if we all work together we can break it open and we can escape from here” 
 
    Another man called from the crowd. The young man translated. 
 
    “This man thinks the soldiers are outside still and that those who escape will be shot for sure” 
 
    The kid nodded and said this was probably so. 
 
    The man with the moustache told them there was no alternative for they couldn’t stay in there without water and when the heat rose again the following morning they would not survive long. 
 
    The man called for the strongest of the group to gather at the double door and huddled them together and they all began to kick as one. The door made a heavy metallic thump and the chain rattled and they kicked and kicked and the door did not move nor even show signs of moving. They continued this way for an hour, taking it in turns to rest from the kicking and at times others joined them and then some protested it futile and gave in and rested but yet others replaced them. The soldiers came from time to the other side of the door and shouted for the men to stop and threatened them with death but they came and went and appeared to regard their escape efforts as futile and had apparent faith in the iron chain. The kid and the American took their turn to kick at the door and when the American stepped forward some of the men cheered him and called him the wrestler and he had only kicked a few times before he turned to the kid and shook his head. 
 
    “That door ain’t opening by no kicking man, not with that chain around it” 
 
    The kid said nothing and stood with his hands on his hips watching. The group continued kicking and pushing. 
 
    The man with the moustache appeared next to them. 
 
    “You don’t want to help us get out of here, wrestler?” 
 
    “You ain’t kicking your way out of here man, save your strength. All that kicking’s gonna do is make these men thirsty and tired and we ain’t got no water or beds” 
 
    The man nodded and watched the group. 
 
    “What do you suggest wrestler?” 
 
    The American looked around in the darkness. 
 
    “What have these people got with them in here?”  
 
    “Nothing my friend”  
 
    “That’s not true” said the kid, “some people got their bags inside didn’t they? We should find out what everyone has and see if there is something in here that can help us pick that lock off” 
 
    Both men nodded and the moustachioed man called for the group to stop kicking at the door.  
 
    “People” he called loudly. 
 
    “Who in this place has their luggage?” 
 
    He repeated himself in Hindi and the crowd murmured and a few people brought forward their bags and laid them before the men. 
 
    “Turn them out” he said. 
 
    The four women and the two men who had their luggage with them started to unpack the contents onto the dusty concrete floor. There were mostly clothes and some toiletry items and some books and the women carried photos of family and the men had some cassette tapes and a child’s toy and some coins. One of the women, older than the rest, was also carrying some jewellery with her bundled up in cloth and she didn’t want to show it to the crowd though most couldn’t see the items in the dark anyway.  
 
    “Can you pick locks?” the kid asked. 
 
    The American turned to him. 
 
    “I reckon I can do ‘bout anything if my life depends on it” 
 
    “Well it does. Without power that door is the only way out of here” 
 
    The American nodded. 
 
    “What you wanna pick it with?” 
 
    The kid turned to the elderly woman who was holding her bag close to her. 
 
    “Madam, can we see some of the jewellery?”  
 
    She frowned and shook her head and clasped the bag closer and muttered something in her language and turned back to the crowd. 
 
    “Please explain to her what we’re doing?” the kid said to the guys next to him and they told her why they needed it and she again refused and one man stepped forward and spoke to her gently and motioned to the locked door and then to her bag and placed his hand on her shoulder and she nodded. 
 
    He looked up to the American and nodded to him. 
 
    They led her to the side of the building through the dark and she held the hand of another woman who was travelling with her and when they reached the door she crouched and nervously opened up her bag and showed them the contents.  
 
    From her reluctance they had expected some wealth of treasures and when she slowly removed the jewellery it was old and worn and of little value though it held sentiment to her and they respected that.  
 
    The American inspected the load.  
 
    There were three old rings and a necklace with a pendant and two earrings and come coins. He looked at each item and placed it down on the ground in front of them as though it were of value and then she took out two broaches and he smiled. He unpinned the clasps and inspected the pins and pressed them on the floor to see how easy they would bend and they did not. 
 
    He stood and moved to the door. 
 
    “Tell her if I break ‘em I’ll buy her two more better than these when we’re out” he said but nobody translated it to the woman. 
 
    He kneeled next to the door and fed both broach pins into the lock together. He twisted the first one, holding it delicately with his big rough fingers and moved it around until he felt the tension of the lock turning in its casing and he asked the kid to hold the padlock still so that it wouldn’t slide. He started to move the second broach up and down in the lock waiting for the little pins to switch.  
 
    The group had hushed though he knew that most of them could not see him there in the darkness.  
 
    The first pin clicked and he held his breath.  
 
    He tried to be as delicate as he could and after a few moments the second pin clicked. He turned to the man with the moustache. 
 
    “Tell these people if this lock comes off this door they can’t go cheering and shouting and all, or if them guards are out there they’ll know we’re up to something and come running” 
 
    He turned back to the lock and then turned straight back to the man again. 
 
    “In fact, tell them to stop being so goddamn quiet, it sounds suspicious” 
 
    The man relayed the information to the crowd and the tension eased slightly as they moved around in the dark and talked lightly amongst themselves.  
 
    The third pin clicked and the American tried desperately to keep his hands still though they tingled and his elbow ached from the angle at which it was held.  
 
    The fourth pin clicked open and the lock turned and the bolt dropped out and the American let out a deep breath and let his hands fall. There was a quiet excitement in the crowd and the man tried again to hush them. 
 
    The American stood and tossed the padlock to the kid. 
 
    The kid looked up to him. 
 
    “You reckon they’re outside?” he asked. 
 
    He saw the American shrug in the dark. 
 
    “If they are, and they’ve already gone and shot some people, you really wanna open that door and let all these people flood out there? It’ll be goddamned carnage” 
 
    The man with the moustache and some of the other men agreed with him. 
 
    “We will need to sneak out of here” the man said. 
 
    The American shook his head. 
 
    “All these people ain’t sneaking out of nowhere, I don’t care what you say. Somebody should go out first and scope out the area, and then give the go-ahead to y’all if it’s safe” 
 
    The men all agreed though nobody volunteered for the role and after a few moments the American said he would do it himself and they all thanked him. 
 
    They quietly took the chain from the door and placed it onto the ground without making a sound and the American took the two broaches to the padlock on the door itself. The lock was much older than the first and the broaches scraped at the inside of the chamber and came out rusty and it was far more difficult to tell when the pins had opened but eventually they all did and the padlock fell to the concrete floor with a dull clang.  
 
    The man immediately raised his hand to the crowd to hush them but in the darkness of the shed they felt the atmosphere change and a young man moved quickly forward to the door and the others held him back and reminded him that this had to be done tactfully and with vigilance or they risked alerting the sentries and the opportunity would be lost for all of them there. 
 
    The kid clapped his hand on the American’s back and wished him luck and told him to be careful and to be silent and the American nodded and told him that luck played no part in this and to keep everyone quiet and inside the trainshed. 
 
    They listened through the door and they listened through the shutters at the front but they couldn’t hear anything for sound of those in the next shed who were also trying to break the doors open.  
 
    They slowly depressed the bar on the emergency door and pushed it open and it was heavy and made no sound but for the scraping through the dust on the ground outside. The cool air billowed in and again the man with the moustache waved frantically to the crowd to keep calm and to keep quiet. The American opened the door only enough to squeeze through and he stepped out into the night and slowly pushed the door closed again behind him.  
 
    The sky was a dusty brown and black and smelled of smoke and tar and diesel and decay and the death of men. He stayed close to the building and edged along the side wall to the corner and stood for a moment. The chain link fence ran along the side of the building and away into the dark of the west. In the distance the sky over Patna was a dusky flickering orange as though the entire city was ablaze.  
 
    He peered slowly around the building to where the traintracks split into each of the sheds. The place was empty. He could hear the repetitive thumping on the door of the other shed as those inside tried to break it open and he crouched down in the dead weeds and watched, knowing the virtue of patience there was critical.  
 
    There appeared to be nobody in sight but he waited.  
 
    After a few moments he crept forward to the end of the fence and crouched again.  
 
    At the far side of the yard by the end trainshed, three guards sat on an old water tank. He could just make out the brims of their hats and the glimmer of the rifles propped up against the side.  
 
    He slowly returned the way he had come, back along the fence to the corner of the building and down the side of the wall to the metal door and pulled it open quietly and told the kid and the men what he had seen and told them he would be back soon and whatever they did they were to stay quiet and then he left again before they could reply.  
 
    He pushed the door closed and turned towards the back of the building and turned along the rear and passed across the gap to the next shed and then the one after that until he was at the far edge of the ringfenced compound.  
 
    He peered around the corner to where the men were sitting a hundred feet away and stooped low and moved into the bushes. He breathed slowly and quietly through his nose and walked on his toes even though he was stooped and he made an effort to watch his footsteps on the dry ground for fear of stepping on something that would crunch or crack and give him away.  
 
    He got to within twenty feet of the guards and stopped.  
 
    He could hear them chatting and laughing quietly in the night. Two men sat on top of the rusty old tank with their rifles on the ground next to them and the third man was reclined back on the ground beneath them with his rifle slung across his back.  
 
    The American squinted in the dark at the rifles and thought they may be Kalashnikovs but he couldn’t see them well enough to be sure. 
 
    He watched.  
 
    He ran his thoughts around in his head and settled on a plan and ran it again and tried to visualise it until he was sure of his tactic and he looked around him again and listened intently to be sure there were only those three men there.  
 
    He prayed their weapons were loaded and he closed his eyes as he did so even though he had long lost his faith in any god.  
 
    Then, like a flash, he leaped forward from the undergrowth and seized hold of the rifle that was still strapped to the guard’s back and heaved it backwards, dragging the man with it, and turned it in his hands and squeezed in the trigger and let out a burst of ammunition that spat across the other two soldiers before they could even stand. The man on the tank toppled backwards onto the ground below and the American pulled the rifle up and aimed it down at the soldier beneath him and squeezed the trigger again. 
 
    The shots rang out in the quiet night and echoed beyond themselves.  
 
    He held the rifle in one hand and squatted on the spot with the bloodsplattered guard and listened into the night but there was nothing to be heard and he waited and slowed his breath and listened more until he was completely sure nobody else was approaching. 
 
    He moved cautiously back to the trainshed and as he did so he passed the shed with the other group trapped inside and he knew they may be there into the next day should they not have their own way of breaking the padlocks. At the side of the tracks, near where the bodies of the three men were laying, the junction box with the power switches was sitting smashed open and the little metal door hung on its hinges. He looked inside and though he didn’t know what any of the switches did he pressed the buttons regardless.  
 
    The first one, red and bigger than the rest, did nothing at all and he pressed it again and watched the doors and the lights and listened to the cables for the hum of electrics. He pressed it on and off and on again. He pressed the two black ones underneath and still nothing. In the top corner he saw the little metal lever, rusted and bent and depressed into its fixings. He tried to flick it upwards and it wouldn’t budge and he pushed at it with the base of his hand but it dug into his skin so he rounded the gun and placed it against the bottom of the lever and then swung the rifle into it hard.  
 
    The rusty switch flicked upwards and the little green light on the front flicked on and the box whirred. 
 
    The kicking and banging in the second trainshed stopped. 
 
    He looked up the tracks for any sign of more guards approaching as anyone nearby would have heard the gunshots but the night was still quiet and the sky still smoky and glowing at the horizon. 
 
    He picked up the other two rifles and slung all three across his back and walked over the tracks through the darkness to the front of the trainshed. On the front exterior wall the cover to the control box was hanging open and the two lights inside were illuminated green.  
 
    He pressed the biggest of the buttons and the spotlight on the front of the shed flashed on in an explosion of white that lit up the trainyard and beyond and he immediately pressed it back off again and spun around. 
 
    “Shit” he muttered to himself. 
 
    He waited and watched back off down the tracks.  
 
    When he was sure there was nobody coming he turned back to the box. There were two smaller buttons, one above the other, and he pressed the top one and the motor in the shutter door clicked. He pressed it again and held it down and the metal door whirred and scraped and then started to open up.  
 
    The people inside were quiet and as it opened he started to see the feet of those inside. They shuffled backwards away from the door and as it rose further he saw the crowd huddled together watching wide eyed and he saw the kid smiling and when they saw him they let out a mighty cheer and shouted to him and he frantically tried to quiet them and told them to move as quickly and as quietly as possible and to spread out and to run for more guards were surely on their way. Men came to him to shake his hand and thank him and the women tried to hug him but told them again of the need to run and they picked up their luggage from what remained, though the guards had taken most of it, and some didn’t bother at all and they scattered into the night and within a moment the few hundred people had gone entirely. 
 
    The man with the moustache remained there and he walked to the American with the kid. 
 
    “Good work wrestler, you are the saviour of many people today, god is surely with you” 
 
    The American smiled dryly and cocked his chin to one side. 
 
    “I’m not sure god’s with any of us. Go” 
 
    “My friend we are all in your debt now, I will help you to get away from this place. You can use a man here who speaks the language as you and your compatriot do not” 
 
    The American shook his head. 
 
    “No, we’ll be fine, you would do better just going. Good luck to you” 
 
    The man stood where he stood and looked to the kid and back to the American. 
 
    “I will not go. I will at the very least help you to get away from here. I will not accept it any other way” 
 
    The American turned to the kid as though seeking his approval though he was not and the kid shrugged very slightly and the American nodded and agreed and thanked the man. 
 
    The American tossed one of the assault rifles to the kid and turned to face the other train shed. 
 
    “Let’s get those other people out of here as quickly as we can” 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the shutter on the second shed rose up, the people inside shrunk backwards into the building and when it was above head height they saw against the darkness and the distant glowing fires on the horizon the figures of the three men armed with rifles standing facing them and none of the people moved. 
 
    “Go” the kid shouted into the cavernous steel shed, “you’re free. Go quickly”  
 
    They shuffled and muttered to themselves but none moved for they did know who those men were or what they wanted from that situation here in the deep of the night. 
 
    Then from the crowd a man pushed forward out of the darkness and they saw the pale moonlight glimmer on his blonde dreadlocked hair. 
 
    “You old dogs” he laughed moving forward from the crowd, he threw his hands up in the air, “I don’t even want to know what you’ve done” 
 
    “Go” the American called again to the people in the shed and they slowly started to shuffle out of the building and then they moved quicker and then they ran and they cheered and shouted and disappeared into the blackness like birds scared from their roost. 
 
    The American tossed the third rifle to the Dutchman. 
 
    “Where the hell were you?” 
 
    “I couldn’t get on that train, a woman fell in front of me and I had to wait for the next one. Looks like they got them both though” 
 
    They slapped hands with each other. 
 
    “Where’s all the luggage gone?” 
 
    The American shook his head. 
 
    “Gone, man” 
 
    The Dutchman looked at him with his mouth open and his eyes wide. 
 
    “Goddamned criminals” 
 
    “So called paramilitary apparently” 
 
    The Dutchman shook his head.  
 
    “Where the hell did you get the Kalashnikovs?” the Dutchman asked, holding the rifle up to the electric light and inspecting it. 
 
    “From them”  
 
    The American pointed the rifle butt away to the side of the tracks into the dark dusty undergrowth where they could just make out the three bodies piled by the water tank. 
 
    “Ah. Fuck. We need to be going then?” he said smiling dryly. 
 
    The American nodded. 
 
    “You can say that again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Patna 
 
      
 
      
 
    The four men reached the edge of the city where the low buildings were rugged and rough and broken and the place was quiet and dark though there were shadows of men moving in the sidestreets. They moved quickly through the place with their rifles readied. A scrawny dog barked from inside a chain fence as they passed and a few yards away another lay dead in the road, its carcass half pulled open by something or other and its innards dried and trailed out through the dust. They passed swiftly through the streets and through the houses and headed north, though they did not know it for there was no way to follow the stars or the moon for neither showed in the dusky, smoky sky above them.  
 
    At the end of the road they crossed the dry broken concrete behind the freight yard and came onto the open sandflats at the river. The shadows of the night had been left behind them and they could be sure they were alone there and the men relaxed though none of them knew at all what they should do next.  
 
    Tiny lights twinkled across the water at some indeterminable distance and to the east downriver there was only darkness. To the west the mighty Ganges bent around the shoreline and on the horizon Patna glowed red and smoky like it was the underworld itself. 
 
    They stood in silence and considered their options from that place.  
 
    The river disappeared dark into the country to the east, back in the direction from which they had travelled.  
 
    The fires burned to the west, a fiery blockade on their route.  
 
    Eventually it was the kid who spoke. 
 
    “I think we know which way we’re going, don’t you?” he asked nobody in particular. 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They followed the shoreline, staying clear of the darkened slums with the low tinroofed homes where the embers of old stovefires burned and dogs growled and shots sounded and eyes watched. The sandflats stretched out into the dark to the north and lost themselves somewhere in the deep blackness of the Ganges. An old man sat under a tree watching them, his eyes heavy but flashing like a wild animal. He didn’t get up from where he sat but he followed them with his stare until they were entirely out of his view as they were now four-strong and with rifles and the man knew that anyone outside in that place at that time would surely be able to take care of himself and should therefore be afforded his mistrust. 
 
    They came to a road bridge spanning the black river and their passage along the shoreline came to an end and they were forced inland into the muddle of buildings and took the main road south. A group of men stood outside smashed offices and whistled through their teeth and hissed at the airmen but they continued on their way and the men let them pass. 
 
    The air was heavy with the smell of smoke and rot and on the far side of the road the body of a man lay crooked on the stone steps of a building in a pool of blackened and congealed blood. Two motorbikes screamed behind them and the men turned and the bikes appeared from a side road and came by them with the riders dressed in leathers and wrapped in keffiyehs and a man on the back carried a rifle much like their own. A moment later a police van followed them around the corner but the bikes had already disappeared into another sideroad and the van continued on to the south where it would inevitably lose its prey.  
 
    “You know what I’m starting to think?” the Dutchman asked as they walked, the other men around him, silent, “I think we were locked in that trainyard for our own safety” 
 
      
 
      
 
    A thick cloud of smog and fire smoke hung low over the city, illuminated orange against the night and the buildings rose black and metal and otherworldly from the scorched earth and cut into the sky and disappeared up into the smoke like mountains into cloud. A siren wailed relentlessly in the distance.  
 
    They walked through the havoc past buildings looted of their contents, their windows smashed and doors taken from their hinges and they kept their eyes wide and their rifles levelled and pushed west into the centre of the town. 
 
    They lost count of the bodies they passed in the street.  
 
    The American strode at the front of the group with the rifle tucked under his arm and the strap across his back watching everywhere at once. The kid walked behind him at a close distance holding his rifle readied in front of him like a soldier behind the enemy frontline, and the Dutchman and the man with the moustache at the back with the third Kalashnikov. The Dutchman watched behind them as they walked and they stopped and listened at any noise unnatural to that place of which there were many.  
 
    “We need food” the Dutchman called, “I haven’t eaten a thing in nearly two days” 
 
    The men agreed through there was no place there to buy food or anything else. The city had been condemned for some time and through there existed an underworld of rogues and crooks it was no longer a city as they would have known it and certainly nowhere to buy goods. 
 
    A white wall wrapped around the perimeter of the school and in the courtyard there two men sat at their fire, burning inside a metal rubbish bin. They were little more than silhouettes in the night and from distance they could be mistaken for animals. They stopped when they saw the approaching party and the kid saw their eyes glisten orange in the firelight.  
 
    Neither moved.  
 
    The Dutchman called to them and they stopped at the wall and peered over and the men didn’t reply. 
 
    The American put his rifle up onto the wall and then lifted himself up and dropped off the other side into the courtyard.  
 
    Both men immediately stood. 
 
    “It’s OK” the American called, “we ain’t here to harm ya” 
 
    The moustachioed man repeated the message in Hindi.  
 
    Neither man moved from their fire but both looked ready to should the moment require it. 
 
    The American left the rifle on the wall and put both his hands in the air to show he held no weapon or otherwise. 
 
    “Can I talk to you?” he called stepping forward. 
 
    One of the men shouted back to them. 
 
    “What did he say?” asked the American, turning slightly to the man with the moustache. 
 
    The moustachioed man told him. 
 
    “He said do not go any closer to them or they will shoot you where you stand” 
 
    The American nodded slowly. 
 
    “Tell them we need their help” 
 
    The man with the moustache called to them and told them that they needed the men’s help and the men called back to him and said they had nothing that could be of help and to leave. He told them they needed food and the men called back saying that everyone there did. They said that the army had come in and moved everyone away and the place was quarantined and the army now controlled the town.  
 
    “So why are they here?” the Dutchman asked and the man with the moustache asked them why they were there in that place and the men called back that they had no other place to be and that the question could easily be reversed onto themselves. They said there was disease in the town and why go to some other place just to die when that was the place where they had always been and they would die regardless.  
 
    The Dutchman nodded. 
 
    “Ask them where we can find the army?” the kid called from the other side of the wall. 
 
    The moustachioed man asked and the men replied. 
 
    “He said if we continue to walk the streets with rifles they will surely soon find us” 
 
    The kid nodded and the men called again. 
 
    “They said that if we leave the city to the east we will find them but he said they will find us here first so why even try” 
 
    They called their thanks to the men but neither replied and the men stood by their fire and watched them leave until they were gone from sight completely.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun started to come through the smoky sky and the orange glow faded to grey. They stopped in the grounds of the museum which had once been ablaze but was extinguished and was blackened and without windows and the trees around the grounds were also black and charred and they found an alcove in the side of the building wall and sat together and slept for a short while and they looked to anyone who would pass as though they were homeless and indeed they were.  
 
    When they woke the air was hot and the place was dead. They passed low houses made from timber and metal sheeting with windows knocked out and burned and deserted and ransacked. The Dutchman stepped in through the broken screen door of one and looked inside and went to the kitchen and checked the cupboards and there were some items there but nothing edible.  
 
    They checked every house on the road.  
 
    The food which they found was spoiled for the power had been off for some time there and nothing was refrigerated. In one house they stepped around the bodies of a woman and two children laying together on the floor and they were decomposing and being eaten by flies and rodents and the smell overwhelmed them but in the kitchen they found two tins of tomatoes and one of corn and a knife with which to open them and they took them from the house and ate them outside in the yard.  
 
    They checked more houses as they walked and one homed a pack of dogs that were scrawny and scarred and matted and they growled and bayed as the men entered and they closed the door on them slowly.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Dutchman and the kid were in one of the houses and the Dutchman was checking the kitchen cupboards and the kid was standing in the doorway looking solemnly at a family portrait that hung over the diningtable. There were bulletholes in the wall and a black circle on the living space floor where a small fire had once been made. The man with the moustache was searching the house across the road and as they went through the cupboards they heard the American shout from outside.  
 
    They rushed to the door and saw him looking up the road and when they followed his gaze they saw the two military vehicles advancing towards them through the dust and smoke. 
 
    “Get back” the Dutchman called to him from the doorway of the house. 
 
    The moustachioed man was already cowered behind the wall.  
 
    The American stood still in the road. 
 
    The cars neared and the soldiers saw him in the road with the rifle and they stopped and three men in gas masks jumped from the vehicles with their guns aimed and shouted to him. He stood in the road and raised his hands gently into the air by his head. 
 
    “I’m not a threat to you” he called to them, “lower your weapons” 
 
    The men did not lower their weapons and a fourth soldier joined them and they shouted to him together but the American didn’t move. 
 
    “I’m with the US Air Force” he called, “I am a friend” 
 
    The men moved slowly towards him with their rifles aimed and when they reached him they circled him at the length of their guns. His rifle was on the ground behind him and one of the soldiers kicked it to one side and grabbed his arm and wrenched it behind his back and the American let him. The others kept him at riflepoint and he didn’t struggle. The American glanced over to the Dutchman and the kid in the doorway of the house and the Dutchman stepped out of the doorway holding the rifle and the kid followed. When the soldiers saw them they spun around and aimed their rifles at them and the American stood calmly among them watching.  
 
    They shouted to the Dutchman and the kid, their voices muffled from behind their masks. 
 
    “We are military” called the Dutchman, raising the rifle above his head with one hand calmly, “we’re servicemen, like you”  
 
    The soldiers were unsure what to do and looked uneasy in their position and shuffled around where they stood and eyed each other. The Dutchman and the kid walked slowly towards them and the kid put his rifle on to the ground. 
 
    When they were a few feet from the men the Dutchman spoke again, slowly and calmly.  
 
    “My friend, we are military like you are, we are no threat to you”, he tapped the tattoo on his arm, “We are friends” 
 
    The soldiers spoke between them and the man in charge nodded and gave a command and they lowered the rifles slightly though not entirely.  
 
    “We need your help” the Dutchman said to the man in charge, “we are trying to get to the coast” 
 
    The man in charge studied him and studied the American and then studied the kid.  
 
    “Put down your gun” he said to the Dutchman. 
 
    He placed the AK-103 down on the ground and pushed it slowly away from himself with the toe of his boot, “now you do the same” 
 
    The man told his men to lower their weapons and they did so uneasily. 
 
    The man pulled his gas mask down so that it hung around his neck.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
    The American replied. 
 
    “We’re crossing the country from Burma to Europe. We were on a train til yesterday when we were locked up by your paramilitary. Now we’re here and we don’t know where the hell we’re going” 
 
    “The railway does not stop in Patna now” the man replies, his eyes firmly on the American. 
 
    “Well it didn’t stop in Patna this time either” 
 
    “The railway is under strict instruction to pass directly through this place to the east” 
 
    The American shrugged. 
 
     “You are prisoners?” the man asked. 
 
    “Yeah for one night we was, locked in some trainshed by your guards” 
 
    “Assam Rifles” the kid added. 
 
    The man thought about this. 
 
    “Why?” he asked, finally. 
 
    The American shook his head. 
 
    “You tell me” 
 
    The soldier thought more. He inhaled loudly through his nostrils and looked along the road.  
 
    “This city is under quarantine, nobody is allowed to be here now. You must go from here immediately, it is not safe” 
 
    The man with the moustache stepped forward from where he was hiding with his hands up and the soldiers rounded their rifles to him and the American told the soldiers he was travelling with them and that he was unarmed. 
 
    “This man is with you?” 
 
    The moustachioed man stood nervously in the road with his hands up. The soldier in charge waved his hand across and his men dropped their guns from him and he walked across and joined them. 
 
    “Do you have a radio we can use?” the Dutchman asked, “we are travelling on foot and we have a long way to go” 
 
    The soldier in charge spoke to his men and one unbuckled the radio from his belt and held it out to the Dutchman. 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “Thank you, but we need to try and make radio contact with a command post, something longwave, this won’t reach from here. Do you have a long frequency radio somewhere we can use, friend?” 
 
    The man thought about this for a long time.  
 
    He first shook his head to them and then rubbed his head and wiped the sweat from his brow. He looked down at his feet and then up at the sky and then at each of the men. Finally he blinked slowly and cocked his head to the side and told them to stay where they were.  
 
    He stepped away from them and spoke to somebody on his radio and they spoke back and eventually he nodded and clipped the radio back to his belt. He moved back to the group. 
 
    He nodded to the American. 
 
    “Come. Bring the food” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The two cars travelled quickly and closely through the city streets with each soldier perched on the side of the chassis with their rifles readied at the hip. The Dutchman and the kid travelled in one car and the American and the man with the moustache in the other.  
 
    The soldiers pointed out where there had been a great earthquake some weeks earlier and there were entire parts of the city levelled and crumbled to the ground and concrete and metalwork rose up into the hot sky and much of it still burned and none of it was tended to. At the intersection, a group of rogues were collecting debris and items and foodstuffs from the wreckage and, as the cars passed, the soldier fired some rounds into the air and shouted to them to leave the city and they scattered like birds, leaving their haul on the road wrapped in old sheets.  
 
    “Nearly two million people lived in this city” the soldier called to them from behind the wheel, “Now look. Everybody left here will be dead very soon” 
 
    Over the tops of the buildings to the south, the white shimmering tails of passenger jets poked up out of the horizon like shark fins in a shallow ocean, the downed aircraft motionless in the misty sun, taunting them with a means of homeward travel that could not be accessed.  
 
    At the river they took the road east through the parkland and the smoke in the air thinned and then vanished entirely and they approached a checkpoint built on the road from wire and sandbags and broken timber and guarded by soldiers in khaki trousers and sunhats.  
 
    The cars slowed at the opening and the soldiers nodded to them and they spoke a few words to each other and they waved them past into the compound. The road was straight and empty and lined with trees which were browning and there was a calm which they hadn’t experienced for some time and which had been almost forgotten.  
 
    “This is your base?” the kid called up to the soldier sitting on the chassis next to him. 
 
    The man looked down to him and shook his head. 
 
    “This is Danapur” he called back against the sound of the engine. 
 
    The kid looked around him at the cricket pitch and the bank and the sign for the school.  
 
    The soldier watched him. 
 
    “This is the cantonment” he called again and the kid squinted at him against the sun and said nothing.  
 
    The man smiled slightly to him. 
 
    “This is where we live” 
 
    They passed through the pocket of placidity within that monstrous and destroyed city and passed the checkpoint at the other end and snaked the road to the east along the banks of the Ganges. Crop fields stretched out across the web of dried waterways and tributaries drawn from the river and they lay empty and dry and brown and untended entirely. 
 
    “This was rice paddy and sugarcane” the soldier said looking north to the water, “this one watermelon” 
 
    “What happened here?” the kid asked. 
 
    The soldier shook his head. 
 
    “Water is not clean, so crop is not clean. First the heat came and water began to dry from here but people survived. Then god brought here earthquake to us and these rivers became toxic and then was disease and disease reached the river too. If a man drinks water here he will surely die before he can do much else” 
 
    The kid looked out at the endless despair.  
 
    There were fields as far as his eye could see and the land there had been plentiful and the economy strong and the people there had made great livings from farming crops, but there were no crops there and no people to farm them and their world was left behind and they were themselves in some other place or simply dead. 
 
      
 
     
 
    By the time the blue metallic rooftops of Bihta Airport appeared shimmering in the distance the heat had become unbearable and, though the fans in the military car blew at full power and the air was rushing by them, the sun burned their skin. They turned south along the delta and sped through the roadside villages in a streaming cloud of diesel fumes and red dust.  
 
    They could not tell whether the villages there had been evacuated too or whether the people who lived there had died or left or whether they were simply hiding from the heat but they were devoid of all life. Cars were parked and abandoned and doors swung open on rusty hinges. There was no breeze there and debris that had once been left in the road was still there, rotting and putrid. A small herd of cattle lay clumped dead in the corner of a field with the fencing crushed under them, one laying on top of the next where desperation had caused them to attempt some impossible and doomed escape from their compound. 
 
    At the turning from the road onto the main airport driveway another checkpoint was positioned in their path and was guarded by a group of sleepy looking soldiers who were sitting in their stationbox and who only stood from it when they heard the approaching cars. They waved them through and each watched them pass, surely wondering why four more men had returned than had set out.  
 
    At the main gate they slowed at the huge chainlink ringfence while a guard pulled it to one side and they passed through and he pulled it close again behind them.  
 
    “This was a commercial airport for some time” the driver called back to them and they nodded and looked about them at the expansive compound. 
 
    They drove around the main terminal and followed the road south through the airport to the hangers and outbuildings at the far end. Two commercial airliners were left abandoned on the tarmac and to the south was a military Hawker and three 228s. There were three trucks and a few 4x4s and a Stallion with a water tank on the back and a fire truck and nothing more.  
 
    The soldiers there watched them from the shade as they parked at the main offices.  
 
    A Flying Officer in a cap came over and greeted the car and the men saluted each other informally and they spoke a few words and the man in charge motioned to the guests and the Flying Officer scuttled away into the building. 
 
    The man in charge turned to them. 
 
    “Come. We will get you something to drink” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Inside the building the air conditioning was turned to the maximum and the kid and the Dutchman and the American and the man with the moustache each stood there for a long moment basking in the cool and each smiling at the next. 
 
    The man returned to them a moment later with the Captain. 
 
    “Gentlemen” he said smiling, “you are friends from the United States I am to understand?” 
 
    The American put his hand out and the Captain shook it firmly. 
 
    “I am. I was with the four ninety seventh Fighter Squadron out of Fort Worth Texas, I was leading training drills at Paya Lebar Singapore. My comrade here is seventh Pacific out of South Korea” 
 
    The Dutchman shook the Captain’s hand.  
 
    He turned to the man with the moustache. 
 
    “And you are Air Force also?” 
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    “I am Rashim Choudhari, these men saved my life” 
 
    The Captain looked to the American and the Dutchman and nodded. 
 
    “And you?” he said turning to the kid. 
 
    The kid smiled and shook his hand. 
 
    “I save elephants” 
 
    The Captain laughed. 
 
    “This is also a good thing to do my friend, though I fear your work is most likely now concentrated around saving yourself. And these good people” 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    “Yes sir it is” 
 
    The Captain smiled. 
 
    He walked them through the hallway and into the mess and sat them at a table and a young officer brought them water and smiled and waited to be told and then left again. 
 
    “This is Indian National Air Force base, but these people here are not all Air Force” the Captain said, sitting himself down on to the metal bench at the table.  
 
    He passed his hand across the room. 
 
    “We have allowed all of this country’s servicemen to come to this base for joint effort which we must put forward to protect the integrity and safety of our great nation. I have men here from Punjab and from the thirtyninth Garhwal, I have sixteen men in these barracks right now from a mountain strike corp protecting our borders in the north. We all have to come together in this time to utilise what provisions and equipment we have to the very best of our abilities”, he smiled to the Dutchman, “but I am in charge here still” 
 
    They smiled with him. 
 
    “Tell me, visitors, what wrong steps have you taken on your journey that have led you to be in Patna at this time? The gods have forgotten this place but still you are here?” 
 
    They told him of what had happened to them and the series of events which had led them there and the Captain listened and shook his head and when they were finished he commended them all for their perseverance. 
 
    “I am very sorry for all that has befallen you, but I fear there is nothing here for you now” 
 
    The American shrugged. 
 
    “We need to find some way of communicating with US ground forces, or with somebody who can exfil” 
 
    The Captain shook his head slowly. 
 
    “I am sorry but I do not think that you quite understand the scope of the situation my friend, you have been in the wild for too long”, he laughed, “You are very welcome to use our frequencies and I can have somebody show you to it right away, but I do not think that your people will be in a position to come here to this place and get you” 
 
    The American and the Dutchman looked at each other but didn’t speak. 
 
    “We are looking now at global Armageddon sirs. Most of this planet is under military control but the civilians outnumber the militaries a million to one, there is no way we can go back from this. The focus is now on preservation, salvation. We must try to continue life when all else is lost, human, animal, plant seeds, clean water. It has become about containment” 
 
    The Captain waved his hand and the young officer came to their table and stood upright and the Captain spoke to him and told him to show them to the control room and allow them to try to establish contact with the United States Air Force and he nodded and saluted.  
 
    The American and the Dutchman stood and both shook hands with the Captain and thanked him and followed the officer away from the table and out of the door. The kid and Rashim sat at the table. The Captain nodded his chin and a second officer arrived dressed smartly in uniform. 
 
    “Get these men some coffee” 
 
    The officer nodded and disappeared. 
 
    “Now, gentlemen, I will have to leave you here for there are pressing matters at hand. My men will see that you are looked after. I wish you the very best of luck and may god by with you on your travels” 
 
    They thanked him again and he left. 
 
    The officer returned with a tray with a little tin pot of hot black coffee and two enamel mugs and placed them on the table. 
 
    “Where are you heading?” the kid asked, pouring coffee into the mugs. 
 
    Rashim sat forward and leaned on his elbows on the table.  
 
    “I was going to my brother in Jaipur but it is many hundreds of miles away. My answer is that I do not know. How can I know whether there are other cities like this one where I will not be able to pass?” 
 
    The kid nodded and sipped the hot coffee. 
 
    “Do you think the train runs to the east of here?” 
 
    Rashim shrugged. 
 
    “I think it most likely does, but where will I go to find it? The next station on this line is, I think, Mughal, and that place is by all accounts three hundred miles from here” 
 
    The kid watched him and drank the coffee and thought of what to say but he could think of nothing worth saying and so he just sat. 
 
    “I will be honest with you dear sir”, the man continued, “This is the reason I am with you and your friends. I saw that you and the wrestler are able to look after yourselves and you are very astute and this is vital to survive now. For all my confidence myself, I dare not leave that trainyard alone that night. I am sure that many of those people who were there with us will soon perish if they have not already” 
 
    He took a drink of the coffee and put the cup down on the table in front and stared into it blankly. 
 
    The kid spoke. 
 
    “You are welcome to be with us, we all take care of each other. Where we go and how though is not something I can predict” 
 
    Rashim nodded. 
 
    “Of that I am sure” 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the door to the mess hall opened again Rashim and the kid were each laying on the benches and drifting into sleep. The Dutchman and the American walked in and rejoined them at the table. 
 
    “Well?” the kid asked. 
 
    The Dutchman looked into the empty coffee pot and then over to the kitchen but the officer had left his post. 
 
    Neither man replied. 
 
    “Could you make contact?” he asked again, sitting up. 
 
    “No” the Dutchman replied, turning back to the table, “there is nobody to make contact with” 
 
    The kid frowned. 
 
    The American sat down.  
 
    “We tried every channel” he said “the team in there established a line with Pakistan and Iran and a Russian naval fleet, but nothing else” 
 
    The kid’s heart dropped and the lump in his throat prevented him from speaking again. Rashim sat silently at the end of the bench listening. 
 
    “Can we get some coffee?” the Dutchman called, though there was nobody there to listen. 
 
    “So what does that mean?” the kid asked. 
 
    The American turned to him and scowled. 
 
    “What does it mean?” he snapped, “It means nothing. We’re just here aren’t we? What do you think it means?” 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    The Dutchman took the empty coffee pot and walked across to the kitchen door and pushed it open and went inside. He returned a moment later with the pot and crossed back to the table and poured himself a cup of coffee and slid the pot to the American who too poured it into a cup and drank and breathed in through his teeth when it burned his mouth. 
 
    They sat for some time drinking the coffee and saying little to each other. The Dutchman paced around the hall talking to himself and the American was outside in the afternoon heat smoking when the mess doors opened again and the Captain walked in flanked by a senior officer. He was smiling and approached the table where they sat as though there were no troubles in his world though there were many. 
 
    “I am sorry you were unable to contact those who could help you but I cannot tell you that this surprises me. You are very small fish and this is a very large ocean and by all accounts there are very few surviving American aircraft anyway” 
 
    The Dutchman looked up at him from the corner of his eyes and frowned at the man’s candour.  
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    “And so I have some good news for you” 
 
    The Dutchman turned to face him, still frowning. 
 
    “I have two medics here who have been commissioned from Hyderabad to assist with the construction of my medical facility, they have been here for nearly ten days now, very clever men they are, both of them. They are both Institute of Medical Sciences graduates and both combat trained too, we are very lucky to have them” 
 
    The Dutchman widened his eyes slightly at the Captain, impatient.  
 
    “They are leaving here tomorrow morning with the Halo to Nagpur, and on then to Hyderabad, you could go with them should you wish” 
 
    The kid and the Dutchman smiled and thanked him and asked to look at a map to determine what that meant for their route. Rashim also thanked the Captain but told him that he would not be travelling that route as it would take him many hundreds of miles in the wrong direction and that he was closer to his final destination there in the mess hall than he would be in Nagpur. 
 
    The Dutchman went out onto the tarmac and the American was sitting on a thin metal chair in the shade of the building, smoking. 
 
    He called over to him and joined him and told him the news and the American laughed and thanked the heavens. 
 
    A dull drone in the sky to the west neared them and they each looked over into the shimmering heat and against the white sky the tiny black silhouette of a Mi-8 cruised closer and eventually hovered and landed on the tarmac in front of them. 
 
    “How far is Nagpur then?” the American asked. 
 
    The Dutchman laughed dryly and shrugged and shook his head. 
 
    “No idea, but the Captain said we can reach the coast from there” 
 
    “The coast?” the American replied, “for what?”  
 
    He flicked the end of his cigarette against the wall and it exploded in a tiny splash of orange embers and fell to the floor. 
 
    “Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Syria” the Dutchman started. 
 
    The American squinted at him. 
 
    “You wanna overland through the middle east?” 
 
    The American thought about this and eventually turned back to the Dutchman. 
 
    “You think we should take a boat?” he asked. 
 
    The Dutchman shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know where we’ll get a boat, but do you not think that is a far better idea than trekking like this across the entire damn planet? We could head up the Suez into Cairo” 
 
    The American nodded slowly. 
 
    “I guess you’re right” 
 
    He thought again for a while. 
 
    “Do you know how to drive a boat?” he asked. 
 
    The Dutchman smiled. 
 
    “No” 
 
    The American smiled too. 
 
    “Well that didn’t stop us last time, eh?” he laughed. 
 
    The Dutchman laughed. 
 
    “That thing ended up in the Mekong, remember? Let’s not do that again” 
 
    The American smiled and stood and looked back to the Dutchman. 
 
    “Well, it’s still safer than walking through Iraq” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They slept that night in a small barrack at the air base. It was intolerably hot and only cooled with a wall fan and none of them slept properly at all. In the morning they were risen early by the bell ringing in the hallway and within a few moments they heard the airmen and soldiers dressing and preparing for the day. There was no running water in the room and each man washed himself from a hose in the courtyard suspended from an aerial. The kid and the Dutchman and the American joined the short queue and washed naked for a few seconds before the next man pushed them forward.  
 
    The sun was still low over the flat land to the east and the air was calm and a group of whistling ducks passed overhead. The men watched them as they came and went as though sights like that were rare to come by which indeed they were.  
 
    They took coffee in the mess hall and sat with their third and then fourth cup while the men around them finished and went about their business until they were the only men still sitting in the room. 
 
    “Have you decided where you will go, Rashim?” the kid asked. 
 
    Rashim pursed his lips, his eyes almost staring through the kid. 
 
    “I will go to Jaipur, to my brother. This is my plan” 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    “I will go east and I will find transport and I will go there to him, what else is there for me do? If it takes me a year to make this journey then at least I will have made it there and at least I will still be alive. It is not possible for me to know what lays ahead of me, but this can be said for all of us, can it not?” 
 
    The men all agreed and drank their coffee and sat in contemplation of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At just after eight, the junior Aircraftman entered the hall and waved to the men and they all waved back. 
 
    “Is my cargo ready?” he called to them and they smiled and nodded and told him that they were indeed ready and the Dutchman joked that even if they were to be packaged in boxes to be shipped they would still be ready. 
 
    “And you do not wish to travel?” he asked Rashim. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “OK, well you should please come now also” 
 
    He led them out onto the hot tarmac where the matt grey Mi-26 sat in the sun.  
 
    A group of servicemen were loading boxes into the back through the giant rear door and when they had finished they waved and a man brought over a 4x4 and drove it carefully into the open rear hold of the helicopter. The men secured its wheels with straps and climbed out and shook hands with the pilots and the other servicemen and they climbed into the cockpit. 
 
    The building door opened to the side of the compound and an officer walked across to them with an assault rifle and the American and the Dutchman turned to him. 
 
    “You are not going with these men?” he asked Rashim. 
 
    “No, I will travel alone from here” 
 
    The officer nodded and handed the rifle over to him. 
 
    “I believe this is yours then” he smiled. 
 
    Rashim took it from him and inspected it and it was one of the three AK-103s they had taken from the Assam Rifles at the trainyard. 
 
    “The ammunition has been removed and is with the driver there” he pointed across to the open-topped 4x4 parked by the hanger, “they will take you to Ara to the state line and you can take it from him there where you can go as you please” 
 
    Rashim thanked the officer and thanked the kid and the Dutchman for their companionship. He shook their hands and embraced the American who he called wrestler and told him that without them he would not be alive and he would never forget that. They wished him well and said they would pray for his safe travel and he left with the officer to the waiting car, holding the rifle swinging by his side.  
 
    A man whistled to them from the helicopter and waved them over and they crossed the tarmac to the great machine which sat purring in anticipation of its flight. They climbed in to the huge hold behind the parked 4x4 and the kid looked back over his shoulder just as the man with the moustache was pulling away into the morning light in a cloud of diesel smoke, rifle in hand. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten  
 
    Patna to Nagpur by Soviet Halo 
 
      
 
      
 
    The three men were harnessed into the cargo hold of the Mi-26 and seated on metal chairs which pulled down from the walls and each wore a pair of blue earguards that had hung above their seats.  
 
    At the front of the helicopter’s cargo hold the medic’s 4x4 was buckled onto the metalwork of the chassis with long straps and steel clips. Three servicemen were seated behind it in uniform and each nodded and smiled to the men when they were led aboard but none of them spoke. There were small round windows along the body allowing thin shafts of white sunlight to poke through the grey metal and create circles of illumination on the opposing sides like airholes in an animal crate.  
 
    There were hoses and wires protruding from the shell of the craft allowing oxygen tanks and medical equipment to be connected and space for stretchers to be clipped into place if needed, and there were medical boxes fixed to the walls every few feet and space inside to park two or even three trucks and the 4x4 was dwarfed where it sat, even though it was itself a large vehicle.  
 
    The noise was tremendous even through the earguards, and when they banked south after takeoff the kid called to the American next to him to comment on the view that appeared through the window of Patna burning below but his words were lost entirely in the roar of the turbines and the rotorblades and the American didn’t even look around when he spoke.  
 
    The kid had hoped that the six hour flight would give him some time to sit back and to catch up on lost sleep but it was apparent to him at that time that it would absolutely not be possible, due not only to the deafening scream of the helicopter but also the thin metal seat on which he was sat and the harnesses which was holding him perfectly upright against the hard metal wall. He thought he could lay down on the seats in the 4x4 or maybe attach a medical stretcher to the fixings and sleep on that but he sat patiently and simply waited. He knew then that it would be a long flight with little reprieve but that in any case they should be thankful for this opportunity and the help which they had been given.  
 
    He would not admit it to the American and the Dutchman and he did not like to admit it to himself but part of him knew inside that they had little chance of making it all the way across the continent and beyond without some tragedy befalling one or all of them unless they were helped and the helicopter in which he sat was exactly that. The trip across Myanmar was long and arduous and had certainly taken its toll physically and psychologically on them but he knew that they were playing the long game and reaching the end would always seem possible to him. He was built to persevere. On entering into India the scale of their mission had been realised and he had spent some time on the train doubting whether they would make it and that was indeed before they had been locked in the trainshed and had their rail journey cut by more than half. He knew Rashim had been right when he said that nobody could predict what lay ahead and he thought that the only thing he could be certain of was uncertainty itself.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The kid was lost in dreamy thought.  
 
    He was imagining being at home with Abi. He could feel the cold wind blowing against them and he could see her pulling her jacket together and laughing at him and he could see Bella running around in the trees chasing grouse and barking and jumping and running away again and he could taste the warm tea on their return to the warm house where they sat for hours together talking about life and what had been and what would be. She smiled to him and he knew that warmth and felt safe in it and knew that it would be forever. He could no longer hear the drone of the pistons or the grinding of the rotorblades and he was numb to the metal seat. His eyes were closed though he wasn’t asleep but suspended in a dream more vivid to him than all of reality and though he didn’t know it he was smiling. He felt her hair and her cold hand holding his own. The servicemen on the helicopter were moving around and the Dutchman was on his feet talking to them but he couldn’t tell they were there at all. Autumn leaves blew in through the back door and the dog snapped at them and chased them in circles and the loudspeaker beeped loudly and the pilot’s voice came booming through the speakers. 
 
    He snapped awake and it gave him an immediate headache. 
 
    The servicemen fastened up the boxes and took their seats and the Dutchman returned to them and strapped himself into the harness.  
 
    The American was fast asleep sitting bolt upright in his seat with the earguards slipping down his face. 
 
    The helicopter started to descend. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The heat poured in through the open back door of the helicopter like thick treacle and immediately soaked through their bones. Outside on the dusty tarmac of the international airport a small greeting party stood awaiting their arrival. The medics carried their bags and boxes to the back of the craft and the servicemen loaded them into an airport luggage truck and hurried them away. An officer stepped forward and the men saluted one another and rushed away and the officer turned to the helicopter as the American and the Dutchman and the kid emerged from the back of it, squinting into the sun. 
 
    He nodded to them and remained where he stood as they approached him and the American saluted informally to him. 
 
    “Bihta told me I could be expecting a US delivery, I assume you are it?” he said, half smiling. 
 
    “Yessir” the American replied. 
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    “That Captain is soft, for all his valour. I’m sure you have swapped phone numbers and are taking each other for dinner soon” 
 
    “He’s helped us a lot, sir” 
 
    “Well, good sir, I hope you do not expect the entire Indian Air Force to extend to you the same” 
 
    The Dutchman shook his head and looked the officer in the eyes. 
 
    “We don’t expect a thing, we were simply hitchin’ a ride” 
 
    The officer nodded and thought about this and looked to the helicopter where the 4x4 was being slowly reversed out of it. 
 
    “Come on” he said, “I will show you out” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They climbed into the waiting flatbed truck and an officer drove them over to the terminal building which was commandeered and under military control. A line of fighter jets and service aircraft were parked along the side of the runway and trucks of green and grey and black buzzed about the buildings. An alarm was sounding and to the south a double door burst open and uniformed soldiers came running out and climbed into trucks and sped off to someplace.  
 
    The officer parked at the terminal building and they climbed out and went in through the glass doors and followed the hallway into a series of offices where men in shirts hurried about their business. 
 
    They didn’t say anything to him or to each other and eventually they rounded into the lobby of the building where soldiers guarded the doors with assault rifles.  
 
    The officer motioned gently and somewhat sarcastically towards the exit and smiled dryly to them.  
 
    “You do not have bags?” he asked frowning. 
 
    They shook their heads. 
 
    “We did, now we got nothing” the American said, smiling sarcastically back to him. 
 
    The officer’s eyes softened momentarily and showed a nuance of sympathy that had not been evident prior to that moment. 
 
    He looked around him as though he were being watched though there was nobody watching them at all.  
 
    He looked at his watch. 
 
    “Do you need to freshen up before you leave?” 
 
    The American shook his head, more intent on spiting the man’s earlier rudeness than taking charity from his newfound kindness.  
 
    The Dutchman interjected. 
 
    “Yes please, if that’s possible” 
 
    He looked the American hard in the eyes and the American looked away and breathed in through his nostrils. 
 
    The officer nodded. 
 
    “I will show you. Come” 
 
    He led them through what had once been the passport control and through the baggage checking machines and into the departure hall where the lines of shops and restaurant were all closed and shuttered and dark. A group of airmen were sitting on the cushioned seating playing cards and shouting to each other and they didn’t look up as the men passed.  
 
    They walked through a series of doors and some were locked and others weren’t and most of the lights were out and eventually they left the building and walked around the stone wall and re-entered again through a double door.  
 
    “How long has your air travel been grounded?” the Dutchman called. 
 
    “Since about day three” he called back without looking around. 
 
    “Is this an Air Force base, or have you just taken control of it because it’s closed?” 
 
    The officer looked around to him briefly, frowning and smiling at the same time and seemingly confused by the Dutchman’s questioning. 
 
    “This is Maintenance Command for the entire Indian Air Force and has been since nineteen fifty five, it was civilian too but now as you can see we have been given the run of the place” 
 
    He pushed open the security door and the double door beyond it and let them into what had once been the airport’s onsite accommodation facility. The reception desk stood empty and only the emergency lighting illuminated the deep blue carpeted hallway.  
 
    He reached behind the desk and grabbed the first room keys that came to hand and passed them all to the kid. 
 
    “You can clean up here. You understand for security I must lock you in here. Call one thousand from this phone on the desk when you are finished and somebody will come for you. There are some others here too I think so do not be surprised. Please take your time” 
 
    They thanked him and he went out through the doors and pulled them closed and locked them from the outside. 
 
      
 
    They each took a key and found their room in the darkened hallway and opened and went inside. The beds were still made and, though the room was hot and stuffy and dusty and windowless and without electricity, they felt for the briefest of moments entirely free and each man got the flicker of a comfort lost to the old world.  
 
    The kid closed his door behind him and stood for some time in the entrance to the room and looked at the bed still made and the little upturned teacups and his smile drained away and for the first time he felt utterly sad.  
 
    He flicked the light switch on and off though he knew nothing would happen and sat down on the edge of the bed. A poster on the wall above the dresser advertised duty-free shopping and the little folded card gave the numbers once called for room service. He pulled off his boots and laid back on the bed and immediately felt himself drifting out of consciousness.  
 
    He forced himself back upright. He pulled off the filthy shirt and carried it through into the bathroom and tossed it into the sink and took off his socks and his trousers and tossed them in too and turned the tap. It ran cold for a few moments then coughed and he was relieved that it started to warm and he held his hand under it until it was hot. He stood and watched the sink fill and the water start to brown as it soaked his clothes and he took the little sachets of shampoo and squeezed them into the water and ran his hand around in the basin to mix it. He removed his underwear and put it into the water and stood for some time looking at his naked body in the bathroom mirror. He was beaten and bruised and blistered and striped with different shades of colour and his neck and arms were burned and his feet were red and sore and his nails were long and broken and his hair and beard were longer than he had ever seen them.  
 
    He ran the bath and sat down on the toilet seat fully naked and watched it fill. The bathroom was silent and he realised that it was the first real time he had been alone since leaving the hostel that morning weeks ago. He felt the emotions inside him cloud his thoughts and he felt heavy and his eyes welled up with tears though he didn’t know why.  
 
    He stepped into the bath and sat down into the water in the dark and laid back and felt dead.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Without knowing he had fallen asleep and he was snapped awake some time later by knocking on the door of his room. He sat and listened and the door knocked again and he pulled himself up out of the filthy water and wrapped a towel around himself and stepped out into the bedroom. A young cadet stood at his door with some clean folded clothes in his arms and called the kid sir and handed them to him and nodded and left. He closed the door and dried himself and pulled on the black trousers and the white t-shirt and looked at himself in the mirror. The door knocked again and this time he was greeted by the Dutchman standing there clean with his dreadlocks down on his shoulders dripping water on the new clothes he had been given. He held a small white teacup in his hand filled with black coffee and stepped inside. 
 
    “The minibar only has nuts and juice in it, what the hell?” 
 
    The kid laughed. 
 
    They sat on the twin beds together and drank the coffee and after some time had passed without the American’s arrival they went into the hallway and knocked on his door and he didn’t answer and they knocked again. A muffled shout came from inside and they waited further and eventually heard him moving around inside the room. 
 
    The door clicked and opened and the American stood there in his trousers with his t-shirt sunburn and rugged beard. 
 
    “There’s no damn liquor in the minibar” he said, scowling at them. 
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    “Get dressed man, we gotta get outta here” the Dutchman said to him, stepping inside the room.  
 
    He picked up the new shirt he had been given and pulled it over his head and couldn’t get it any further and tried to get his arm into it and couldn’t and pulled it off again and tossed it onto the floor and pulled on his original shirt instead.  
 
    The kid walked to the reception area and picked up the phone and called the number and waited and when it was answered he told the man on the phone that they were ready to leave. A while later the door was unlocked and a cadet waved them out and they followed him through the doors and around the building and back into the terminal at the side entrance. 
 
    The kid moved forward and walked beside the cadet.  
 
    “Can I ask you to do something?” 
 
    The cadet looked at him and looked back and carried on walking. 
 
    “We need to get to the coast” 
 
    “They will help you in training command” he replied. 
 
    The kid shook his head. 
 
    “No they won’t, we’re of no importance to them but we have a critical mission objective and it is vital we make it safely to the coast, and we will need help doing so” 
 
    The cadet looked at him again and thought about this and didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I will ask my superior if there is anything he” 
 
    The kid cut him off. 
 
    “No no, you can’t do that, I need you to tell me which of your forces are heading east from here and you need to get us on one of their vehicles” 
 
    The cadet pushed open the double doors back into the departure lounge with the closed up shops and cafes. 
 
    “Sir I do not have the authority to allow anything like this” 
 
    The American and the Dutchman had hushed behind them as they listened to the interchange. 
 
    “Do you know of any force headed east?” he asked again. 
 
    The cadet exhaled deeply. 
 
    “Well” he started, “I do but” 
 
    “And where would we find them? Are they here?” 
 
    The cadet turned and looked him in the eye. 
 
    “Sir I would be reprimanded if my superiors thought that I was giving information to foreign military” 
 
    The kid put his hand up onto the cadets shoulder as they walked back into the security area and the cadet stopped and looked about and looked back into the kid’s eyes. 
 
    “I do not know which companies are travelling to where sir, this information will only be known at command, you have to understand this. My orders are to escort you from the premises here but I will try to help” 
 
    He looked around again. 
 
    “There is a bar called The Junction in Khare Town north of here, find it and go there tonight at ten and I will see you there. I will have the information you need” 
 
    He looked around, his eyes wide in fear of somebody watching but nobody was. 
 
    “Now go, get out” 
 
    The kid gripped his shoulder and thanked him and he led them through the doors into the main concourse and to the exit and they passed the guards at the door and walked out into the evening without saying another word.  
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked the long driveway from the airport to the main road and military trucks and cars passed them in each direction and at the end of the driveway the guards in the checkpoint watched them keenly as they neared. 
 
    “Which way’s north, brothers?” the American called to them. 
 
    They took a moment to respond and they frowned at him and squinted in the sun and eventually one of them motioned his hand to his left and pointed up the road without saying a word and the guards all watched them as they left. 
 
    The road north was straight and long and the sun was hanging low behind the buildings to the west and a breeze blew behind them from the south and cooled them only a little as they walked. The houses at the roadside were built behind tall stone walls and tall iron gates and they could not tell whether their state of disrepair was owing to the disaster or otherwise. A group of children approached them and begged money and food from them and when they denied the children their requests they became angry. A boy of no older than ten or eleven and wearing a dusty vest and no shoes began to shout at the kid and when he smiled to him the boy swung a punch. The kid laughed and pushed the boy aside and then another boy pulled a flickknife from his belt and swiped it at the men. The American caught his arm mid-swing and squeezed his wrist and took the knife from him and tossed it over the wall of a house and pushed the boy back and they shouted and cursed as they ran away.  
 
    The stores on the road were closed and some had been looted and smashed and burned and young men sat on corners and on front steps and watched the men as they walked and before long it was growing dark at the west. 
 
    “What time is it now?” the Dutchman asked. 
 
    The men shook their heads and said they didn’t know and the kid said that the sun wasn’t long down and so it would probably be between seven and eight. 
 
    “Well we’re going to need to know one way or another if we’re meeting this guy at ten” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “We don’t even know where the place is” 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the top of the road where their route bent to the west they were met by the wall of trees surrounding the huge Environmental Research facility and the road was blocked by military personnel.  
 
    “You cannot go north here” the man called to them and when they asked why he told them that the road there led to the jailhouse and that the area was under strict control. 
 
    “What time is it?” the Dutchman called. 
 
    “Nearly nine” the man called back. 
 
    They headed west instead along the south wall of the research facility and rounded the corner and followed the wall north past the huge dusty dome of the Buddhist shrine. Even though it was dark there was a crowd gathered there and many were on their knees in the courtyard in the dust and dirt and the line of flags that stretched out along the tarmac were billowing gently in the evening breeze and in that quiet place there was a calm that exuded outwards and affected them all as they passed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The towering glass and metal structure of the central mall rose from the darkness and, though it had once been illuminated by white floodlights and neons and advertising and there was a cinema there and a string of cafes, the place was a shadow of what it had once been. It sat dark and broken and immense and the cafes were boarded up and there were men fighting in the forecourt over a water barrel.  
 
    Two policemen stood against their parked car at the edge of the road and watched the men fight and shouted to them and smoked and laughed and did nothing at all to intervene. 
 
    The American approached them and they stopped and looked at him and said nothing. 
 
    “Evening” he said to them as he walked over. 
 
    Neither officer replied and they frowned at him for Nagpur was no place to see American Air Force or Dutchmen with blonde dreadlocks. 
 
    “Do you know where the Junction bar is?” 
 
    The officers shook their heads. 
 
    “Come on man, The Junction, it’s a bar in Khare Town. That here?” 
 
    He circled his finger around in the air. 
 
    The older officer shook his head again. The younger one nodded.  
 
    The American turned back and looked over his shoulder at the Dutchman who shrugged. 
 
    “Is this Khare Town?” he asked again. 
 
    The younger officer pointed across the forecourt of the shopping centre with the cigarette between his two fingers. 
 
    “It is there”  
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “There. This way. You are quite close” 
 
    The American thanked them and they turned along the road to the west and followed it through the dark. A group of motorcycles roared down the road with their riders shouting to each other and somewhere in the distance they heard gunshots echo against the darkness and shadows danced in the dark, always out of view, and they stayed close to each other as they walked. Nagpur was in a pointedly better state than Patna and the place was at the least still functioning as a town, if only by habit, though there was no trade being done there anymore for the people could not import their goods and there were no tourists, if ever there had been any. Dogs lay dead in gardens and cars were abandoned at all angles and doors and windows were boarded and locked and homes were in lockdown.  
 
    They stopped again at the next junction and looked to the sky to determine the hour from the moon and though they could not be wholly sure the men worried it was already ten or later. They asked a passing man if he knew of the bar and he said he did and they thanked him and he told them to head two blocks north and they would find it but he said that he did not know the time. 
 
    Two blocks north they spotted the bar sign hanging vertically from the front wall of the building. There were clothes and towels hanging from the balcony above it and dead vines along the side of the stonework and a string of red lightbulbs hanging across the entrance flickering. The old wooden door was carved with the word Junction and showed a painting of an old steam train and the windows were covered in whitewash paint and a paper sign stuck to the window advertised it as being open and nothing more. 
 
    The kid pushed open the door to the small room. A wooden bar ran along the far wall carved ornately from dark wood that had long lost its shine and was chipped and scraped and high stools of cedarwood stood on the old red carpet, occupied by a few ragtag men who turned to look at them as they entered. Three low wooden tables of differing designs were surrounded by chairs and stools and old candles burned in jars on each of them.  
 
    The barman was old though his weathered face and its deep creases were as much indications of stress and the graft of life than of the years alone. He leaned against the back of the bar smoking from a long pipe and watching the men.  
 
    They approached the bar. 
 
    “Evening” the Dutchman said to him, nodding. 
 
    He nodded back to them and took the pipe from his mouth and licked his lips and put it back in. He looked the Dutchman in the eyes. 
 
    “We’re meeting someone here” the Dutchman said. 
 
    The man looked along the bar and blew a thin wisp of smoke from his nostrils. 
 
    “You want to drink?” he asked. 
 
    “We have no money” the Dutchman said, “we are just meeting someone here, can we sit and wait?” 
 
    “You must drink” 
 
    The Dutchman nodded. 
 
    “Do you know the time?” 
 
    The old man looked him in the eyes for a moment and looked at the wall clock and pointed to it. 
 
    “Ten twenty” he said, “drink?” 
 
    The Dutchman shook his head. 
 
    “We don’t have any money, we’ll wait outside for him to arrive” 
 
    The man frowned and turned to the back bar and took three small round glasses from the dusty wooden shelf and put them on the bartop and reached and took a bottle with no label and poured a measure of brown liquid into each glass and nodded and walked away. 
 
    They thanked the man and he just nodded and they were unsure whether the man had understood what they had said and may soon expect payment but they took the glasses of the alcohol and went to the table and sat. The four other men who were in the bar didn’t leave their seats and at times they talked to one another but long periods went by when none spoke at all and nobody entered the bar and nobody left. Barely discernible music played from somewhere. 
 
    When the wall clock was showing fifteen minutes to eleven and their glasses were empty the door opened and the young cadet walked in quickly. He was out of uniform but they recognised him by his thin moustache and gelled hair and he looked briefly at the barman and walked to the table. 
 
    They all stood and the American offered his hand to shake but the cadet didn’t shake it and sat down on the stool. 
 
    “I must be quick” he said, just above a whisper. 
 
    The men all leaned in to the table. 
 
    “At ten hundred tomorrow the eleventh infantry leave Nagpur for Gandhinagar with six trucks. It will take them two days to make this journey. The brother of my wife, Neeraj, is an officer here and he will get you on one of these trucks but it will not be simple and will not be authorised by central command” 
 
    They listened. 
 
    “About ten or twelve kilometres north of this place the road moves through the colony for Power Reserve workers, you will see the electricity towers and the lake there. To the west of the road you will see a shrine and a statue of the god Ganesha made of stone. Be there and they will take you with them” 
 
    He looked about as though he were being watched but nobody was paying them any notice and the men thought that perhaps the young cadet fancied himself a secret agent for he moved quickly and kept looking over his shoulder but there was no interest in him or in any of his activities, there or elsewhere.  
 
    “I must go” 
 
    They quietly thanked him and he disappeared out of the door in a flash and into the night from where he came and they waited a few moments and stood too and nodded thanks to the barman who was standing against the backbar with the pipe hanging from his mouth and he nodded back and they left. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked north into the night, hungry and thirsty and tired. They passed through the grounds of the law school and passed the court buildings and some time further they passed though the grounds of the college though it had long been closed down and many of the buildings were vandalised and looted and torched. A group of homeless individuals some twenty strong sat around on the steps and drank and shouted and watched the men pass. The kid looked at the Dutchman and the American and thought that the homeless men there probably saw him through the same eyes with which he saw them. He thought himself no different from those men and he wondered whether they had been homeless before the disaster had hit their world and what fate had brought them to that place in the dead of the night and whether at some time fate would land him in a similar place.  
 
    When they could not walk any more the men collapsed into the ruined shell of some building which had once been a store of some kind. They stepped through the debris and the broken fixings and the smashed glass and found a place where they could sit and then lay and they slept there on the floor just as they were. They slept deep and dreamless despite there being no bed and no pillow and no cover.  
 
    The kid woke first as the first long shafts of flittering orange light danced across the rubble and the cracked walls like bony fingers. A dog was barking close by and a truck passed leaving its fumes hanging in the air, billowing slowly in circles of dust. The muscles in his neck ached from laying on the hard ground and he was bitten by insects and he pulled himself up and looked at the wall, empty headed and dehydrated.  
 
    “Come on then” he called, his voice hoarse.  
 
    He kicked at the Dutchman’s foot and he murmured in his sleep and he kicked him again and he woke. 
 
    “Up man, we can’t miss this convoy” 
 
    The Dutchman lifted his head from the floor and looked around, confused for a moment as to where he was and why he was laying in a bed of ruin. 
 
    “What time is it?” he croaked. 
 
    “No idea. Early. But we have no idea where we’re going or how far it is” the kid replied, batting dust out of his hair and craning his neck to stretch the muscles. 
 
    When they called to the American he woke with a jolt and he too looked confused and his face and beard were grey from the dusty floor. The men stood up and didn’t collect their things for they had no things to collect and they dusted themselves down and stepped back across the debris to the road outside. 
 
    The American spat. 
 
    “My mouth is drier than that hotel minibar” 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the river they turned east along the ring road and the city had woken and there were morningbirds in the sky and children played on the crumbling road in Mankapur Square. They asked for time and directions and a man pointed them north over the river and told them they were more than five kilometres from their destination and that it was just after eight. 
 
    They tried every bank machine they passed with the American’s bankcard and the kid’s bankcard as the Dutchman’s had been in his pack that was taken in Patna. Just over the river the central bank was open and guarded at the door by state police with rifles. They entered the building and at the cashiers counter they were able to withdraw money and they took everything they could get and stuffed the folded notes into their pockets and boots and set out again in the heat.  
 
    They stopped at a roadside stall and bought water and spiced nuts and dried fruit and little plates of a potato dish that none of them knew and they spent the next kilometre or so reminiscing about foods they had loved and the American said he would kill for a t-bone and the Dutchman his mother’s baking. 
 
    There were no buses on the roads and the occasional car or van passed, loaded with people and goods, heading north away from the city and they walked with their arms outstretched in the hope that somebody would stop for them.  
 
    As the land around them became agricultural and the city sank away to the horizon behind them, a convoy of military trucks passed on the road and they stopped and waved to them frantically but they sped by without stopping. 
 
    “Was that them?” the kid cried, staring wide-eyed as they disappeared into the haze. 
 
    “Dammit I hope not” the American snapped, “is it ten already?” 
 
    They had no idea and for all they knew the convoy had left early but they quickened their pace along the roadside and waved more frantically at passing traffic and eventually a flatbed truck pulled in ahead of them and they ran to meet it. 
 
    The Dutchman crouched to the open passenger window.  
 
    The man inside was wearing an open brown shirt and had his thinning hair pulled to one side. A tiny fan on the dashboard was plugged into the cigarette lighter. 
 
    “Where are you going?” he called. 
 
    “North” the Dutchman replied, “I don’t know where, a few kilometres” 
 
    The man frowned. 
 
    “To the power reserve colony?” said the kid, leaning in. 
 
    The man nodded once. 
 
    “The CPRI?” 
 
    The Dutchman shrugged. 
 
    “Is that north?” 
 
    “Yes”  
 
    The Dutchman opened the passenger door. 
 
    “Then that’s good enough for us” 
 
    He climbed into the front and the kid and the American climbed onto the open back.  
 
    The analogue clock on the dashboard showed just before ten. 
 
    “Shit”, the kid snapped, pointing to the clock through the little glass window, “look” 
 
    “Is that time correct” he shouted as the truck pulled away. 
 
    The man glanced down at it. 
 
    “Yes sir” 
 
    “Then if we can gun it, that would be great” 
 
    The Dutchman fed a few notes into the man’s hand. 
 
    The man looked at them and looked back at him. 
 
    “You are late?” he asked. 
 
    The Dutchman said that they were and the man nodded and slipped down a gear and the truck engine screamed and he accelerated onwards. 
 
    A few minutes later they spotted the electrical tower and the two giant satellite dishes to the east. 
 
    “This is CPRI colony” the man said, slowing. 
 
    They looked about. 
 
    “We are looking for a statue, a shrine” the Dutchman said looking out of the windows.  
 
    They passed the second electricity tower. 
 
    “I do not know” the driver said shrugging. 
 
    He drove onwards. 
 
    “There” the American called, banging on the window, “that sure had to be it, behind the trees there” 
 
    The man pulled over and they thanked him and hopped out and paid him more money and he gladly accepted it and wished them well despite the confusion still on his face.  
 
    They hurried back down the road to where the American had spotted the statue behind the trees and found it and caught their breath and looked to the south. 
 
    “What do you think?” the Dutchman asked. 
 
    Nobody answered. 
 
    “You think that was them before? You think we missed it?” 
 
    The men shrugged. 
 
    They stood in the heat by the statue and the kid stood at the roadside looking south until some time later from the haze the shadows of the trucks appeared in the distance. 
 
    He focussed his gaze until he was sure it was them. 
 
    “We’re in” he called and the men stood. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    They moved towards the road.  
 
    “What are we supposed to do, flag em down?” asked the American. 
 
    The Dutchman shook his head. 
 
    “I would say this is pretty under the table, I wouldn’t go out there waving, come here” he said moving backwards away from the road. 
 
    The first truck sped past them in a cloud of dust and they watched it go and then the second and third came and went. 
 
    “Should we wave now?” the kid asked, looking to his compatriots, wide eyed. 
 
    A fourth truck passed them and then there was quiet and they stepped out from the trees and looked to the north as the trucks disappeared into the dust. 
 
    The American looked back to the Dutchman with an angry glare and was about to berate him for the critically bad advice when the kid spoke again. 
 
    “Hey” 
 
    The men turned to look. 
 
    Behind the convoy a fifth truck appeared and pulled into the side of the road. A serviceman hopped out from the open cab. 
 
    He nodded once to them and they hurried over to him. 
 
    “Neeraj?” the kid asked. 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “Hurry” he said leading them quickly to the back of the truck where he opened the fabric cover for them to climb inside. 
 
    They sat on the floor of the truck with boxes and crates and positioned themselves with their backs against the sides.  
 
    “Your company don’t know we’re here?” the Dutchman called. 
 
    Neeraj shook his head. 
 
    “They know, it is simply a way to help and to also make money. Operation Command disapprove but it is commonplace here now” he replied buckling the fabric back together, “there are others with us too” 
 
    “Other passengers, in the other trucks?” the kid asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Everyone has somebody they need to help. It is money which is doing the talking” 
 
    He tied the material covering the truck to the chassis and they heard him jump back in the cab with the driver and the engine revved and fumes poured out into the hot morning as the truck pulled away on to the road. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Nagpur to the flooded coastline of Gujurat 
 
      
 
      
 
    The big tyres coasted smoothly along the well tarmacked road and, though the hold of the truck was swelteringly hot and hard to lay down on, the three men were soon dozing.  
 
    The kid again dreamed of Abi and he was worried for her but he knew then inside his soul that whatever lay ahead of him and wherever fate had led her, they would be together again, however long it took. He worried for his dog even though he knew that she would undoubtedly be with Abi. She would not contemplate for a moment anything other. He thought of his parents. He imagined his Dad refusing to leave their land and his mum crying and in his head he saw them being taken away by the army to somewhere and his mind turned over and over as to where that would be. He drifted awake and the thoughts flooded over him and he felt sick but he pushed it away knowing no good could come from his worrying and he would continue his journey west and one day he would be with them all again and that was that.  
 
    The truck stopped a few hours later at a refuelling point outside Betul and Neeraj opened the covering and the bright sun poured in. 
 
    “Five minutes” he called to them. 
 
    They slid on their backsides out of the truck onto the dry open ground and squinted in the light.  
 
    The trucks were being refuelled at the pumps and the soldiers were gathered together talking and smoking and drinking tea.  
 
    The Dutchman and the American and the kid went into the tiny kiosk and bought water and came outside and sat on the ground in the shade and drank. The back of one of the other trucks was open and inside they saw feet. The kid rose and walked over to the truck and looked inside. A young blonde man with a beard was sitting in the truck with a young boy of no more than three or four cuddled into his lap. His eyes widened when he saw the kid. 
 
    “Hi” the kid said, smiling to them. 
 
    “Hello” he said back in an accent the kid thought to be German. 
 
    He didn’t know what to say next. 
 
    “Are you going to the coast?”  
 
    The man nodded.  
 
    He was unsettled and confused at the presence of a young western man appearing at this reststop in the middle of nowhere in the centre of India. 
 
    “We are too, me and my friends there” 
 
    The man’s eyes looked to the side though he was too far inside the truck to see them and he made no effort to move further out. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Don’t be worried” the kid said, “we’re in the same situation as you, we are friends, and so are those people out there” 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “I must take care of my boy, I do not want anyone to know I am here or they may not allow me to travel” 
 
    The kid smiled. 
 
    “There’s nobody here that will give you up, these soldiers are helping us” 
 
    The man nodded and appeared to relax, though only slightly and he seemed small sitting there in the truck and was illuminated green from the light passing through the fabric. 
 
    “I am trying to get home” 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    “Where’s home, why are you out here?” 
 
    “Ludwigsburg, outside Stuttgart. I was travelling in Hong Kong, my wife was from there, this is our son. There is flooding there, beyond what I’ve ever seen. My wife was killed two weeks ago there when our building came down” 
 
    He held the boy to him. 
 
    “I paid a lot of money to a man to get us out of there using his helicopter and the fucking helicopter crashed”
“What?” 
 
    “Yes, to the east of here. Two days ago”, he looked down at his son and held the boy’s head against his chest and the young boy looked up at him, “I don’t know how we survived. He is still very scared” 
 
    The kid watched him. Eventually the boy smiled very slightly. 
 
    The man said nothing. 
 
    “We’ll all help each other. My friends here are military, they’ve helped me cross overland from Thailand” 
 
    The man leaned out around the back of the truck and looked over to where the Dutchman and the American were sitting in the shade with each other. 
 
    “To here?” he asked. 
 
    The kid laughed. 
 
    “Yep. My feet are sore” 
 
    The German smiled slightly. 
 
    “OK let’s go” one of the soldiers called and the men flicked away their cigarettes and threw down their paper cups to the ground and started the engines of the trucks. 
 
    Neeraj stood by the back of their truck. 
 
    “We are soon to be having a conversation about your payment” 
 
    The cadet hadn’t mentioned that there would be payment though they were fully expecting that their passage would not be without cost. 
 
    “What are we talking?” the American asked. 
 
    “Half now sir" 
 
    “What is that? Half of what?” 
 
    “Ten thousand per man. Five now and the remainder when we are arriving. Or if you want to leave now, here, then you are free to leave without payment” 
 
    The kid shook his head. 
 
    “Ten thousand is good” 
 
    “Very good. We will be staying tonight in the cantonment at Mhow. You can pay then and we will get you food and shelter for the night” 
 
    They agreed and handed him some money and he didn’t count it and put it into his pocket and waved them inside the truck. He buckled the fabric behind them and they started out again into the relentless dead heat of the vast Indian countryside.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The white sun dropped to the west and the orange afterglow seeped gently through the cracks in the fabric of the truck and jumped around inside like a band of fireflies as they drove. The convoy pulled away from the highway and the men were thrown from side to side as the trucks weaved around the city of Indore and turned south on the road to Mhow. They slowed at the once-majestic gardens of the central hall where the flowers were dead and the trees browned and scorched and the lawns arid and dusty and nearly gone entirely and where dogs prowled in the shadows. Women and children stood on the roadsides in old clothing waving to the trucks as they passed and they could hear the deep horns sounding in reply.  
 
    The trucks turned onto a long open driveway lined with the skeletons of trees and parked in a line and they could hear the voices of men and women and the shouts of children around them and a moment later the driver opened the back of the truck and they climbed out with numb legs and backsides and bruised elbows and knees. Servicemen who had not travelled with them came to the trucks, some in uniform and some not, and they greeted them and the officers in charge of their convoy handed over paperwork and the cadets unloaded the boxes. 
 
    Further back along the line, the German climbed out of a truck holding his son by the hand and the son held tightly to his stuffed toy lion and the man held tightly to his rucksack. 
 
    Neeraj appeared next to them. 
 
    “We will settle payment now and somebody will show you to your quarters. We leave in the morning at eight for Gandhinagar” 
 
    “We’re not paying you all the money now” the American said calmly, “you can have the rest tomorrow when we reach our destination” 
 
    Neeraj looked him in the eye and for a moment nobody spoke. 
 
    “Good sir this is the arrangement. If this is not something you are happy with then you are free to go” he said, extending his arm up to the road and the land beyond.  
 
    Birds swooped slowly on the horizon.  
 
    “We’re paying now” the kid said stepping forward. 
 
    “No we ain’t” the American interrupted. 
 
    The kid turned to him and put his hand up on his chest and felt dwarfed by him.  
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    He looked up into his steely eyes. 
 
    “You’re not interested in going in there and getting some food and sleeping in a bed?” 
 
    “Not for five thousand rupees I ain’t” he said, batting the kids hand away from his chest. 
 
    “You wanna walk home then asshole?” the Dutchman called. 
 
    The American looked at him. 
 
    “I’ll pay, just when we get there. I don’t trust nobody nor should I. Nor should you” 
 
    The kid shrugged. 
 
    “Do whatever you want” 
 
    He handed his money to Neeraj and looked to the Dutchman and the Dutchman shook his head in resignation. 
 
    “Grow up man” 
 
    He handed his money to Neeraj and he took it and smiled and nodded to them both. 
 
    “Very good sirs. Welcome to the War College” 
 
      
 
      
 
    A young serviceman came over to them and greeted them and told them to follow him and they set out across the tarmac and the German and his son joined them too. The kid smiled to the boy but he didn’t smile back and only clung on to the bottom of his father’s shirt and clutched his toy lion. 
 
    Their party was joined by two young Indian girls holding each other and carrying satchels and a middle aged man of Arabian descent with a moustache and a carrycase and a suit that was dusty and torn on one side and shoes of expensive leather now battered beyond repair.  
 
    The cadet opened the door and, as they entered, the kid looked back at the American. He was standing alone by the trucks smoking and looking into the distance as the last of the soldiers moved away. 
 
      
 
    The serviceman led them through the open lobby area of the college past the huge paintings on the wall and the flag draped across the disused reception desk. Soldiers and airmen and medics and cadets and men in shirts and some in full camouflage and engineers in overalls and reflective vests all darted around the place in all directions and nobody paid the visitors any attention at all. 
 
    “We have nearly two thousand men here from all branches of the military and also from paramilitary” 
 
    He cocked his head and smiled. 
 
    “We are well over capacity”  
 
    He held the door open as the guests passed through.  
 
    “For more than forty years we have trained in logistics and command and defence. Now all these men are being trained in is how to handle national unrest and the savage pestilence that has been forced on our land”
Only the kid and the Dutchman and the German man were listening to him as they walked through the lobby 
 
    “We are in survival mode now gentlemen” 
 
    They walked down a short hallway and through another set of doors and eventually reached the bottom of a tall carpeted staircase. 
 
    “You will be staying in the dormitory here” the cadet said to them extending his hand to the stairs. 
 
    They climbed the steps and the German picked up his son and carried him under his arm and at the top they pushed open the door into the dormitory.  
 
    There were eight beds down each side of the long room with a single folded sheet and a pillow and a small towel sitting neatly on each and a high window at the end of the room which looked down across the gravelled roof below and across to the dead brown gardens beyond. 
 
    “There is the bathroom. You have a towel on your bed. We do not always have hot water, especially not in the mornings” 
 
    The German put his son onto one of the beds and the child pulled the pillow to him and kept hold of his father’s hand and the lion. 
 
    “Unfortunately, due to the safety of our operations here you will not be able to go walking about this place, this door will remain locked, I hope you understand. Food will be here at eight” 
 
    They muttered their thanks and said that they understood and the man nodded and left through the door and locked it behind him. 
 
    The two girls sat on one of the beds together opposite the German and the man in the suit walked along a few beds and sat down too. 
 
    The kid and the Dutchman walked to the end and took the two beds under the window and they pulled off their boots and the kid laid back on the soft mattress. 
 
    “I hope you do not mind but I am going to be the first to use the bathroom, it is a long time since I have used a shower” the man in the suit said, taking off his old leather shoes and placing them neatly by his bed as though they had value, and indeed they did to him as they were his only shoes.  
 
    Nobody objected and the man took the towel from his bed and entered the bathroom and after a moment they heard the shower start. 
 
    “So we’re locked in here” the Dutchman called across to the kid. 
 
    The kid smiled dryly. 
 
    “Guess so”, he looked across out of the window, “I could think of worse” 
 
    The Dutchman nodded. 
 
    “Amen brother” 
 
      
 
      
 
    A while later when they had all showered, some hot and some cold, they were sitting on their beds talking. They kid told them all the story of how he came to be there and the events that had led to that moment and the Dutchman joined him in recounting memories of the river crossing into Myanmar and their sinking of the ferry and the ruby trucks and the night spent in the trainshed. The others listened and the girls laughed at their stories and asked how the Dutchman had got the scar on his arm which was healed in a fold of skin and the young German boy slept curled on the bed next to his father.  
 
    The German told his story next and when he spoke of his wife he shuddered from the pain of his memories. He told them about the helicopter ride and seeing flashes of white when it crashed into woodlands and all he smelled was fuel and burning metal and he said that for a long time he was sure he was dead until he heard his son crying and he said that he was entirely sure that only the divine hand of his deceased wife could have reached from the heavens to protect his son that day and as he spoke he stroked the boy’s hair and the boy slept and the man smiled at him and was nearly crying and nobody else spoke. 
 
    The key sounded in the door and it pushed open and the American walked in and nodded to them sternly. 
 
    The Dutchman shook his head at him.  
 
    He had not ever doubted the American’s eventual return to them as there was no other place for him to go and it was for that reason that he had made no effort to convince him to stay and had gone inside without him. 
 
    “You’re a total ass sometimes” he said to him and the American ignored him and sat up on the bed next to the kid with his boots still on.  
 
    The room was quiet and they watched him and he looked about and stood and took the towel and went to the bathroom and locked the door behind him without a word. 
 
    The girls told their stories next and they were shy and held each other as they spoke. They said that they were cousins and one of them said that her father worked for the government in Nagpur and that he had paid for their safe escort to Ahmedabad and that they had secured air transport to the north to a safe place and the men asked them where that was but they said they did not know and that it did not matter. They told their story together and finished each other’s sentences the way twins may do and when they spoke of their family they were saddened and they held each other’s hands and their eyes welled with tears. 
 
    The man in the suit sat on the bed and said very little as they all spoke. 
 
    The Dutchman looked across to him. 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    The man looked back to him but said nothing. 
 
    “What happened to bring you here?” 
 
    The man shrugged and moved about where he sat. He was by that time barefoot in his suit trousers and vest. 
 
    “I am simply a traveller” he said. 
 
    The people in the room all watched him and he looked uneasy. 
 
    “Not in those shoes you’re not” the kid called from his bed. 
 
    The man looked down to his shoes and then back to the kid. 
 
    “I have nothing to share with you people” he said in a sharper tone, “why must I be questioned?” 
 
    The Dutchman shrugged. 
 
    The kid kept watching him. 
 
    “What you hiding?” he asked. 
 
    The man met his gaze, his eyes widened but his brow creased and he didn’t speak. 
 
    The bathroom door clicked and the American stepped out still wet from the shower. 
 
    “He’s on the run” he said as he walked across the dormitory without looking at the man. 
 
    The man frowned and shrugged and looked between the people. 
 
    “Why don’t ya tell ‘em what you did man” the American said as he reached his bed.  
 
    The man looked at him. 
 
    “I did nothing” the man stuttered. 
 
    The American scoffed and dropped his boots to the floor with a thud. 
 
    “They’re on to you out there man, and so am I” 
 
    The man said nothing. 
 
    The American turned to the Dutchman. 
 
    “He burned down a his office block” 
 
    They looked at him and the man had frozen with a wide-eyed look on his face. 
 
    “Tell ‘em how many people died” the American said flatly as he rubbed the towel over his hair 
 
    “Who do you think you are?” the man asked. 
 
    The American looked to the Dutchman. 
 
    “Forty six that they know of” he said looking at the Dutchman, “and you call me an asshole” 
 
    The man shuffled on the spot and eventually his resilience cracked. 
 
    “You do not know anything about me American, you know nothing about anything and you have no right to comment on me or my life or these” his voice cracked with emotion, “crazy accusations that you lay on me.” 
 
    He looked between the people in the room. 
 
    “None of you can say anything about me, I do not have to sit here and be accused of such things. What happened was an accident” 
 
    The American nodded.  
 
    “He’s a con man. He robbed the place blind in the panic” 
 
    He stood and for a moment looked like he would approach the American but thought better of it. He picked up his shoes and his shirt and his suit jacket and his carrycase and walked to the door and rattled the handle though he knew it was locked and he hit the door with the side of his fist and called for it to be opened. 
 
    Eventually the door opened and two guards stood in the doorway and the man pushed into them to leave and they pushed him back and, when he persisted, one of them hit him on the head with the side of his hand and the man buckled and the two guards took hold of him by the shoulders and dragged him from the doorway and closed the door again behind them. 
 
    A silence hung in the room and the travellers each sat on their beds and watched the closed door. 
 
    The kid spoke first. 
 
    “That’s one less for the shower” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning the cloud had set in above the land there and it was dark and thick and hung low and there was a stillness and a closeness in the air that was foreboding and though they had all slept well and cleaned and eaten, each person felt uneasy. The soldiers loaded their equipment onto the trucks and the passengers climbed aboard and sat among the boxes and crates and the convoy pulled away. 
 
    They had just reached the highway when the first thunder crack sounded and it shook the truck and the very road on which they drove. It boomed overhead and rumbled away into the distance and a moment later it sounded again and then a third time. There was a stillness after that when all that could be heard was the engine and the wheels on the road and then the rain came. It started softly for the very briefest of moments then built and within only a few seconds they could feel it pushing the covering of the truck inwards and echoing all around them and the sound was deafening. The sky was black and yellow and lighting forked across the world like immense skeletal hands clawing at the clouds.  
 
    While hell opened around them they felt a calm inside the truck and the air cooled and they sat and talked to each other as Neeraj and his men pushed them onwards to the west. 
 
    “How did you know about that guy and the fire?” the Dutchman asked. 
 
    “When y’all went inside I was sitting for a while smoking, one of them guards came over for a light and he sat with me. He asked me ‘bout where we’d been and how we knew ‘bout their convoy and I told him and asked how them other folk knew. He said them girls have some contacts somewhere high up and the German and his boy was rescued from a helicopter crash some place east” 
 
    They listened. 
 
    “When we’d finished he said they only offered help to good men who were worthy of it, and though they charge a good buck for doing it, it’s under the table” 
 
    The rain was shaking the truck. 
 
    “That’s how he got to telling me. He said that someone, he didn’t know who, knew the guy and had helped him escape from police custody in Nagpur and move him out of there. Money talks man, and that guy has it” 
 
    The Dutchman shook his head. 
 
    “Did you see him this morning?” the kid asked. 
 
    The American shook his head. 
 
    “They were itchin’ to get him outta here anyways, but someone’s pulling the strings for ‘em. Maybe that damn outburst last night got him taken off the list” 
 
    The Dutchman and the kid thought about this and agreed and the American shrugged and smiled and the rain continued to thunder against the truck. 
 
      
 
    They stopped only once on their route at some outpost for the trucks to refuel and the rain was so full that no man left his truck. For seven hours the rain poured and the thunder cracked and the sky shook and shifted from black to yellow to purple to black again and the lighting didn’t cease once.  
 
    The convoy stopped next outside Ahmedabad at the roadside and they sat for some time without explanation.  
 
    When the cab door creaked open and the driver rounded the truck and unbuckled the material the water was flowing along the road and by the time he had opened the truck fully he was already completely drenched. He leaned inside the hold to shelter pointlessly from the rain and he wiped the water from his face and spoke to the men.  
 
    “We have a problem, the river here has burst its banks and the city is flooded”, he wiped the water from his eyes again, “and in Gandhinagar the Sabarmati has burst too, the military area there is being evacuated” 
 
    The water was dripping from the tips of his moustache.  
 
    “We will be going back around to meet at a controlled rendezvous to the north” 
 
    The American narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “How, man? It’s only been raining since this morning?” 
 
    The driver shook his head. 
 
    “Not here, there has been flooding at the coast for some time, since the day after impact in fact, big waves, a tsunami, and the river was running full here for weeks, it was a matter of time. Most of Gujarat state is flooded” 
 
    “We’re headed for the coast” the Dutchman said, “can we get there from here?” 
 
    The driver looked behind him into the road. There was no traffic and the water bounced high into the air and the fields to either side of them were in a haze and everything was grey.  
 
    Lightning forked across the entire sky and the world shook. 
 
    “We will go back to Nadiad and take the highway, I can drop you there if you wish, you can get to the coast easily. I would imagine there are no boats for you though, you know that?” 
 
    The men nodded and the American said this wasn’t of any concern and they thanked him and he rebuckled the covers. 
 
      
 
    In Nadiad, theirs was the only truck to stop and they quickly climbed out into the torrential rain. The driver waved and shouted something and the truck sped off into the torrent to catch its convoy and the men hurried to the cover of the nearest canopy and stood huddled together with nothing but what they wore.  
 
    The place was in no state at all to cope with the vast amount of water which had been thrust upon it and despite what precautions could be taken for the annual monsoon, the area could absolutely not cope. Men huddled under trees holding above them fabrics and plastic sheeting and dustbin lids and other items and the children stooped in doorways or ran in the road naked.  
 
    They pushed through the rain and headed blindly into the town with no destination in mind other than east and their boots overflowed with water and their vision blurred and they walked senselessly until a man in a tiny orange farm truck offered to drive them for money. They told him they needed to get to the coast and he laughed and said that the coast had come to them and so why did they need to travel anywhere at all.  
 
    He warned them that the flooding was moving northwards and that he was unsure how far along the road he could get them but they filled his hand with wet paper money and he nodded and told them to climb in. 
 
    They crammed themselves inside the farm truck that was filled with cigarette smoke and littered with all the detritus of the man’s life. He laughed loudly to them as they pulled out of town and told them that they had seats with a great view of the end of the world and they smelled alcohol on his breath but they didn’t care. He sounded the booming horn of the truck and called to those hiding from the rain and, while the truck couldn’t achieve any real speed, he crashed it through the puddles as though it were built for offroading.  
 
    The further south they drove, the more apparent the destruction became. 
 
    The fields either side of the road were swamped and in the villages the people had barricaded their doorways with sand and dirt and all manner of other household things. The road became increasingly flooded and the truck skidded through huge pools of water and the men told him to slow down and be careful but he laughed them away and said he had owned his truck for forty years and that they were welcome to walk. 
 
    By the time they reached the outskirts of Petlad even the man himself conceded defeat and the wheels of his truck were nearly underwater.  
 
    They climbed out into the black rain and thanked him and he spun the truck around and laughed out of the window to them and shot back up the road as fast as he had arrived with the back of the truck creating a foaming wake as he went.  
 
    The men were drenched already and their clothes were dripping within a few seconds and their boots were full of water. They walked into the town and by the time they arrived they had long stopped trying to shield themselves from the downpour. The water raised above their knees and they found higher ground on a ruined bridge and sat on the warm wet concrete for there was no alternative. 
 
    “What the hell we gonna do now?” the American called against the driving rain. 
 
    The Dutchman looked back to him and wiped the water from his eyes. His blonde hair was pressed flat against his head and his beard was clumped together and dripping. 
 
    He shrugged and laughed at the situation and the kid laughed and after a while the American did too. 
 
    They sat on the edge of the concrete bridge with their legs dangling down from the crumbling stonework and watched the chaos below them. A man rowed past in a tiny wooden rowboat full of children all huddled together under a sodden sheet. A little white Daihatsu floated past on its side with the windows smashed out from it and it bobbed along on the current and crashed into their bridge and the concrete shook and they jumped up but it continued on its way before wedging itself into the front wall of the little goodstore.  
 
    “Look” the kid laughed, pointing down to the water. 
 
    A television moved, smooth and upright, along the top of the water and as it came closer they saw the little hands holding each side of it and then, as it passed below them, they saw the small wet head of the boy holding it above the water as he and the television were both carried along by the current. They stood and laughed at the boy’s tenacity in keeping the television above the water, though the rain pelted against it, but they laughed only until the floating white schoolbus appeared bobbing below them and smashed into the boy and pushed him and the television under the filthy black water.  
 
    The bus floated onwards without faltering and the boy and the television didn’t resurface.  
 
    The thunder cracked.  
 
    “We need to keep moving, this bridge isn’t going to stand for much longer” the Dutchman said, “we need a boat and we need to get the hell out of here” 
 
    “That guy was right” the kid replied, pushing the water backwards from his hair, “I reckon all the boats might be in use” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They climbed down from the bridge to the water level and stood on the edge of the concrete above the torrent and held on to the side and, one by one, they stepped into the current and held on to each other and crossed the flooded road and reached the buildings together as one. They found an aluminium garage door which had pulled away from its hinges and was banging against the brickwork and they pulled it free and held it to the water and climbed onto it and pushed it out into the flow. It floated though it wouldn’t take the weight of all three men and so the American jumped from it and held on to the back of it like a swimming float as it bobbed on the water and crashed into walls and took down a roadsign and eventually thudded gently into a house at the end of the road. They pulled it to an area where the current wasn’t as strong and paddled it gently along the road. At the edge of town the land elevated and they climbed from their raft and discarded it and tipped the water from their boots and wrung what they could from their clothes. 
 
    Power lines disappeared away into the haze to the south and below them the railway track was trenched into the earth and submerged entirely so that a canal of murky water had formed in a perfect line through the country. They followed it across swampy fields and over broken bridges where the water had drained away and past farm buildings which had been all but swept away in the currents and they looked in each for food or items of worth and found nothing at all other than a small knife.  
 
    In the distance they saw the indistinct black shapes of rooftops sticking out from the hazy waterline and treetops like silhouetted islands on the horizon.  
 
    The banks of the submerged traintrack stayed mostly elevated above the waterline and provided them a straight route to follow. 
 
    At times when they had no choice but to cross through the water the men thought nothing at all of it for they were so utterly saturated that walking or swimming were much the same and they leaped into the pools of water and helped each other across and they laughed at the absurdity of it. 
 
    The grey sky turned darker and darker and they knew that on the other side of the thick relentless blanket of cloud the daylight was fading and they knew that the open fields were no place to be caught after dark. 
 
    They walked an hour further along the track until they saw to the south the dark outlined skyline of Pandoli and the flooded railway station ahead of them. They swam and paddled across the underwater farmland littered with debris of broken wood and bent metal and items once belonging to people who had been there which had drifted from windows and doors and broken walls and they joined up to where the road had once been and paddled their way to the nearest building.  
 
    The water was halfway up the front door of the abandoned home and they were unable to push it open. The American managed to pull himself up onto the roof of the garage and call to the others.  
 
    He laid onto his stomach and reached down and helped the Dutchman and the kid up to the roof and they went in through the windowless opening and into the darkened wet home. 
 
    They stood up into a child’s bedroom with a small wooden cot and old toys, wet and brown, and a picture on the wall of a circus elephant. The house smelled of rot and sewage and the floor was boarded without carpet and the wood was rotting and giving way under foot and in only the dull light of the murky sky outside they were unable to tell quite how long the place had been abandoned.  
 
    They stepped carefully out to the top of the stairs and could see the water, black and shimmering, on the ground floor. 
 
    They took off their boots and tipped them upside down and undressed and hung their clothes on the dressers to dry what they would, and in their underwear the three of them sat. The American took out his wallet and tipped the wet notes onto the top of the wooden nightstand and carefully peeled each one apart from the next and laid them out in a line. He took the wet cigarette packet from his trousers and took each cigarette out individually and laid them out too, carefully with his thick fingers. 
 
    After some time the Dutchman ventured downstairs into the water and paddled in his underwear to the kitchen. He searched the cupboards and found some mouldy bread and a bag of dried rice and two tins of black beans and one of chick peas and a can of shahi haleem. He took the tins and took an old iron pan from the shelf and three forks and a bottle of detergent from the sink and carried them back upstairs. 
 
    “You fixin’ to cook that?” the American asked as he dropped it all onto the bedroom floor. 
 
    “I’m fixin’ to try” 
 
    He put on one of his boots and tied the laces and went to the top of the stairs and with the booted foot kicked in one go the wooden bannister from its fittings. It shattered apart and dropped down the stairs into the water.  
 
    “Come out here and help, will you” he called. 
 
    The kid appeared in the doorway of the room in his underwear. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “Go and stand down there and stop this wood from falling in the water” 
 
    The kid looked down the stairs and then at the Dutchman wearing only his underwear and a single boot. He stepped carefully down the old wooden stairs. 
 
    “Further” the Dutchman said. 
 
    The kid dropped down two more steps. 
 
    “Further, or you’ll get hit” 
 
    The kid looked backwards and stepped two more stairs down so that his feet were in the water. 
 
    The Dutchman nodded and took another kick at the remaining wooden bannister. It split away from its base and crashed against the wall and toppled downwards into the kid. 
 
    “Good” the Dutchman said, “bring it in here” 
 
    He carried the wooden posts into the bedroom and dropped them on the floor. 
 
    The American’s eyes widened. 
 
    “You’re a damn moron if you think you’re gonna start a woodfire in here” 
 
    The Dutchman ignored him. 
 
    “Give me your lighter” 
 
    “It’s up there” the American pointed to where the notes and the cigarettes were lined, “and it’s soaked through” 
 
    The Dutchman broke up the wood and built a lattice of sticks and put the flat ones on the top so that the saucepan could sit on them. He stood and took the petrol lighter from the nightstand and sat back down with it.  
 
    He took the chamber out from it and took out the fibre and unscrewed the cap and took out the wick. He held the wet fibre in the air and blew at it and dabbed it with his fingers until it had dried and soaked it with the cleaning detergent and carefully repacked it into the lighter. He rolled the wick in his fingers and blew on it also and then fed it back through the chamber and put the lighter back together.  
 
    He flicked his thumb over the wheel and it sparked. 
 
    He looked at the kid and smiled. 
 
    “Get a book down from that shelf” 
 
    The kid reached over and pulled an old book from the shelf on the wall and tossed it to the Dutchman who pulled out some pages and folded them and pushed them inside the wooden lattice and dripped some of the detergent onto the paper and the wood. He sparked the lighter over and over and he held it to the paper until a tiny flame caught and lit one of the pages and he tossed the lighter to the floor and carefully blew at the little blue flame, flicking the embers across the lattice until the rotten wood started to burn with it. 
 
    He smiled again at the kid. 
 
    When the wood was burning he tipped the contents of the tins into the saucepan and put it atop the fire and used the knife to stir the mixture. The thin black smoke from the fire started to fill the bedroom and the kid tried to waft it out of the windowless window but it billowed around the ceiling until eventually the food had heated. The Dutchman took the pan from the fire and squeezed some water from his clothes onto the flames to quench them and set the pan down on the wooden floor.  
 
    They ate from the pan and the American lit a damp cigarette from the dying embers.  
 
    They talked and fell asleep to the sound of the rain splashing into the waters outside and apart from that noise all else was still. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh sweet fucking Mary”  
 
    The kid felt the heat before he opened his eyes and through his closed eyelids he saw the bright orange glow from within the old bedroom. 
 
    He jumped to his feet and backed against the wall.  
 
    The entire side wall of the room and the old wardrobe and the landing outside was ablaze. The American grabbed his boots and swept the notes and the cigarettes and the lighter from the nightstand into one of them and took up his clothes and clambered out of the window. He hung for a moment before letting himself drop into the water. The Dutchman and the kid followed with their clothes and boots in their arms and they each dropped from the window and landed with a splash in the filthy brown lagoon as the internal wall fell down in a burst of flames. 
 
    The sun was coming up from beneath the horizon but it was still early and mostly dark and as they pulled on their soaking clothes and looked up at the fire the flames were licking the dim grey sky. The rain had slightly softened overnight but it was still dripping from the heavens and the reflection of the flames in the water danced and jumped as the rain hit. They paddled slowly away from the building and stood together in their underwear with their clothes and boots in their arms and the water at their waists. 
 
    “How the hell did you manage to set fire to a flooded building?” the American cried. 
 
    He looked at the Dutchman who said nothing and looked back at the building as the wet roof caved in on itself in an explosion of sparks. 
 
    The kid laughed and the airmen laughed with him and they stood there and watched as the place crashed apart and fell down, hissing into the water. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    The Gulf of Khambhat 
 
      
 
      
 
    They waded out along the submerged track, only identifiable by the tips of fenceposts which lined its route. It led into the open plains of floodwater to the rest of the town’s buildings beyond. The first building they came to was the biggest and grandest of the town by some margin with high white walls of stone and lines of gilded windows adorning its façade beneath a high tiled roof of red and black and, though it was run down and the whitewash was cracked and split and there were windowpanes missing, against the rural backdrop of the rest of the town it could have been a palace.  
 
    As the road inclined, the water rose above their waists and they had to swim the final distance. At the south wall of the great building a green metal raft was chained to the black iron fire escape, itself bolted to the concrete. In what had been the front garden it was the only thing to see.   
 
    The kid looked at the two airmen and they looked at each other and nobody said anything because nothing needed to be said.  
 
    They kept close to the front wall of the building and shimmied along the stonework with their fingertips holding the cracks until they reached the corner of the building. The raft was of military issue but was basic and painted with black numbers which were almost scratched away and inside were three rows of metal benches and a safebox and two wooden oars.  
 
    They looked up the fire escape to the top where the doorway opened inside. There was nobody there.  
 
    The Dutchman hoisted himself out of the water, dripping, into the raft and flopped inside it with a thud and it rocked on its harness and they again looked up to the door.  
 
    “Come on” he said quietly, stretching his arm out to the kid to pull him onboard.  
 
    Once inside, the kid unlatched the wet rope from around the fire escape and it fell with a splash into the water. The American was holding the raft with one hand and the old fire escape with the other and as he pushed the raft slowly away from the side of the building the fire escape clanged loudly against the wall.  
 
    He pulled himself into the raft and as he looked back he saw the man appear at the top of the stairs, shouting. 
 
    “Go” he yelled and the kid and the Dutchman paddled with the oars as powerfully as they could and the raft started to glide away from the building. 
 
    The American snatched the oar from the kid and took over his position and as the kid turned back he saw the men in the doorway and he saw the rifle level at them and then the loud rattle and crack and a shell slam into the water behind the raft with a pop. He threw himself down but the sides of the raft were shallow and they were nothing to hide behind and the airmen paddled faster. 
 
    Another shot slammed into the metal raft with a loud clang and the men flinched and pushed yet harder against the filthy water. They had moved a few hundred yards from the walls of the great white building as the third shot rang out behind them and thumped into the American’s right shoulder.  
 
    He buckled forward and his arms threw the oar out into the water ahead of the raft and he slid from his seat and clutched his shoulder and the blood started to seep through his fingers and drip down his wet back. 
 
    The kid shuffled forward to him to help but the American spun round to him with his eyes fiery and wide. 
 
    “Get the damn paddle” he snarled through his teeth as the floating oar appeared next to the raft. The kid reached out and grabbed it from the water and the two of them continued to frantically push the raft through the water. 
 
    Another shot rang out and thundered into the side of the raft and another landed in the water behind them. The kid glanced round and the American was laying down and pulling his vest off over his head with his good arm. Another shell went into the water behind them and then another slightly further back as they began to move out of range of the rifleman’s scope. The Dutchman eased slightly to catch his breath and the kid yelled at him to keep going as they did not know what other raft or otherwise the men may have and if they would give chase. They pushed forward for a few minutes more until their arms burned and they couldn’t see the building any longer and they let the raft glide forward unaided.  
 
    They had gone a mile out of town to the west and there was nothing around them there but the brown sea dotted with trees and floating debris. Rain crashed down everywhere and they had to shout to be heard. 
 
    The Dutchman spun himself around to the American who was trying to pull his vest around the puncture wound in the back of his shoulder. 
 
    “Give it here” he called to him, taking hold of the fabric, “don’t wrap that around it” 
 
    “I gotta stop the bleeding” the American yelled. 
 
    “Not with that shit, look at it. He took the wet vest away from him and tossed it down into the raft. He turned to the kid. 
 
    “Keep us going, we need to find somewhere clean and dry” 
 
    The kid nodded and turned forward and took both oars and looked about but for as far as he could see there was only the black water.  
 
    The rain began to fall yet heavier. 
 
    “Put your arm up” 
 
    The American tried to lift his arm and howled in pain and gritted his teeth and breathed deeply and wheezed and let it drop again. 
 
    “Put it up” the Dutchman shouted at him and the American stared at him with anger in his eyes. The Dutchman picked up the vest again and rolled it up and pushed the American over on to his good arm and lifted the wounded arm above his head and wrapped the vest around it at the elbow and tied it around the American’s head so that it held the arm upright. 
 
    “Stay like this” he ordered.  
 
    The American immediately started wriggling and the Dutchman slapped him open palmed across his chin and the American snapped to attention. 
 
    “Stay like this” the Dutchman ordered again, pointing his finger into the American’s face.  
 
    He sat slumped with the arm raised above him. He was red with blood from head to toe and it was mixing with the rainwater and filling the raft. . 
 
    “Get us somewhere dry for the love of god” the Dutchman called to the kid. 
 
    The kid started to reply but didn’t know what to say and focussed instead on pushing the raft towards a cluster of farm buildings at the horizon.  
 
    The Dutchman sat on the other side of the raft and took up the other paddle and pushed it against the water and paddled so hard that the nose of the raft started to turn to the side and he had to keep correcting it.  
 
    “Keep that fucking arm up” he called over his shoulder. 
 
    “Oh shut up man” the American muttered. He had blood in his teeth. 
 
    A few minutes later they reached the flooded farmhouse at such speed that the front of the metal raft crashed through the wooden slats of the wall. They pushed themselves free and navigated the raft around the side of the building to the window and the Dutchman stood and hoisted the American to his feet and the American roared in pain and pushed the Dutchman back. 
 
    “I ain’t no cripple” he seethed and heaved himself up through the open window, dripping blood down the side of the building.  
 
    The Dutchman followed and the kid tied off the raft and clambered up behind them. 
 
    The inside of the building was far from clean but it was at the very least dry. The American slumped down on the wooden floor and the kid held his arm up above his head. The Dutchman looked around frantically for tools but there was little there and he disappeared down the wooden stairs into the open barn below and emerged a few moments later with an old workman’s jacket. He pulled the knife they had found the previous day from his boot and tossed it to the ground next to the bloodsoaked American.  
 
    He shouted to the kid as he ran back over to them. 
 
    “Find me some clean water and some soap” 
 
    The kid jumped up and ran across the wooden floor and out of the door. The hallway led into the living area where a small family had once lived and it was dusty and an old painting hung on the wall at the end.  
 
    He looked in the first two bedrooms he came to and they were dirty and disorganised and wet with rainwater and rotten and long abandoned. He pulled open the cupboards frantically and took from the wardrobe several items of child’s clothing and ran into the bathroom at the end of the hallway and spun the taps but nothing came out and he tried the shower and again nothing. He looked in the cabinet but there was only an old razor and some mouthwash and a hairbrush matted with black hair.  
 
    He grabbed the mouthwash and the old bottle of toilet bleach from beside the cistern and ran back down the hallway and tossed them down to the Dutchman and turned on his heels and went inside the child’s bedroom. A plastic toy truck was sitting on the side unit and had collected a couple of litres of rain water which had been coming in through the smashed window. He stuffed the other items under his arm and lifted the truck up carefully with both hands so as to not spill the water and walked as fast as he could back to the landing and set it down next to the American on the floor.  
 
    The American’s eyes had glazed over and he was sweating through the blood and it had soaked through his hair and over his face and the kid wiped it from his eyes and the American didn’t react. The Dutchman had removed the vest which was holding his arm up and the American sat slumped over to one side.  
 
    He surveyed the items before him and thought for a second and looked at the kid and took a deep breath and nodded and took one of the child’s t-shirts and dipped it into the rainwater kneeled behind the American and wiped some of the blood away from the bulletwound. He mopped it until the material was thick with blood and tossed it aside and did it a second time until the next shirt was dripping red too and took the mouthwash and poured the entire bottle into the wound. The American bucked on the spot and threw his head back and both his arms shot outwards, nearly punching the toy truck across the room. 
 
    “Stay still man” the Dutchman bellowed to him. 
 
    His eyes were focussed and his brow was pouring sweat. 
 
    “Hold him” 
 
    The kid stood in front of the seated American and held his shoulders and his head into himself.  
 
    He poured some of the bleach into the toy truck and stirred it with the blade.  
 
    “Hold him” he said again and the kid held him tighter. 
 
    The Dutchman grabbed the American’s neck and pushed his head forward and held it that way with his hand while with the other he carefully poked the tip of the blade into the open wound and the American roared so loudly both men jumped. 
 
    “Hold him still” he screamed. 
 
    He pushed the thin blade slowly into the wound and pushed the blade upwards so that he could see into the hole. Blood streamed out and poured down his back. The Dutchman took another of the child’s shirts and thrust it into the bleached water and wiped it across the wound.  
 
    “Leave it in there” the American mumbled. 
 
    “Let me see how deep in there it is, if I can get it I will” 
 
    He was pouring sweat and as he wiped it from his face he wiped more and more blood over himself until he too was covered. 
 
    “I can see it” he said, taking the knife back out, “but I’ll need something to get it with” 
 
    The kid looked at him. He had no idea what to do.  
 
    He let go of the American’s head and he slumped forward. He looked up at the kid through bloodsoaked eyes with bloodsoaked teeth like a demon looking at him from hell itself. 
 
    “Get another knife” the American growled, “and whiskey. And get my smokes” 
 
    The kid ran down the wooden steps into the open barn below and jumped into the water and splashed his way around the submerged farm machinery and into the little sidekitchen. He frantically tore open the cupboards and threw items down into the water and ransacked the place until eventually he found another thin blade, old and blunt. He ran back up the stairs and handed the knife to the Dutchman.  
 
    The American looked him in the eyes. He looked desperate. 
 
    “There’s no whiskey man” the kid said. 
 
    “Gin?” 
 
    The Dutchman held the second knife in the bleach and rubbed the blade between his finger and thumb. 
 
    “Shut up and stay still. Hold him” 
 
    “Get me a smoke” 
 
    The Dutchman shook the excess liquid from the blade. 
 
    “They’re wet, you’ve been swimming with them again. Hold still”  
 
    He opened the wound with the blade and the American drew in a sharp breath and let it exhale slowly. He slid the tip of the second blade along the top of the first and used the points to try to grip the edges of the bullet which was buried into his shoulder muscle.  
 
    He managed to pull it out a few millimetres and it slipped again from his grip.  
 
    Blood poured down over the blades and the Dutchman’s hands and a huge crimson pool had gathered where they sat and the American looked like a butchered animal.  
 
    He cleaned the blades in the water again which was itself red, and slid them back inside the American’s shoulder and gripped the bullet gently and pulled it a few millimetres further. The Americans good arm was around the kids legs and he was squeezing so tightly the kid’s leg was numb. 
 
    The Dutchman’s eyes were thinned and the veins in his temples were throbbing and a mixture of blood and sweat poured over his face and he was concentrating as hard as he could. He dropped one of the blades onto the floor and held the second with both hands so that he could dip the tip of it behind the ridge on the back end of the bullet and pull it forward and it slid to him and popped out into his hand in a cough of blood. He dropped the bullet and the knife and grabbed the last of the child’s clothing and thrust it in the water and pressed it hard against the wound. 
 
    “Hold it” 
 
    The American tried to reach around to the wound. 
 
    “Not you, you fool”  
 
    The kid rounded the bloodied man and pressed the clothing against the American’s shoulder. The Dutchman left into the hallway and came back with more clothing and dipped it into the water and began to clean the American. He wiped around the wound and he wiped his own hands and when the red blood was cleaned off their skin it remained red from the bleach burn.  
 
    “Close your eyes” he said to the American. 
 
    “Why?” the American replied. He turned his head slightly to look at him, “what are you fixin’ to do?” 
 
    “Close your damn eyes man, this has bleach in it” 
 
    The American obliged and the Dutchman squeezed some of the liquid onto the Americans head and used one of the cloths to dry his face. 
 
    “We should get him outside, the rain will clean him” the kid said, “can you get up?” 
 
    The American pulled himself up and he stumbled forward and the kid helped him over to the open window. The Dutchman stood behind holding the fabrics against his back.  
 
    “You can’t go down there, if you get any of that filthy water in this you’re done” 
 
    The kid turned to him. 
 
    “I know, come with me” 
 
    He led the two men through into the hallway and into the first bedroom and kicked the mess from the soaking bed.  
 
    “Lay down” he said and the American lurched forward on to the side of the bed on his knees and lowered himself into the puddle on the mattress where the rain streamed through the window. 
 
    The Dutchman nodded. 
 
    “Wait here” he said, “there’s something I have to do” 
 
    He left and went out onto the landing and down the wooden stairs into the water at the ground floor. He crossed the barn and swam out into the yard to the raft and took the rope in his hand and pulled the raft across the water so that it was under the cover of the barn roof. He swam backwards until eventually regained his footing on the wooden floor and was able to pull the raft inside where it couldn’t be seen from the floodplain.  
 
    He tied the raft to the banister of the staircase and slumped down onto the rotten wooden steps where he sat for some time with his head in his burnt hands, watching the rain. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The American slept for the rest of that afternoon and all through the night. The kid and the Dutchman had collected all the rainwater they could and washed the wound and redressed it with any clean item of clothing they could find in the house until the wardrobes were empty and the bleeding had mostly stopped and there existed next to the bed a huge pile of bloodstained fabric. They had made the American drink the water they had gathered and the kid found salt in the kitchen which they added to it and that evening they pulled the soaking bed away from the window into the middle of the room and rolled the American on to his side and pulled the wet and bloody sheet from beneath him and tried as best they could to slide a drier one into its place. 
 
    It had rained throughout the night and the water crept further up the stairs and in the morning when the black sky turned grey again the kid went into the bedroom.  
 
    He sat on the dresser by the door and watched the American.  
 
    He was laying on his front with his head turned away but he heard the kid come in and after a few moments he spoke. 
 
    “You just gonna sit there lookin’ at me?” 
 
    The kid smiled to himself. 
 
    “I dried your cigarettes for you” 
 
    The American lifted himself just slightly so that he could turn his head to look around.  
 
    He smiled faintly. 
 
    The kid walked across to him and put one into his lips and flicked the lighter a few times until it the flame caught and lit it.  
 
    The American sucked at the end of it and blew the smoke from his nose and it swirled over the pillow. 
 
    “Well then” he said, and then sighed. 
 
    He winced in pain and lifted his good arm up underneath him so he could raise himself slightly. 
 
    “We’re fixin’ to leave yeah?” 
 
    The kid shook his head. 
 
    “No we’re not, we’re not going anywhere. We can stay here as long as it takes, you need to rest” 
 
    The American looked around the room. 
 
    The wooden floor was starting to flood with the rain coming through the window. Outside a car floated past in the distance and crashed into a tree and the tree buckled and the car spun and floated onwards. The sky was somehow brown. There was nothing intact there from horizon to horizon and the land was flat and open, from what they could tell, and it was to them like looking from the cabin window of a boat in the middle of a vast ocean. Somewhere in the distance the kid thought he heard women’s voices calling but they were lost against the rain. 
 
    “What is there to eat? 
 
    The kid took a moment to answer. 
 
    “Nothing” 
 
    The American thought about this and smoked.  
 
    He pushed himself up so that he was propped up with his good arm. His shoulder was bleeding again. 
 
    “Then we’re gonna have to find something, there’s no use staying here starving” 
 
    “Come on, you have to stay still, your shoulder has hardly been dressed at all, if you move too much it will all just pull open” 
 
    “It hurts like fucking hell” 
 
    “I bet it does” 
 
    “Where’s the blonde nurse?” 
 
    “Sleeping in the other room” 
 
    The Dutchman called through from the next room. 
 
    “I’m not sleeping much” 
 
    The kid smiled. 
 
    “And tell that bastard to rest” he called. 
 
    The American shouted back. 
 
    “I’m up, and we’re leaving, I’m dog hungry” 
 
    There was a moment of silence and then the Dutchman appeared at the door. 
 
    “Lay the hell back down, you have a gaping hole in your back you fool” 
 
    The American sat and watched him. The Dutchman watched him back. The American flicked the end of his cigarette onto the wet floor and it landed with a hiss. 
 
    “I’m hungry, we haven’t eaten for two days, there’s a gaping hole in my stomach too” 
 
    “We’ll find food and bring it back, you have to stay here” 
 
    The American pulled himself to his feet in a slow and measured defiance. 
 
    “Enough. I’ll be careful, I will. We need food and we need something to sterilise this shit with and it needs dressing with something other than goddamned kid’s clothes” 
 
    The Dutchman shook his head and looked at the kid and the kid shrugged and shook his head too. 
 
      
 
    The Dutchman and the kid went down the flooded stairs and into the barn where the metal raft was pushed up against the wooden ceiling by the rising water and they had great trouble in dragging it back out into the open. They pulled the rope to the doorway and held on to the wooden slats above the entrance to the barn and swam backwards pulling the raft along as it scraped across the wooden ceiling and eventually it splintered the wood and burst forward into the yard. They pulled it round to the open window under the landing where all traces of blood had long been washed away and the kid held it while the Dutchman clambered up to the window.  
 
    The American carefully stepped over the window ledge and perched on the edge of the little roof and dropped down into the raft. It bounced in the water but the American held his balance and the kid maintained his grip on the rope and the Dutchman climbed in and the kid followed and they paddled away again into the open countryside. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At some time that afternoon the rain stopped for the first time.  
 
    They were reaching another town and they passed other people in boats and rafts and some riding on doors and some swimming and some stranded on buckling rooftops. Bodies floating by them, bloated and dark and twisted. Man and beast.  
 
    They coasted towards a sprawl of buildings where the water was thick with broken woodwork and plastics and all items that the mind could think of, and protruding from the centre of it, towering above all else, a white stone clock tower which had stopped at just before seven. 
 
    A man stood atop it in a dusty white robe holding on to the golden carving at its peak.  
 
    He called to them in Hindi and they looked but didn’t respond. 
 
    “That way” he called to them again. 
 
    The kid stood in the raft and looked over to him. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    The man pointed back to the north, the way they had come. 
 
    “You are going in the wrong direction” he shouted. 
 
    The kid turned to the American and the Dutchman and shrugged. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You need to turn around” he called, shouting from the tower like a mad crier. 
 
    “Why do we?” 
 
    “Ignore him” the Dutchman said, “he’s just a madman” 
 
    The kid watched him. 
 
    The man spun around on the top of the clock tower and looked to the south. 
 
    “Because that is the ocean” 
 
    Ahead of them in the distance they could see boats on the water. There were masts and sails hanging with flags and nets and they realised then that they were indeed sailing boats and fishing boats and, as they focussed into the dull light, they saw that there were indeed many of them. 
 
    “You reckon we can make it to one of them boats?” the American asked from where he sat. 
 
    The Dutchman held his hand up and squinted into the distance. The raft glided forward, banging through the floating rubbish. 
 
    The man called again to them that they were going the wrong way and the kid shouted back that they were not and that the open ocean was exactly where they wanted to go and the man called them crazy.  
 
    The kid shrugged and muttered to the Dutchman that the man himself was the one hanging alone from a clock tower in an endless sea of filth and asked him who was indeed the crazy one and the Dutchman replied that they probably all were.  
 
    They could not see the land beneath them but they could see that is stretched round to the north and the south sides of a great bay for there were in the distance trees growing from the water.  
 
    “You think it’s a river?” the kid asked nobody in particular. 
 
    The Dutchman shrugged. 
 
    “An estuary?” 
 
    “Yes. It leads to the sea, but not for some distance I would say. We can go into it safely for sure” the Dutchman said. 
 
    The kid nodded slowly. 
 
    They took the oars up again and pushed the boat forward into the open water and after a short while they cruised up next to the fishing boats and they smelled coal fires burning and there were clothes hanging from the rigging. Men moved about on the decks and some stood to look at them and some waved and called greetings but most said nothing.  
 
    Further out from the rest, a single boat bobbed around on the water alone, without lights or smoke or visible occupation. It was old and had been white with a green stripe along its hull but the paint was almost entirely gone from its thirty foot wooden frame. There were two orange life rings strung down the side by old rope and a wheel at the stern for deploying a fishing net. A small rotten wheelhouse at the back sheltered the controls and the steps down into the cabin.  
 
    They sat the dinghy next to it for a while and held the rigging and waited and after some time they surmised that there appeared to be nobody aboard. 
 
    “What do you think?” the Dutchman asked. 
 
    The kid and the American looked around for a long time before the kid spoke. 
 
    “We didn’t have a great experience the last time we took a boat” 
 
    The Dutchman nodded, thinking. 
 
    “Why would it be anchored here like this when the whole world is flooded? You would think whoever owned it would be using it, no?” 
 
    “Maybe they’ve gone inland looking for food or something, maybe in a dinghy?” 
 
    They sat for a long time holding on to the rigging on the side of the boat and looking around at everything and nothing.  
 
    Birds were hovering low and plucking things from the floating debris. 
 
    “Why don’t you go up there and see if you think anyone owns it” the Dutchman asked the kid. 
 
    “Of course someone owns it” 
 
    “Just go and see. See if anyone has been on there recently” 
 
    The kid looked at him and looked at the boat and then surveyed the area. 
 
    The American looked around too. His vest was brown with crusted blood. 
 
    “I think you’re good, I don’t think there’s anyone here to see you anyway” 
 
    The kid nodded.  
 
    He took hold of the greasy wet rope strung along the hull and pulled himself up and over the siderail and onto the deck. There was an Indian national flag tied to the front mast and a line running from it to the top of the cabin.  
 
    He went to the back of the boat and peered in through the dirty plastic windows of the cabin. A black stool with a ripped cushion sat in front of the simple controls and dials and behind it the thin wooden stairs led down to the single room beneath.  
 
    He pushed the tin door open and was greeted by the stench of rot from within. He put his hand to his face and held his breath and stepped inside and crept down the stairs to the bunk below, fearful of waking the inhabitants. 
 
    He stopped in his tracks when he saw the man asleep on the bottom bunk and clattered backwards up a couple of steps. The man didn’t stir and the kid realised in that moment exactly what the smell was and why the boat was so quiet. He calmed himself for a moment and went back out onto the deck and leaned over the side to the others.  
 
    “There’s someone down there” 
 
    The soldier’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Did they see you?” the American asked. 
 
    The kid shook his head. 
 
    “They didn’t see a thing” 
 
      
 
    The American and the Dutchman tied the raft to the hull of the fishing boat and the Dutchman climbed up and helped the American over the side onto the deck. He was coated in blood though his sunburned skin was paler than it should have been and he looked weak. He flopped over the railing onto the wooden deck and sat slumped where he landed with his leg bent under him like a ragdoll dropped in a dirty puddle. 
 
    The Dutchman followed the kid to the cabin and they stepped down the wooden stairs into the room below. The man on the bunk had not been dead long but he was swollen and dark and wrapped in the damp sheets. 
 
    They stood and looked at him for a moment from the bottom of the steps. 
 
    “You wanna move him?” the kid asked. 
 
    The Dutchman looked at him. He bit on his bottom lip. 
 
    “If we’re using the boat then we have to, we can’t leave him down here like this” 
 
    They stood and looked at him and at each other for a moment.  
 
    The Dutchman sighed. 
 
    “Well he stinks, let’s be quick” 
 
    He went to the end of the bunk to the man’s feet and took hold of the sheet and wrapped it around the man’s legs and spun him sideways so that he was holding them off the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Get the other end” 
 
    The kid looked at him. 
 
    “What?” the Dutchman asked. 
 
    “Why do I get the head end?” 
 
    “Well why should I? I moved here first” 
 
    The kid tentatively moved to the bed and recoiled at the sight of the man and then, watching through the corner of his eyes, took the pillow and pulled it to the edge of the mattress. The man was rigid and heavy and the pillow started to pull from under him. 
 
    “Use the sheet, like this” the Dutchman said. 
 
    He leaned across the man and took the sheet on the other side and pulled it under his head until it was wrapped around him like a mummy and pulled it to the edge of the bed. He put his arms underneath him and they lifted the man from the mattress to the bottom of the wooden steps. 
 
    “Go up first” the Dutchman ordered and they spun the man so that the kid could go backwards and they fumbled up the wooden steps to the deck.  
 
    They set the man down on the deck a few feet from where the American sat.  
 
    The American looked over at the body but didn’t say anything. The kid and the Dutchman stood looking at the man. 
 
    “We should bury him” said the kid. 
 
    The Dutchman stood with his hands on his hips and frowned at the kid. He looked around them at the endless sea. 
 
    “Did you have somewhere in mind?” 
 
    In the distance another fishing vessel cast away and moved south, out through the water. 
 
    “We bury him at sea then” 
 
    “Just toss him overboard” the American coughed without looking up. 
 
    He looked quite the sight, sitting there on the wet wooden planks coated in blood, both dry and fresh, painted down his bare chest and smeared across his face and beard. The child’s clothing was plastered hard to his shoulder.  
 
    The kid shook his head. 
 
    “We’re not just tossing him overboard, if we’re taking his boat and he died here, we should respect that” 
 
    The American scoffed and coughed again and stayed where he sat. 
 
    “Well we can’t cremate him on a wooden boat” the Dutchman said, pulling his dreadlocks up from his shoulders. 
 
    The kid squinted at the horizon. 
 
    “We should set sail. We head to sea until we’re sure we’re not over the land and we can cast him away there” 
 
    The Dutchman nodded.  
 
    The American looked at the kid and went to speak but didn’t. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The kid went into the cabin and turned the key to the motor. It clicked but nothing more. 
 
    He stood there for a moment looking at the array of controls and levers in front of him and then called to the others.
“Do you know how to start this thing?”  
 
    “No” the Dutchman called back from outside. 
 
    The kid pushed the throttle lever forward slightly and turned the key again and again it clicked and the engine sounded closer to catching but again it fell silent. He pushed the lever slightly further and turned the key again and the engine coughed into life and the cabin started to vibrate very gently under the power of the motor and the boat edged slowly forward. There was a creaking from behind him and he heard the Dutchman’s voice bellow over the engine. 
 
    “The anchor, idiot” 
 
    The kid pulled the throttle back into neutral and the boat rested and the Dutchman ran to turn the anchor wheel and drew the rope out from the water until the weight was above the surface and locked the handle into place. The kid pushed the lever down again and the boat eased forwards. He gripped the wheel and looked out through the dirty glass. 
 
    “Untie that raft from the side” 
 
    The Dutchman saluted informally and unlatched the rope from the metal raft and it bobbed behind them in the gentle wake.  
 
    To the east and to the west he could see the distant shadows of buildings on the coastlines against the charcoal grey sky and he turned the nose of the boat so that it aimed directly between the two. Far off ahead of them there glistened a single spot of sunlight in the heavens like a diamond guiding them to some place completely unknown.  
 
    The Dutchman arrived behind him from below deck holding a rusty green metal tin. He clapped the kid on the back as he passed. 
 
    “Good work cap’n” 
 
    He went out onto the deck to the American and sat next to him and opened the tin. It was filled with dressings and a bottle of iodine and pins and a foil blanket. He carefully peeled the cloths from the American’s back as the blood had set around them and they were stuck to his skin and to the hair on his shoulders. The American clenched and thumped the deck with the side of his fist as his hairs plucked out. The Dutchman took a clean cloth and wiped some of the blood away from the wound and poured the iodine onto it and wiped it again and left the yellow smear across the wound. He unrolled a gauze and placed it across the bullethole and wrapped a long dressing around the American’s torso until it held the gauze in place and tied it off.  
 
    “Here, put this on” 
 
    He handed the American an old green shirt he had found. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “A shirt” 
 
    “From where?” 
 
    The Dutchman started putting the items back into the metal tin. 
 
    “Where’d you get this?” the American asked again. 
 
    The Dutchman stood. 
 
    “From the wardrobe. Put it on, you need to keep that clean” 
 
    “I ain’t wearing no dead man’s shirt” 
 
    “Yes you are” 
 
    “No I ain’t” 
 
    The Dutchman looked down at him and stared him in the eyes. He shook his head slowly and walked away. 
 
    “So don’t then” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They cruised down the waterway where the trees poked from beneath like lost islands flocked with birds and they passed anchored boats and sailing boats and fishing boats and people floating idly on rafts of all types and there were bodies in the water and birds pecking at them. Three hours passed, and while the distant rooftops on the coastlines moved steadily further apart from one another as the channel widened, they remained in the great estuary. 
 
    The Dutchman and the kid took it in turns at the helm and between them they tried to figure out how to use the different controls.  
 
    They learned the navigation system as much as they could and while they had no map they knew roughly their course. The kid ventured into the cabin below to the small single stove and managed to power it up and made coffee from the pot though the old tank water tainted its taste with rust. The American refused to go below deck and sat where he had always been, up against the side of the boat with the bandage wrapped around him like a tethered animal, the green shirt still on the floor at his side.   
 
    It was almost dark again and the rain started to fall as they approached a large flooded town to the east.  
 
    A huge swathe of orange flame lit up the darkened sky but besides that there was no light in the town at all. The black silhouetted rooftops stood out against the glow and the black smoke poured into the black sky and golden embers rained into the water like dying fireworks. Boats were anchored in what had been a harbour and the masses of broken timber there bore no resemblance to whatever dock or pontoon they had once been.  
 
    Around them the voices of men and women and children on other boats called out to each other in the darkness, each voice dismembered from its body like the ghosts of the place which had once been there.  
 
    The kid gripped the wheel and held the boat’s course through the flotsam that littered the black water and banged and cracked against the boat’s hull, the shards and splinters of a life passed and the belongings of those living without anything but memories or not living at all.  
 
    The Dutchman stood with the kid in the cabin. A single fading yellow lightbulb hung above, illuminating only the two of them. 
 
    “You intend to drive this thing into the night?” 
 
    The kid looked over his shoulder to him and looked back again. 
 
    “You wanna stop?” 
 
    The Dutchman shrugged. 
 
    “Maybe. While we can. Once we get out there to the ocean we won’t be able to just anchor this thing” 
 
    The kid thought about this and nodded and kept driving. 
 
     
 
      
 
    The blackness of the world enveloped them and the lights from the boats drifted away into the night and the burning town flickered orange behind them until it was no more than a matchlight in the petrol sky and the smell of smoke and burning and death had gone completely. 
 
    The rain was pouring again and the American still sat on the deck where he had sat the entire time. 
 
    “Get him in, will you, before he dies out there” the Dutchman nodded to the kid. 
 
    The kid walked across the wet deck and held on as he went. The boat was starting to rock on the waves.  
 
    “Come on man, let’s get you inside” 
 
    The American didn’t look up. 
 
    “Fuck off” 
 
    The kid ignored him and bent next to him and put his arm under the Americans.  
 
    “You can’t just sit out here in the rain” 
 
    “I can do whatever” 
 
    He tried to bat the kid’s hands away but the kid persevered and took him under the arms.  
 
    “You’re gonna sit out here half dressed? You can barely walk, the boat’ll rock and you’ll go over the damn side” 
 
    The American looked up to him.  
 
    He pulled himself to his feet and pulled himself away from the kid’s grip and walked to the cabin unaided. 
 
    “I can walk fine” 
 
    He went into the driver’s cabin dripping wet. The Dutchman watched him from the wheel. 
 
    “At least that rain’s cleaned the blood of you. Put that shirt on will you, where is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It stinks down there” 
 
    “I know. Go sit down, we’re gonna find somewhere to put this thing over and we’ll rest for the night. There’s some food down there” 
 
    The American looked down the stairs. 
 
    “I’m starving” 
 
    The Dutchman nodded. 
 
    “We all are” 
 
    He turned the wheel and took them north west by the compass and to the west they could just make out the shadows of something though indiscernible in the blackness.  
 
    The American was still standing behind him, holding onto the old swing door. 
 
    “That dead guy’s still laying out there” 
 
    The Dutchman didn’t look around. 
 
    “I know” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Dutchman steered the vessel to the shallows and though they knew nothing of their location they approached the trees ahead of them on a high spit of land. He pulled the throttle back and slowed the boat and they coasted in. 
 
    “Careful of rocks” the kid called from the bow. 
 
    “How am I going to be careful of rocks when I can’t see a damn thing?” 
 
    They pulled alongside a tall tree and the Dutchman killed the engine and, as they floated nearer to the tree, the kid threw the lifering into the branches and it snagged and pulled through the wood and eventually the boat stopped with a slight jolt. He pulled the rope gently to move the boat in to the tree and it pulled some branches down but he was able to reach onto the wood and tie off the rope.  
 
    They dropped the anchor and it splashed into the black water and didn’t fall far before it hit the ground. 
 
    The kid took water from the tank and cooked rice and they ate it with beans and drank the stale coffee.  
 
    They removed the dead man’s mattress from the bottom bunk and stood it on the deck and the Dutchman slept there on the wooden slats and the kid on the top bunk and the American on the floor through his own choosing. 
 
    They slept long into the morning and when they woke the air was calm and the rain had stopped and they could hear seabirds and the sun was threatening to reveal itself again from behind the thinning veil of cloud. The Dutchman climbed out onto the deck and saw the kid already awake, sitting up on the metal hatch that housed the fishing net. His legs were hanging off the side and he was watching out to sea. 
 
    The Dutchman stood next to him and he smiled to him and watched the sea too. 
 
    “How far do you think it is?” the kid asked. 
 
    “To where, the other side?” 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    “To the nearest land”  
 
    The Dutchman shrugged and said that he didn’t know. 
 
    “Do you think we have enough fuel in this thing?” 
 
    The Dutchman shook his head. 
 
    “No” 
 
    The kid nodded and said that he didn’t think so either.  
 
    “We shouldn’t go too far out from land in case. North of here is Pakistan, but we need to cross the Gulf. Let’s go north and see how far we can get on the fuel we have. Maybe we can find more somewhere” 
 
    The kid agreed. 
 
    “Do you think we have enough food?” 
 
    The Dutchman looked at him. 
 
    “My friend we haven’t had enough food for weeks”, he looked back out to sea, “but we’ll survive on what we have, because that’s what we do” 
 
      
 
      
 
    At midmorning they were bouncing gently on the waves with the Indian coast to the east, though what coast existed defied recognition for the intruding floodwater. The water beneath them had been all shades of brown and black on the previous day and the day before and the one before that but it had faded to a deep crystal blue where they sailed.  
 
    The Dutchman and the American wrapped the dead fisherman up in his sheets and tied them up with fishing line and took two of the ball weights from the fishing net and put them inside. They lifted him up onto the back platform of the boat and the Dutchman called to the kid and he slowed and quietened the engine.  
 
    They looked to the endless shimmering sea. 
 
    “May you find peace in sleep now, go knowing that your passing allowed others to live on. Life and death move as one and the time we are afforded is borrowed and nothing more and there comes a time for all men when his time is asked back. You are not dead until you are forgotten. God bless”  
 
    He crossed his heart with his finger and pushed the body from the back of the boat into the water and with a splash it sunk slowly down into the depths. 
 
    The two men stood there watching as it disappeared. 
 
    “I didn’t know you believed in God” the American said, watching the water settle. 
 
    “It was for him” 
 
    The American nodded. 
 
    “So why did you cross your heart?” 
 
    The Dutchman frowned at him. 
 
    “For him” 
 
    The American thought about this for a moment. 
 
    “I don’t think he was a Christian” 
 
    The Dutchman watched him for a second and shook his head and turned away. 
 
    “You’re a real asshole sometimes” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    The Gulf of Oman 
 
      
 
      
 
    The flooded coastline ran straight and uninterrupted from horizon to horizon and they followed it north west without venturing more than a mile or so out. The little boat ran smoothly and without incident but it ate through fuel quicker than it should and they knew that they wouldn’t make it another day. The kid and the Dutchman took it in turns to drive and though they implored the American to rest, he refused. 
 
    “You know we’ve been staring this in the damn muzzle” the American called from the deck. 
 
    The kid was driving and the Dutchman was below deck. The kid glanced round but couldn’t see him. 
 
    “What?” he called. 
 
    He heard the American fumbling with something on deck and there was a clattering and a loud thud of metal. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he called again. 
 
    Suddenly there was a screeching of metal and a loud whirring noise and a great splash behind the boat. 
 
    The Dutchman came up the steps. 
 
    “What the hell is going on out there?” 
 
    The kid shrugged. 
 
    The Dutchman ventured out of the cabin to the wooden deck where the American was leaned over the stern with his hands on the grabrail.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing man, why won’t you rest?” 
 
    Behind the boat the entire fishing net was cast and though the little red balls were keeping most of it afloat some of it had sunk down into the sea.  
 
    “What d’ya think I’m doing?” he said with a smile, “I’m fishing” 
 
    “Don’t you think we need to slow the boat for that?” the Dutchman asked. 
 
    The American shrugged. 
 
    “I got no idea, but we have nothin’ to eat in there but damn rice and beans and I’m sick of ‘em” he looked at the Dutchman and then back to the sea, “I sure could go for a bit of fresh salmon” 
 
    The Dutchman watched for a while. He nodded to the American. 
 
    “See if you can fish out a couple of t-bones” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They pulled the dragnet behind the boat for a while and the American sat at the winch correcting the ropes when they crossed.  
 
    Other boats passed them and they slowed when they did and the sailors of each called to one another. A longboat pulled alongside them filled with boxes and bags and wooden barrels and crates and the men on board signalled to them and the Dutchman met them at the side of the boat. 
“Afternoon”  
 
    The men waved and nodded back to him.  
 
    They were old and dirty and had most likely been at sea for some time. A man with a long beard stepped forward, his shirt torn and worn open at the chest showing his curly grey hairs. 
 
    The Dutchman asked them where they were headed and the man replied that they were headed nowhere at all and that there was nowhere to head. He asked if they had anything to trade and the Dutchman replied that they had nothing but some tins and rice and old coffee and the clothes they were wearing. The man asked if they had any tools and the Dutchman put his arm out and passed it through the air at the boat and said there was nothing but what could be seen. The man nodded and spoke to his ragtag crew and one of them pointed to the American. 
 
    “What is he fishing for?” the man asked. 
 
    The Dutchman looked around. 
 
    “Whatever he can find, I don’t expect he’ll catch anything at all” 
 
    “Do you have fish?” 
 
    The Dutchman shook his head. 
 
    “I told you, we have nothing to trade” 
 
    The American called from the back of the boat. 
 
    “Ask him if he’s got any whiskey. Or smokes” 
 
    The man replied that he had no whiskey but he did have some tobacco though not a lot to spare for each of his men smoked it but that if they had something to offer he was happy to let them take some. The Dutchman told him to wait and went to the galley and came back with three of the tins from the cupboard and held them to the man.  
 
    He took them from him with his long bony fingers and again looked to the American. 
 
    The Dutchman interrupted his thought. 
 
    “I’m telling you, we are not fishermen and he has no idea what he’s doing with that net, just ignore him” 
 
    The man nodded and inspected the tins and put them into a plastic bag and put the bag in a box and brought out a wrap of tobacco and thumbed some of it into his hand and passed it between the boats to the Dutchman and passed him a handful of rolling papers. 
 
    The Dutchman thanked him and the man nodded and he cast his hand to the sea and the boat started moving again to continue its petty trade along the flooded coastline. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The crank squeaked and scraped as the American turned the wheel to reel the fishing net back in.  
 
    “Slow it down a bit will you” the kid called, trying to pluck the items from the net as it wound around itself. He pulled the debris free and tossed in onto the deck and when he was finished and the last of the net was drawn in and they regarded their haul. 
 
    The Dutchman looked over to them from behind the wheel. 
 
    “Anything good?” 
 
    The American crouched and pushed his way through the items on the floor. There was driftwood and plastics of all kinds and bottles and tins wound in seaweed and there was a cushion from a garden chair and a plastic bucket and amongst it all there were three small sardines and a wriggling seacrab and nothing more. 
 
    The kid took the fish and threw them into the bucket and set them to one side. 
 
    “Throw that stuff back overboard, it’ll just weigh the boat down” the American called. 
 
    The kid looked to him and looked back to the sea and his conscience as a conservationist began to talk him out of it, but he knew that with the flooding along those thousands of miles of coastline the irreversible damage had already been done. He knew that when all was done and the time came it would be the planet and not the men who would survive the longest.  
 
    He agreed to throw back the wood and the seaweed but not the plastics. 
 
    As they were feeding the dripping kelp back over the side of the boat another boat appeared, blurry and glinting and bobbing on the horizon. They glanced to it once and then again and paid it little regard as there were other boats of all sizes which had passed them but as the blur moved into focus and the boat drew nearer they could tell from the spinning orange light atop it that it was the military.  
 
    A hundred yards or so out from them the boat slowed its engines and coasted alongside their own.  
 
    An officer stood on the bow wearing a blue shirt with short sleeves and a cap and a pair of big black sunglasses. 
 
    “Good afternoon sirs” he called to them in a thick accent. 
 
    The Dutchman slowed the boat and it bounced on the waves and on the catching wake of the coastguard’s boat.  
 
    The American and the kid stood on the deck. 
 
    “Afternoon” the American called. 
 
    “Is this your boat?” the guard called. 
 
    “Yessir it is” 
 
    “And you have the papers for this?” 
 
    The American shook his head. 
 
    “No sir we do not” 
 
    The guard nodded slowly. 
 
    “Where are they? Who owns this boat?” 
 
    “We do now. The previous owner is dead” 
 
    The guard nodded. 
 
    “Very convenient. And what happened to him?” 
 
    “He died” the kid said blankly. 
 
    “And what sir happened to you?” 
 
    The American looked down at the bandage wrapped round his chest. 
 
    “Nothing important” 
 
    “What are you fishing for?” 
 
    “Nothing” 
 
    “Do you have a licence to fish?” 
 
    “We’re not fishing” 
 
    The guard looked up and down the boat and back to the men. 
 
    “Where do you think you are heading in this thing?” 
 
    “North” the kid called back, “into the Gulf” 
 
    The guard laughed. 
 
    “You will not make it alive into the Gulf, there is piracy across these waters and they will take your boat and most probably your life with it” 
 
    The American didn’t break his stare. 
 
    “Well then we’ll die trying ‘cos that’s exactly where we’re going” 
 
    The guard nodded and seemed to think about this but he didn’t protest further.  
 
    He called something down to one of the men on his boat and the man called back and he turned again to the kid and the American. 
 
    “If you go north, by sundown you will reach the harbour at Porbandar. I strongly recommend you stop there and turn in that boat before a less lenient man than myself takes it from you” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “OK, sure will do” the American said and through their differing accents and intonations the guard could not detect the obvious sarcasm in the American’s voice.  
 
    The guard nodded and whirled his hand in the air and the great white powerboat spat and roared and went forward to the south and before any time had passed at all it had gone from sight entirely.  
 
    “We should stop at that harbour” the kid said to the American. 
 
    The American turned to him frowning but said nothing. 
 
    “We’ll stop and get fuel for this thing and food and if you can get your hands on a gun then I suggest you do”. 
 
    He turned and walked back to the driver’s cabin. 
 
    The American smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rain had started again and the American stood at the wheel of the boat pushing it steadily into the wind with his lame arm hanging by his side. The boat rocked and crashed through the waves that beat against the hull and the horizon was a blur of sky and water and cloud and they could see nothing but grey haze. After some time, to the north east, there came into focus from the cloud a blackened strip of something indiscernible at the horizon and in the fading day they could see three low flashing orange lights blinking along its rim.  
 
    He called to the others below deck and they came to the top of the stairs and looked out through the old windows of the cabin. 
 
    “You reckon that’s the port?” the kid asked. 
 
    The American nodded. 
 
    “I reckon” 
 
    He banked the fishing boat against the waves and fought with the wheel to pull them across to the shore. 
 
    As they neared the coastline the dock took form from the grey.  
 
    Barely visible above the beating waves of the rising ocean, the flickering lights were inexplicably still illuminated, the great sweeping stonebuilt arm stretched out into the ocean, cradling all else within it. 
 
    The land and the sky were darkened entirely by the time they glided into the harbourmouth.  
 
    Before them an assemblage of boats and yachts and container ships clustered in the shelter of the bay like giant sleeping cattle left at pasture. The water had smashed through the breakwall and had engulfed the town and there were, dotted along the north side of the port, the rooftops and bent metalwork and broken timber frames of the harbour buildings what had once stood there.  
 
    The wreckage glistened in the black water. Fires burned to the east and the water shone orange and gold and white and the lights danced on its surface as the ocean pushed more and more water inland. The air reeked of diesel smoke and fire. 
 
    At the west side of the harbour, a huge container ship was moored and from the lowered platform at the side a fuel tank pumped diesel through a hose directly into the engine of a smaller fishing boat tied alongside it. The men stood on each boat guiding the fuel-line across the gap between the vessels and calling to each other in a language they did not know.   
 
    The American coasted their boat slowly alongside the anchored giant and filed in behind the refuelling fishing boat. The men aboard watched them in the dark with glinting eyes and glinting teeth.  
 
    They cut the engine and they could hear in the dusk the chattering of a hundred hidden voices calling out across the water.  
 
    The American stood tall at the bow like the captain of some ancient battleship. 
 
    “You guys got diesel?” he called. 
 
    The man on the boat turned to him. 
 
    “Two hundred rupees per litre” 
 
    The American turned back to the others and shrugged. He turned back to the man. 
 
    “We ain’t got no money” he called. 
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    “What’ll it take to get some fuel? Can we trade?” 
 
    He knew also that they had nothing to trade regardless.  
 
    “Two hundred” the man called again and turned away to recoil the fuel line. 
 
    The American stood for a moment watching him and then turned back to the boat to the others and walked along the deck to the cabin. 
 
    “That was to be expected” 
 
    They stood for a moment in the dark. 
 
    “Do you know where the fuel tank is on this thing?” the kid asked. 
 
    The Dutchman nodded to him and pointed across to the service hatch on the deck. 
 
    “You reckon you can get me onto that ship?” 
 
    Neither soldier spoke at first and both watched the solitary man recoiling the fuel hose onto the ship’s platform and the Dutchman turned back to him and shrugged and smiled and blew out a thin wisp of air through pursed lips. 
 
    “Yes I do. You reckon you can get back off it?” 
 
    “You reckon I can’t?” 
 
    The Dutchman looked to the American and he was rolling a cigarette in a paper between his thick fingers and he didn’t look up. He laughed as he did it and the Dutchman smiled at the kid and the kid smiled back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They slowly coasted the boat further into the harbour proper and tied it in against the harbourwall through the giant rusted rings that were bolted into the stone and the Dutchman and the kid pulled their boat as close as they could to the side. They clambered across onto the stone jetty and up the slippery wet steps onto the walkway above. The waves thundered against the wall and soared up from the depths into the night sky to rain seawater down on them and it slammed down onto the walkway and they held each other as they ran, hunched over, and by the time they reached the fuel ship both men were drenched entirely.  
 
    Where the gangplank crossed from the deck to the harbourwall they stooped in the dark next to each other and waited and listened but nothing could be heard against the thundering ocean. They kept low and passed along the walkway taking care not to slip and they hurdled the railing at the far end and onto the ships great deck.  
 
    The kid turned back to the Dutchman. 
 
    “Go back and keep watch, I got this”, he looked around again but there was still nobody there, “it’ll be much easier alone” 
 
    The Dutchman looked him in the eyes for a moment and though the kid could see that he doubted him, the Dutchman didn’t voice it and eventually he nodded and passed back along the gangplank to the wall and the kid stood alone on the painted red tarmac of the ship’s deck. 
 
    He ducked in behind a giant steel container unit and listened again. There was still nothing to be heard though the sound of the sea had subsided slightly behind the wall. 
 
    He peered round the edge of the container. Above him on the bridge there were lights and he could men shouting to each other and though he couldn’t make out the words spoken, he could tell they were in good spirits and that he was, so far, still safe. 
 
    He scuttled low like a hunted animal along the shadowed edges of the container units until he reached the opposite side of the ship and peered out through the railings into the harbour below. 
 
    He scanned the water quickly and saw down to his left their fishing boat bobbing in the dark.  
 
    He looked along the edge of the ship and kept low on the wet deck and he thought about whistling down to the American but he thought better of it for risk of being detected and as he was about to move back from the edge he saw the Dutchman darting down the stone steps towards their boat and he knew that the message would reach the boat in time for them to move. 
 
    He jumped from shadow to shadow, one container at a time, forward along the ship’s deck, closer to the fuel tank and the bridge and the voices above.  
 
    He stopped. 
 
    Ahead of him not more than twenty feet, two men stood at the edge of the ship, talking quietly. The crane for moving the containers towered up into the heavens built of steel and he ducked in behind the metal framework and lay low and still and silent. 
 
    He waited. 
 
    His back was up against the rough steel beam and he sat still, looking up to the night sky. Thick grey cloud billowed against the black and somewhere through their blanket the faintest hint of white moonlight tried to push out.  
 
    He was soaked through.  
 
    He slowed his breath and listened. The men were still talking. 
 
    In the distance a ship sounded its horn and it echoed under the cloud. 
 
    The kid turned himself so that his face was at the very edge of the metal framework and peered through one eye around the corner. The men were walking slowly across the deck, lost in conversation and knew nothing of his presence there. He tried to peer over the railings at the side of the boat into the harbour below but he couldn’t see their boat anywhere and he daren’t stand up for the better view.  
 
    He considered the height of the ship and what was below him and he imagined how it may feel should he have to launch himself overboard if he was spotted there and he prayed there wasn’t another boat below that spot blocking his fall to the water. 
 
    The voices moved from where they had been though they didn’t fade at all and he knew the men were still close and were walking around the other side of the container units.  
 
    He knew he had to move.  
 
    He remained motionless for a few seconds until he was sure the men were clear of view and then darted along the floor to the next container and skidded in to the side. He tried to move quietly but the deck was wet and his footsteps splashed as he went and he sat again and silenced his breath and listened. The voices moved further behind him and he waited and then darted to the final container and ducked down behind it. 
 
    The voices faded up the ship and when he looked again he realised he was sitting in clear view of the bridge and the open door leading up from the deck. His heart thumped in his chest and he threw himself to the side and ran across the deck and jumped down from the edge onto the loading platform. He landed with a crash and slammed his shoulder against the wet floor.  
 
    He was sure they must have heard him. His shoulder and head hurt and he had lost his breath but he painfully dragged himself in to the inside wall and flattened himself against the hull. 
 
    A moment passed and then another and then he caught his breath and his heart rate slowed and he saw next to him the fuelpump and the long filthy hose laying idly on the wet deck. 
 
    There were more voices calling on the deck and a dog barked and the kid froze again and again he stood up against the wall and waited. 
 
    He knew he must act quickly though what he must do was yet unclear and he knew that the moment another boat were to arrive to refuel, their chance would be missed and he knew also that the fuel pump was within touching distance and to fail now would be unacceptable.  
 
    His shoulder was throbbing.  
 
    His heart raced as he scanned the machine for its controls.  
 
    He ducked around the side of the pump and kept low and when he peered off the side of the hull he was relieved to see the American standing atop their fishing boat, slowly and silently coasting towards him on the oily black water.  
 
    The lights onboard were out and the service hatch was open and within a moment they were alongside him.  
 
    He prayed they wouldn’t attract attention from the ship’s crew. The American beckoned with his arm and the kid spun and grabbed the end of the hose and threw it across the water and it fell into the harbour with a great splash. The American’s eyes widened and the two men looked up to the deck waiting for somebody to come but nobody did and the kid turned the winch and reeled the line back up and threw it again with all the strength he could muster, across onto the deck of the fishing boat.  
 
    The Dutchman grabbed it and hopped down into the hatch and fed it into the tank. His hand reappeared from beneath deck with a single thumb up and the kid dipped the lever and the tank started pumping. 
 
    He kept his eyes glued to the deck as the fuel tank whirred loudly. 
 
    The dog barked above. 
 
    The American stood by the cabin watching and the whites of his eyes were visible from the ship. 
 
    The pump let out a screech from within and not a moment later a figure appeared at the edge of the deck and shouted from the dark. 
 
    “Get it out of there” the American screamed into the hatch. 
 
    The kid watched the hull where the man stood shouting as two others joined him.  
 
    He looked back to the fishing boat and gauged his jump. 
 
    He took a deep breath. 
 
    He took another.  
 
    It wasn’t a short distance.  
 
    The Dutchman clambered back out of the hole and pulled the hose behind him, pouring diesel all over the deck. 
 
    “Let’s go man” he shouted across the blackness. 
 
    Behind the kid, four men were climbing down the ladder to the platform and the dog stood at the top barking relentlessly.  
 
    He turned to face the boat and took another breath and started to run and within seconds his leading foot pressed hard against the corner of the metalwork and he catapulted himself, kicking and flailing at the air, across the black water to the boat.  
 
    Both legs smashed against the siderail and he toppled forward over it and thudded down onto the deck in the puddle of seawater and leaked diesel. 
 
    His eyes flashed white and he just lay where he landed. 
 
    From his sideways view he watched the men run to the edge of the ship shouting and he watched as they moved away behind him as the fishing boat roared forward, the hose still spilling fuel as it dragged across the deck and dropped over the side and all that he heard was the American shouting and the roar of the engine and all he smelled was diesel and all he felt was pain and guilt and relief. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They sped the fishing boat out of the harbour at full throttle and careered it north around the perimeter wall through the pounding waves, all the time watching behind them for anyone who may give chase but no boats followed them and after a while there were no boats there at all and they were shrouded in a thick and total darkness. 
 
    For two hours they motored onwards in the dark with the lights dipped to the chopping waves. The boat rocked and tipped and the contents of the kitchen exiled themselves from their rightful places and everything that was there smashed across the cabin.  
 
    Eventually the coastline gave way again and they followed the pull of the sea into the Gulf of Kutch and allowed themselves to drift to a tiny spit of land where the water shallowed and they dropped the anchor.  
 
    They slept lightly and at first light cast out again and resumed their path north along the flooded coastline towards Pakistan and into the Gulf of Oman. It was raining when they departed there but as the orange glow from the east grew into a full morning light beyond the flat ocean horizon, it pushed away the clouds to make way for a warm sundrenched morning.  
 
    The American was at the wheel and the Dutchman sat behind him on the drying deck with a map held open. The map was small and showed a vast area with very little detail except for approximate distances between the nations themselves and the sea shaded blue and some cities marked with black dots.  
 
    The American glanced down. 
 
    “What ya reckonin’?” 
 
    The Dutchman bit his bottom lip and shrugged slightly. 
 
    “I’m thinking we can cross the gulf” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “We’re about here” he put his finger onto the map but the American didn’t look down, “if we go east and hold course we bypass Karachi and cross to Oman” 
 
    The American nodded and scratched his beard and thought about it for a moment. 
 
    Gulls flew noisily overhead and both men watched them pass. 
 
    “Open water?” 
 
    “Open water. The whole way man” 
 
    “You reckon we got the fuel for that?” 
 
    “If we take it steady I reckon” 
 
    The kid came up the stairs and stepped over the Dutchman where he sat. 
 
    “You’re mad” he said as he passed. 
 
    He continued walking past them out onto the deck. 
 
    The Dutchman watched after him. 
 
    “You think we won’t make it across?” 
 
    “Do you know how far that is? And there’s pirates on the Gulf” 
 
    The men watched him. 
 
    “You got an alternative?” the Dutchman asked. 
 
    The kid called back from out on the deck. 
 
    “I didn’t say you were wrong, I said you were mad” 
 
    The Dutchman looked back to the map and the kid reappeared at the door of the cabin and smiled slightly and looked at the men. He stood with one hand on each side of the cabin doorframe. 
 
    “There was never a genius without a tincture of madness” 
 
    The Dutchman smiled. 
 
    “Just don’t burn all that damn diesel” he shouted back into the cabin as he crossed the deck into the rising sun. 
 
     
 
      
 
    The American turned the boat so that the compass needle pointed east and the men watched as the shore behind them faded again into nothingness like their memories of the world as it was and their hopes that it could return that way. 
 
    The wind swept in from the south and the waves crashed against the side of the hull and the American gripped the wheel with both hands and his bad arm ached and throbbed and he pushed through the pain to keep them upright. 
 
    The sun climbed higher and higher to the east until it hung overbearingly overhead and the sea glowed white like hot steel and sparkled infinitely around them and then it dropped again on its slow descent to the opposing horizon. The men took turns to navigate and to steer and to make coffee until there was no coffee left and they talked about everything there was to talk about until there was nothing more and then they travelled on in silence. 
 
    By the time the sun had all but gone from view and the world had been painted black again, the boat seemed to be in the same place entirely for there was no indicator around them that they had moved anywhere at all.  
 
    The waves picked up in the night and the men continued to take it in turns to sleep below deck and at one time in the middle of the night when the Dutchman was behind the wheel he saw the rising form of a great sea serpent come out from the depths and it was only when he crashed sideways into the wooden cabin wall that he realised he had indeed fallen asleep standing at the wheel. He called for his replacement and in that manner the men went on until the fuel tank began to run low again and after some time more the glimmering hint of sunrise appeared before them.  
 
    There was no food and the men grew sick and weak with hunger and the kid cast the fishing net back out into the waves but they knew it was damaged and would catch very little if anything at all.  
 
    When it was drawn back in there was nothing in it but weeds and plastics and a small crab which they boiled in sea water but would not feed one man let alone three. 
 
    That afternoon, when they were pushing forward with bleary eyes and turning stomachs and weather beaten faces brought out in sores from the salt and the wind, the kid called out from the deck. 
 
    “Get up here. Look” 
 
    The American slowly climbed up the steps from the cabin and went out into the sun and looked to the bow but there was nothing to see other than the nothingness which was already there. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “No” the kid called again, “that way” 
 
    The kid pointed off the back of the boat. 
 
    Two seabirds were following the fishing net as it dragged idly through the waves. The kid turned to him and smiled. 
 
    The American looked at the birds and back to the kid. He shook his head. 
 
    “You’ve gone mad” he said and started to turn away. 
 
    “You’re mad” the kid called after him, “how far do you reckon them birds fly from land?” 
 
    The American stopped and looked back and said nothing.  
 
    The kid smiled. 
 
    “So I don’t know for sure” he said as the Dutchman joined the American on the deck, “I guess probably quite a long way, but they nest on land and they won’t fly at night so I reckon we must be getting close” 
 
    The American nodded. 
 
    “It’s about goddamned time” 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the late afternoon sun they watched the horizon fade and reappear and rise and fall until its form became clear and they were sure that they were indeed approaching land. They tried to consult their map but there was nothing to distinguish on that horizon or otherwise which could tell them of their location.  
 
    The red and yellow and white land took shape and, closer to the shore, they saw the desert of nothingness in all its stark beauty and they knew that to ground there could result in little more than a fast and lonely death. None of them had eaten for some time and they were short of water and weak and needed help which would not be found in open desert.  
 
    They debated amongst themselves whether the current of the ocean had dragged them further south or further north than their intended route and they knew that turning their boat in the wrong direction at that point would be fatal. South was to head back towards the open seas and north would eventually bring them into the Gulf basin and, while each man put forward his reasoning, none could be certain and so they reasoned that north was the safer bet. 
 
    There wasn’t enough fuel to do either for any extended time.  
 
    They coasted slowly along the desert edge for nearly three hours watching the red sand turn to rock and back to sand and to rock again and they saw no life there at all until at last, like the final flicker of a dying flame, they saw the sparkle on the horizon.  
 
    Juxtaposed against all else in that world where the deserts were dry and bare and red and the sun was blisteringly relentless, the huge silver yacht stood clean and contemporary and shimmering and very still on the water.  
 
    They turned the battered old fishing boat directly for it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Somewhere off the coast of Al Hadd to Quriyat Hospital Ward 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    The yacht was a thing of luxury. Its sleek chrome hull glistened in the afternoon sun, emblazoned with the words Sea Whisperer and blacked out windows lined its side. Atop the deck the cabin too was blacked out and from the stern a flag of the United Arab Emirates billowed gently in the wind. They killed the engine and their old fishing boat rocked on the waves a hundred feet or so from the giant.  
 
    The Dutchman sounded the boats tiny horn and the American laughed. 
 
    A moment passed and two men in shirts appeared, bemused, at the side railings of the deck.  
 
    The American called to them and asked them where in the world they were and the man called back that they were a not far south of Al Hadd but that it was flooded and no boat could moor there and the other man laughed and said that in a boat that small they could probably sail straight through it.  
 
    The American said he did not know that place and that the name alone meant nothing to him and the man replied that it didn’t matter anyway because the place no longer existed. They laughed and told him that they were less than a day’s sailing south of Muscat but that too was flooded and they didn’t advise going there. 
 
    The American thanked them and as they turned to leave he called again and asked them if they could spare food or water but they said they couldn’t and they disappeared back into the boat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They followed the coastline north and saw what had once been the town of Al Hadd.  
 
    The sea blackened on the peninsula where the Gulf turned north west and the remnants of buildings and rooftops rose and dipped from the surf and through the shallow water they could see sunken aircraft and cars and metalwork below. A roadsign floated past them printed in Arabic.  
 
    Ahead on the water, other yachts and boats and liners started to speckle the horizon. The arid conditions of the middle eastern terrain had pushed all society to the coasts and the floods had wiped out most of the civilisation there. Anyone with the option of taking to the seas had done exactly that and there existed a new society of floating cities.  
 
    The three men were looking for land while those on the land were seemingly looking for the sea.  
 
    Less than an hour later their boat started to lose power and the motor squeaked and the needle on the fuel tank hung below the empty mark. 
 
    The kid called to the others that they had no choice but to head to the shore where they could or they risked losing power completely and would have no option but to swim and no man wanted that for they were drained of strength as it was. 
 
    They got the fishing boat over to the shallows on the last fumes of diesel where the rocks rose into peaks of red and brown and black, cut apart by the flow of the emerald sea. A line of telegraph poles emerged from the water and climbed the incline and disappeared over the ridge to the west. Dead palm leaves gathered against the jagged cliffsides where the water foamed and lapped at the crumbling rockface.  
 
    As they sailed into the jaws of the river, the boat started to ground and each man clambered overboard and dropped into the water below. 
 
    The sky was white hot and dead and there were no birds or beasts there and no sign of man or machine or other. There was a strikingly raw beauty to it all but they knew that any beauty they saw there belied the danger that place truly posed and they had no idea how far they were from safety.  
 
    The men were pulled into the waterway and the tide pushed them to the edges and to the cliffsides where they gripped the smooth rock against the beating waves. They clung on with their fingertips to where the rock had almost eroded completely and there was nowhere for them to climb out to and no way of swimming back out to sea and the empty fishing boat swept across to the side of the inlet and smashed against the cliffs again and again and the wood splintered apart and the water started to gush inside it.  
 
    For the very first time on his travels the thought crossed the kid’s mind that that may be the place where their journey would come to an end. He looked out to the sea and its seaming infinity and he looked back up the river where it snaked into the desert with its equal infinity and he looked up to the white sky along the towering cliff walls and he saw no way out from that place. He swallowed mouth after mouth of warm water and coughed and spat.  His fingers were turning white and numb from holding on to the flat walls.  
 
    “How well can you swim?” the American screamed against the crashing waves. 
 
    “Well” the kid called back. 
 
    “You better goddamned hope so” 
 
    Upriver, the American’s big arms gripped the rock where he had pulled himself up slightly onto the cliff, though he had no way further up from where he was, perched like a great sealion.  
 
    “Swim or climb?” he shouted back. 
 
    “Climb” the Dutchman shouted from behind them. 
 
    The kid thought for a moment though he could barely afford the time to do so. 
 
    “Swim” he cried back. 
 
    The American looked upriver where the water flowed around the red rocks and away to the west and then looked up the cliffside at the dusty overhang. 
 
    “I only got one damn arm” he called back, “we swim”  
 
    He kicked himself away from the rock into the flow and began to steer himself into the current and within a moment his bobbing head had disappeared into the waves upriver. 
 
    The kid took a deep breath and closed his eyes and readied himself and pushed away from the side as far as he could and the Dutchman followed and the two of them went downriver, half swimming an kicking and half jettisoned beyond their control. They crashed through the rapids above and below the water until the flow slowed and the river hairpinned sharply to the south and the cliff stood them off directly ahead. To the north at the bend the water eased and shallowed and the American managed to haul himself across onto the sand bank. The kid missed his opportunity to do so and crashed into the rocks but managed to hold on and pulled himself back to where the water was calmer and he joined the American and then the Dutchman at the edge.  
 
    They sat for a long moment catching their breath and coughing up salty riverwater and nursing what injuries they had. 
 
    “Up there” the American called eventually, pointing up across the rocks.  
 
    To the north a rough dirt track carved through the rockface, lined with dried desert grasses and thornbushes.  
 
    The Dutchman shrugged. They had no alternative. 
 
    They climbed the loose rock, each man behind the next, and they took it slowly as the rocks beneath their feet fell away and broke into dust and though there was flooding across the planet beyond anything man had known, there had been no water on the land at that height for millennia.  
 
    When they set out from the riverbank they were dripping with saltwater but when they arrived at the top of the cliff the water had dried entirely and they were soaked through again with sweat.  
 
    They broke over the ridge at the top and looked out across the expanse.  
 
    To the east they could see the ocean and in the distance the city of floating ships. To the north and to the west and to the south there was nothing but open land and not town nor tree for as far as they could see and that was a great distance. 
 
    They each sat on the rocky ground. 
 
    “What the hell now?” the Dutchman asked despondently. 
 
    White dust blew across the ground and stuck against their clothes.  
 
    For a long time nobody said anything and they sat there burning in the beating sun and gathered their strength again and eventually it was the kid who rose first.  
 
    “Come on” he said without inflection and began to slowly walk away to the north without looking back. 
 
    The airmen watched him for a moment and then each got up without speaking and followed behind him. There was nothing to discuss. They could not sit there on the rock in the open and, whether they felt they had the strength or not, they knew they had to simply walk or die there.  
 
    They passed, slowly and in silence, across the dusty hilltops, following the track where it had etched into the rock. It faded and reappeared and bent and wound up and then down and they lost it and refound it again until, in the blurred distance, a string of power lines crossed their route.  
 
    Beyond them to the north a tarmacked road glimmered silver against the red and it shook in the haze of the heat there and at that time the sight of it alone was their saviour.  
 
    They clambered down the loose hillside to the road where it was carved in the valley floor like an ancient river and there was no traffic to the south and no traffic to the north and they listened but there was nothing there to hear.  
 
    They walked along the carriageway for a couple of miles until they saw to the west the towering torn skeleton of a disused power station of some type they couldn’t know. They rested there in the shadow of the great rusting tower which was beaten by dust and graffitied from years gone by. They ate grasses that they found growing in the shade and the Dutchman picked apart a cactus and sucked out what little moisture was inside and he left thorns in his fingers and didn’t care. The sun dipped behind the hills and the air grew cool and the men drifted to sleep on the hard stone floor with their heads rested on their arms and each man completely parched almost to the point of death.  
 
    They slept an uneasy sleep. The kid’s head swirled with nonsense from the delirium of the hunger and the thirst and the heat and he passed in and out of consciousness throughout the night.                
 
    He woke and sat up and watched through spinning vision a sand gecko scuttle past and investigate the sleeping Dutchman. It heard him shuffle where he sat and it froze and stayed that way for some time before looking sharply left and then sharply right and zipping away again into the night in an instant. All the kid could think was that he wished he could have eaten it. He heard an owl calling in the dark and stood to see it but its call was lost and as he sat back down it called again. He rose once more and walked to the open but saw nothing and when he sat down it called a third time and he cursed it and went back to sleep. 
 
    He woke again later to the same call, though he couldn’t tell if minutes or hours had passed, and he lay awake listening in the dark. 
 
    He had forced himself, throughout what trials they had faced thus far, to remain relentlessly positive but he felt, sitting there in that open country protected by nothing at all, that his odds of survival had diminished incalculably. He had tested his own resolve again and again and he felt pride that he had made it so far in a world he had thought would be so against him but the spirit and charity of many others had helped him through.  
 
    He knew that without those others and without the Dutchman and the American he would not have succeeded as far as he had but he also knew that the hardest journey was afoot and he wasn’t sure he would even make it through the night.   
 
    He sunk into a despair and before he knew it he sunk again into sleep and when he woke next the sun had broken over the mountains and the rocky ground was spattered in yellow light that made each stone jump in a ballet of sparks and, though he was starving and dehydrated, he pulled inside himself all negativity and found the renewed force to stand again to continue onwards. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The road was long and hot and empty and wound through the hills for mile after mile, bereft of travellers of any kind and no bird or lizard or jackrabbit showed itself even once.  
 
    After an hour of walking, the road sloped gradually into the river where the water had risen and fifty feet beyond that it climbed back out of the other side and continued into the hills and they sat in the water fully clothed and soaked themselves.  
 
    At midmorning the road finally burst out from the red rocky hills and swept around to the west and in front of them the land fell away down the hillside into the flooded remains of a town beyond.  
 
    Brown water billowed around the ruined old buildings and the slow flowing white waves pulsed in from the gulf and gathered debris against the walls. The tops of the white stone buildings poked out like tiny islands and the place was dead and quiet and long-deserted. Gulls swooped down across the destroyed town picking what they could from the water. 
 
    The glistening white and emerald sea stretched out to the north and to the east to the very horizon and in the distance they saw the flotilla of survivors peppering the flat water.  
 
    They walked along the ridge, looking down to the town and crossed the bridge where the water ran beneath it and the concrete was cracked and breaking and they ran across one at a time for fear of it falling apart under them. They walked apart from each other, spread across the road, for no man had anything worth saying to the next as everything that could be said had been said already and that way they continued along the outskirts of the sunken town until eventually the silence was broken. 
 
    The kid called to them.  
 
    The men stopped and slowly turned. 
 
    He left the road and scrambled down the rocks where they dropped into the water below and clambered down the side of the bank hurriedly.  
 
    The airmen walked across to the edge but said nothing.  
 
    The kid had already reached the bottom as he moved with pace and he reached the line of palms still growing from the dry earth. Hanging in great bunches from the lower limbs, the bundles of red and yellow fruit were drying in the heat and some had fallen to the rocks. The kid awkwardly climbed the side of the tree and pulled one down and both he and the bunch fell to the ground.  
 
    “What are they?” the Dutchman called from above. 
 
    The kid picked himself up and admired the huge bundle of fruit pods in his hand. He held them up proudly to the others. 
 
    “Dates” 
 
    The American and the Dutchman climbed down the loose rocks to join him and between them they set about pulling more bundles of fruit from the trees.  
 
    When they were done they sat on the rocks in the shade of the palms and ate the fruit until they could eat no more. It tasted so good to them that each man swore there that it was the best thing he had ever eaten and that he would need no other food for all the time he lived.  
 
    When they were done they tied bunches together with palm leaf so they could be carried and they hoisted them back up the hillside and walked the road above with the fruit hanging from their backs like packmules.  
 
      
 
      
 
    With new energy and their spirits rejuvenated by sugar they continued on the road where it curved around the edge of the floodplain and across another stone bridge where it turned to the south past the submerged offramps and they entered again into the hills.  
 
    The road was straight and remorseless.  
 
    It continued, unfazed by heat and time, shouldered by nothing but dry rock.  
 
    Skeletons of trees stood hauntingly on the hillsides watching them with black hollow eyes and wiry arms. A yellow abiard darted from rock to rock in the blink of an eye, and for many hours that was only living thing there was to see.  
 
    Still the road went onwards, unfazed by heat and time.  
 
    They ate more dates and left what remained for the effort it took to carry them outweighed their benefits and before too long they felt sick again.  
 
    The rocks rose and sank and faded from red to white to black and in the heat their vision swirled as though it had no place and their thoughts became nonsensical. By midafternoon the gaps between the three walkers had stretched apart and each man was focussed entirely on his own pursuit through the desert. There was nothing they could do but to breathe and to walk and both were becoming impossible in the heat.  
 
    At some place on the road, indiscernible in that country, the American heard the kid shout out from behind him. 
 
    He stopped and slowly turned around and behind him, some hundred yards back, the kid was standing in the centre of the road with his hand in the air beckoning him back and another hundred yards further behind him the Dutchman was on his knees. 
 
    They ran to him.  
 
    He was buckled in two on his hands and knees on the tarmac, breathing quickly. His face was red and he was wretching. 
 
    When the American asked the problem the Dutchman couldn’t respond and continued to pant until he toppled sideways onto his hip and laid flat on the hot tarmac.  
 
    The kid looked up to the American with his eyes wide 
 
    “What is it?” he cried. 
 
    The American looked just as worried. 
 
    “Dehydration. Heat stroke. Get him out of the road, now” 
 
    They picked the Dutchman up by the arms and pulled him to the side of the road into the rocks and carefully placed him back down again in the shade of the cliff.  
 
    The kid crouched next to him. 
 
    “Breathe slowly” 
 
    The Dutchman batted him away with the back of his hand. He wretched. 
 
    The American looked onwards up the road. 
 
    “We need to find help, we can’t go on and he won’t survive sitting here” 
 
    “What do we do?” the kid asked, his voice shaking with desperation. 
 
    “I’ll find someone” the American said, standing, “wait here with him” 
 
    They exchanged a look between them and each knew the other didn’t believe it possible there in the desert but the American knew he had no choice. 
 
    The Dutchman started to get up and toppled sideways onto the rock and crashed down in the red dust.  
 
    The American put his boot on the Dutchman’s leg. 
 
    “Sit down, and stay there” 
 
    He looked at the kid. 
 
    “Wait for me” 
 
    The kid watched him wide-eyed and said nothing and the American looked once more at the Dutchman and it could have been construed as the look of a man unsure of his return and he held the gaze for a moment and as he turned he blinked slowly.  
 
    He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his good arm and turned and set out along the hazy silver road at a quickened pace, his shoulder drooped for the rifleshot wound.  
 
    The kid watched him go off into the heat like a nomad without his caravan and eventually he disappeared from view entirely and the kid turned back to the Dutchman who was slumped against the rocks with his eyes closed. 
 
    He took his shirt off and draped it over the Dutchman’s head and the Dutchman coughed dryly and opened his eyes though only for a second. 
 
    The kid sat down next to him on the dusty hard ground in the shade of the cliffwall and let his head hall into his hands and the world of orange darkness behind his eyelids spun and he could hear the blood rushing in his temples and he let out a long breath and then just sat there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was an odd joining of dreamworlds where in one instance he was with his nephew on a boat trip many years ago and then, in a flicker, he was on the old stone bridge watching the boy carrying the television through the flooded town and then his nephew appeared next to him there on the bridge and, when the floating bus hit the boy, he wasn’t there with his nephew at all but on the banks of the Nieuwe Merwede with a punnet of berries watching the geese soar. The geese fluttered and he heard a voice and a car approaching from somewhere and then the geese disappeared to white and then to grey and he felt sick. The car came closer and he could hear its engine roaring all around him and then there were more voices and the grey cleared and he could see the kid sitting above him in the back of the truck and the two men in the front, driving them at breakneck speed through the desert. 
 
    His vision spun again and he tried to lift his head but it crashed back down and the kid looked at him and put his hand on him and told him to stay still and then everything again faded to black. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The kid paced the small hospital corridor, drinking the warm bottled water which the nurse had given him. At the far end, the American was slumped in the plastic chair asleep like some slain Goliath.  
 
    The lights flickered.  
 
    The place was mostly dark though it was still midafternoon.  
 
    A man ran past in desert coveralls and his long hair tied up and he left sand where he ran and there was the shouting of voices somewhere behind the swingdoors but otherwise the place was empty. There were no beeping machines and no nurses rushing or patients on gurneys or waiting families and the walls were cracked and the place was hot and broken and smelled of death. 
 
    An old newspaper lay on the little glass table and though the kid couldn’t read the Arabic script, he flicked through it for the pictures and could discern from what he saw the destruction that had overcome the planet. The front page showed a huge black and white image taken from a helicopter of a mass gravesite somewhere in the desert. Lines of shallow graves as far as the lens could capture, some filled and some empty and construction diggers and an imam walking the line giving blessings, each grave unmarked and without headstone or otherwise. 
 
    Inside he flicked through the pages showing flooding at a great harbour where boats were upturned and fires burned from the water and a map showed the projected damage. There was a terrifying picture from above a vast dust storm of blackness so deep and so dense and so towering that nothing that went in came out.  
 
    While the initial impact had been some thousands of miles away and many weeks prior, there appeared no end to the destruction it could cause and the kid feared that the end of the destruction would be the end of everything. He searched the pages for pictures of home and while he thought one he found may have been of London, it was unrecognisable and he could not be sure. 
 
    They didn’t know how long it had been but after some time a young male nurse in blue coveralls came through the door and nodded to the kid. 
 
    “He’s awake” 
 
    The kid smiled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Dutchman was lying in the metal bed with a drip connected to his arm, the electric fan next to the bed pointed straight at his face. The kid pushed open the swing door and stood and looked at him and the Dutchman looked up from where he lay. 
 
    “How you doing?” 
 
    The Dutchman cocked his head slightly. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “You nearly died out in the desert” 
 
    The Dutchman said nothing. 
 
    The kid smiled and walked over to the bed. There were three other beds in the room but they weren’t occupied nor even made up with sheets or pillows and the kid sat on the edge of the bed next to him. 
 
    “We were in the desert, who found us?” 
 
    The door swung open again and the American walked in. 
 
    “You owe me one, featherweight” 
 
    The kid pointed to the American. 
 
    “That guy saved you, and me too really. He found help” 
 
    The Dutchman shook his head. 
 
    “Great, and he’s never going to let me forget this, eh?” 
 
    “You would probably be stone dead if he didn’t” the kid said, smiling softly. 
 
    “I don’t remember a damn thing” 
 
    He scratched at the needle in his arm and wiggled it around under the plaster. 
 
    “I walked for nearly three damn hours man, I pretty much died out there myself. If it wasn’t for workmen fixin’ up that bridge, that’d be it, they’d be bringin’ you out of there in a bag”  
 
    “You’d been unconscious for a while by then, I didn’t think he’d make it back in time, or even at all. Longest three hours of my life that was. I thought you’d died multiple times” the kid added, “you were unconscious and I was ready to bury you there and go on alone” 
 
    “You owe them workers a cold beer, man” 
 
    The Dutchman nodded to himself. 
 
    “They’re here?” 
 
    The American shook his head. 
 
    “They went on and left, which is just as damn well as you ain’t got no money to buy ‘em one anyways” 
 
    The door opened and the doctor came back into the room and checked the drip and checked his watch. 
 
    “What’s in there?” the Dutchman asked, motioning to the drip. 
 
    “All sorts of fun things” 
 
    “How long do I have to be here?” 
 
    The doctor reached into the cabinet next to the bed and took from it a small white bottle of tablets. 
 
    “Well sir, this is very difficult to answer” 
 
    He twisted the lid and tipped the bottle up on his palm and let two pills fall into his hand. 
 
    “There are things to factor” 
 
    He twisted the lid back on and put the bottle down. He put the tablets down on the top of the cabinet and looked at the Dutchman. 
 
    “You should stay for between two and four days, I should carefully monitor your fluids and you should complete a full course of treatment. You need sodium chloride, you need potassium, you need treatment for shock, and you need to be carefully monitored for cardiac damage. Your friends here are also dehydrated and I have been giving them water with vitamins. You all need food and rest” 
 
    “I hear you” the Dutchman interrupted. 
 
    “But” the doctor said, resting backwards against the wall. 
 
    The Dutchman looked up at him. 
 
    “But, we do not have those things and that is where it becomes tricky, sir” 
 
    He handed the tablets to the Dutchman and reached over and took the plastic cup of water and handed it to him too. 
 
    “I do not feel happy giving you advice which goes against my extensive training, but these are difficult times” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “Eat the tablets” 
 
    The Dutchman put them both in his mouth and took a gulp of the water. The doctor took the cup back from him.  
 
    “You need to rest for this night, but without the medications you should really be taking, I can not help you further. I will give you a bottle of sodium salt and glucose and you drink as much water as you can for as long as you can and stay out of the sun. I can tell you now you will vomit a lot and it will not be pleasant” 
 
    “Is that safe?” the kid asked. 
 
    The doctor cocked his head to one side. 
 
    “Well, no. But he isn’t going to die. I do need you to rest tonight so that I can check your progress and you can choose to leave in the morning should you wish. You all need to rest. The hardest part is now done”. He looked at the Dutchman, “you will not die, sir. Well not today at least” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The kid and the American took a bed each in the Dutchman’s room and they kicked off their boots and washed in stale water and laid together talking for the remainder of the afternoon and into the night.  
 
    The doctor inspected the Dutchman’s scarred arm very briefly and shook his head and when they told him what had caused it he merely shook his head more and said nothing.  
 
    When he was done, he asked the American to remove his shirt and he inspected the gunshot wound and he cleaned it and dressed it in white wrappings and a gauze and said that the bullet should not have been removed at all. 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “A bullet will enter the flesh so quickly and at such heat that it will not take infection in with it. It is vital though that the wound is dressed properly” 
 
    “Well it was dressed with kid’s shirts soaked in toilet bleach” the American said over his shoulder. 
 
    The doctor stopped and looked at him and then looked away and shook his head again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The doctor left and returned some time later with water for them and apologised that he had no food to offer but passed a small white tray to the American which contained vitamin pills and he said for them to take these as it was the best he could provide. 
 
    “Do you have internet here?” 
 
    The doctor nodded. 
 
    “It is very very poor sir, it is for emergency government contact, but sometimes we have it. I would imagine the satellites are still active, but there are power failures across the country so it is, you know, hit and miss. There is something you need?” 
 
    The kid asked him if he could try to access his emails from the computer as it had been many weeks since he had last had the opportunity to do so and he prayed for some message from Abi or from his family. The doctor was reluctant and when the kid pressed him further he relented and told him to be as quick as he could and he showed him to the small, hot office, cluttered with papers. 
 
    The kid sat at the screen and opened the browser and though it didn’t connect straight away, he saw that the blue progress bar was slowly moving and there was a very weak connection. Eventually it clicked into life and he typed his account details into the box and it slowly opened line by line and, when it eventually showed the full screen he saw over two hundred new mails. He used the mouse to move the little curser on the screen and passed his eyes across them and the most recent message was from nearly three weeks ago and there had been nothing since.  
 
    There were messages from his office and from his boss’ personal account and a mail titled Evacuation Protocol and three more like it and seven from his father and one from his cousin, amongst the many others.  
 
    He opened the most recent mail from his father.  
 
    Son 
 
    I so hope this gets to you. I don’t know if you’re even getting these but I want to keep sending them anyway.  
 
    Today is our last day. They will be moving us out this afternoon, apparently there are coaches coming but I don’t know how they’ll take everyone. They’ve said we can’t take the dog but I’m taking him in a holdall, he’ll stay quiet, he’s good like that. The rabbit will have to stay and your mum is upset. 
 
    If I can email when we get there I will but I don’t know what the internet is like in France or whether they’ll let us use it, our mobile phones have been down for days now. Your mother’s worried but we’re safe. Abi was round here last week, she’s going away with her dad, she said she’d sent you the address, Austria I think. I think it’s the right thing to do. 
 
    We miss you lad, and we love you very much.  
 
    Reply if you can. 
 
    Dad x 
 
    He took in a deep breath and refused himself the chance to get emotional.  
 
    The screen flickered and he scrolled down looking for Abi’s message and found it and clicked it and waited without breathing. 
 
    Darling 
 
    I’m sending this from dad’s work, we’re leaving now, I have to go. I didn’t want to go without you but I don’t know where you are and we are being forced to leave anyway, so I’m better off with dad.  
 
    We’ll be at my uncles in Saalbach, dad’s got us a plane to Salzburg. Please find me.  
 
    I have to go. I love you xxx 
 
    He took another deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment and as they began to well with tears he shook his head to rid them and he clicked the little cross in the corner of the screen and stood. 
 
    Saalbach. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Quriyat Hospital across the black hills to Muscat  
 
      
 
      
 
    They slept long into the morning. 
 
    When they woke, the doctor returned to them and inspected the Dutchman and passed him a little plastic bottle of tablets in a white bag and wished them luck and peace. They thanked him and he waved it away and said to them that he was a doctor and that that was what doctors did. 
 
    The three men left on foot from the hospital and turned south along the treelined road. There was no traffic and the buildings were dark and it seemed that there was no power to the place other than to the traffic lights which continued their sequences without pause though there was nobody there to see them and no cars on the road. The town proper was north from where they walked and had flooded completely and had been deserted for some time and the place was as it had been left, under a thick coating of red dust. 
 
    “You think we can catch a bus from here?” the American joked. 
 
    They walked. 
 
    The Dutchman stopped and vomited at the roadside. 
 
    “Drink that water” the kid called. 
 
    “It’s already empty” the Dutchman called back. 
 
    A seabird passed overhead and squawked to them or at them or just to itself, for there was nothing else around to have prompted its call and no other birds in sight. 
 
    “Hey, I think we can get that bus” the kid called after a few minutes. 
 
    The men smiled and continued to walk. 
 
    “I mean it” he called again from behind them, “look” 
 
    The men stopped in the road and turned.  
 
    On their right, the pale stone high school stood behind a row of dead palms and broken fencing, the white rendering on the façade breaking away and the windows along its front smashed and dark. 
 
    Parked along the side of the building was an old brown and white schoolbus, turned bronze under the thick layer of sand. Its windows were smashed inwards from the storms.  
 
    The American looked at the kid and his eyes lit up and he looked back at the school and at the bus and crossed the empty road towards it.  
 
    The door was hanging open and the floor was littered with broken glass and the entire thing, inside and out, was covered in sand but otherwise it was just a bus.  
 
    The American climbed into the driving seat and looked around the cab for the keys. 
 
    “You reckon they could be inside the school?” 
 
    The kid shrugged 
 
    “Probably” 
 
    The American lurched backwards in the chair and ripped the plastic casing away from the steering wheel.  
 
    He smiled to the kid and tossed it out of the smashed window onto the dusty ground below.  
 
    “You can just go ahead and break it if you want” the kid said flatly, walking backwards along the bus aisle.  
 
    The Dutchman was already sitting with his head hung backwards over the metal seat. 
 
    “You ok?” the kid asked as he passed and the Dutchman groaned and nodded just slightly. 
 
    The American pulled the clump of wires from beneath the steering wheel and studied them. 
 
    “Is the battery red or yellow?”  
 
    The Dutchman levelled his head and looked down the bus to him. 
 
    “Red” he coughed. 
 
    He coughed again and nearly vomited and held himself and took a breath and his head again fell backwards over the top of the seat. 
 
    The American nodded and pulled the red wire from the fixing and twisted the ends and then pulled the yellow wire out too and held one in each hand. He raised his eyebrows and held his head back from his hands and tapped the wires together.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    He nodded and tied the two wires together and, as he did, the lights on the dashboard flashed on and the radio played loud static.  
 
    The Dutchman sat up and vomited. 
 
    He pulled the brown wire from the fitting and held his head back again and tapped it to the other wires.  
 
    It sparked in his hands. 
 
    He held the wires together again and sparks exploded from them and he revved at the engine and in a cough of black smoke and a roar of diesel the bus engine started rumbling. Sand cascaded from the roof as the bus shook. 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    “Where are you taking us driver?” he called. 
 
    The American revved at the engine and after a moment the sound softened and it settled into a constant purr and he flicked the headlights on. 
 
    “Well boys we’re about an hour outside of Muscat, yeah? Well there I reckon” 
 
    The kid was sitting half way down the bus with his feet up across the aisle. 
 
    “That guy on the yacht said Muscat was flooded” he called down the bus. 
 
    The American nodded and pulled the bus out onto the road. 
 
    “I’m sure it is” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sky was black and clear and every star in the universe twinkled together over the open desert. At al Mahj their way was blocked by orange roadcones and black and white barriers and a single orange light spinning on its pole.  
 
    The sign simply read closed and the same in Arabic and the yellow arrow pointed them to the east around the sliproad and straight up into the black mountains. 
 
    The road was well tarmacked but there were no cars or trucks driving it and it wasn’t lit and they were unsure for a long time if it was the correct route at all until eventually it broke out from the rocks at the top of the hill and hairpinned down to the expressway below.  
 
    Beyond that, the devastated ruins of Muscat lay smoking before them.  
 
    Flames flickered and spat and reflected off the black oily water of the flooded streets and the air was filled with smoke which, though they couldn’t see against the night, seeped in through the smashed windows of the old schoolbus. 
 
    They sat for a moment at the top of the winding road and watched, and they looked at each other and the kid shrugged because there was nothing else they could do. 
 
    “You wanna sleep in the bus?” the kid asked. 
 
    “Whatever man” the American shrugged “but we need food and water. Especially for him” 
 
    The Dutchman looked asleep in his seat, slumped sideways against the broken glass. 
 
    The kid threw his hands up and waved them forward and the American put the bus back into gear. 
 
    They wound down the mountainside to the ruined city in its nest of black rock where the water flowed down the avenues and the power lines danced and sparked where they fell. They crossed over the expressway and took the road downhill towards the water’s edge and parked the bus in the middle of the street where it stopped and climbed out into the hot night. The Dutchman was weak and dazed and didn’t speak and walked behind them with his head drooping but, when questioned on his health by the others, he maintained that he was fine and for them both to stop asking.  
 
    He vomited again and when they turned to him he frowned and waved them away. 
 
    The road led through the underpass at the Grand Mall where the bridges had been spraypainted and a gang of bandits stood around the burning shell of a car. Men called to them in the dark as they passed under the bridge and on the other side, the huge shopping centre towered over them, smashed and looted and torched with the car park still full of vehicles, though they were smashed and burning too.  
 
    A man came running at pace from the broken glass doors of the mall and hurdled onto a car bonnet and onto the roof and leaped from car to car and behind him three men emerged from the smoke and fired rifles at him and they watched him duck the shells and stumble as he jumped and one round hit him and he fell down between the parked cars and didn’t resurface and the men went back through the smoke into the mall.  
 
    The black oily water was lapping at the edges of the raised highway where it turned south and the concrete sank away from view into the dark depths. They walked the banked road for a while, just high enough to keep the water away from its surface, until they reached the hypermarket and the Avenues Mall with its blue domed roof glimmering in the clear moonlight like an untouched mosque.  
 
    They rounded the front of the building and were met head on by armed military, standing guard with automatic rifles and trucks and floodlights. 
 
    The guards paid little attention to them as they approached and when they were but a few yards away the guard simply put his hand onto his rifle and nothing more.  
 
    The guard spoke to them in Arabic and the men couldn’t reply. 
 
    He realised they weren’t locals. 
 
    “Identification” he asked them again. 
 
    “We have no identification” the American answered, “we have nothing. We need some food and water” 
 
    The guard shook his head. 
 
    “You need identification”  
 
    “To get food?” the kid asked. 
 
    The guard nodded. 
 
    “We’re not from here. We have no ID” 
 
    “You have passport?” the other guard asked. 
 
    The kid was unsure what to say. He knew they should have their passports in order to be there. 
 
    “We lost everything” 
 
    The two guards looked at each other for a moment. 
 
    “Where you from?” 
 
    “London” 
 
    He passed his hand through the air. 
 
    “All?” 
 
    “US and the Netherlands” 
 
    The guard nodded. 
 
    “This place is for national citizens. UK military will help you better than here” 
 
    The kid shrugged. 
 
    “Well that isn’t an option is it, can we at least get water?” 
 
    “Yes is option. They have food and water for you, not us. For national citizens only here” 
 
    The kid looked to the others and then back to the guards. 
 
    “Can we get some water, my friend is very sick?” 
 
    The guard raised his voice only slightly and maintained his composure. 
 
    “No. Go to UK military base, they will help you” 
 
    The kid stopped.  
 
    He looked over his shoulder and the American was frowning. The Dutchman, whose head had been falling from side to side like a ragdoll and who had been white and dazed, was now standing absolutely upright and both men stared at the guard. 
 
    “What?” the American asked stepping forward. 
 
    The guard didn’t know what he had said and said nothing more. 
 
    “A UK base? Where?” the kid asked. 
 
    “At the airport” the guard said, confused slightly and raising his arm to point to the west. 
 
    They didn’t believe what they had heard. 
 
    “There is a UK base here?” the American asked again.. 
 
    The guard shrugged and spoke in Arabic to his colleague who shrugged and muttered something back. 
 
    “They bring aid here. They have command post at the airport but no authority in this country and they operate under bin Tariq. You will see their cars in town here sometimes” 
 
    “Where’s the airport?” the Dutchman asked with an energy that belied entirely his physical state. 
 
    “Here” the guard pointed again, “ten kilometre maybe. Is not big city” 
 
    They stood for a moment looking at each other in bewilderment.  
 
    They didn’t know whether or not the guard was correct but they doubted he would fabricate such a pointless lie but for his own amusement. 
 
    At the end of the road where the intersection with the highway ran east to west and the water flowed up the concrete, a tall white sign rose up above the road and on the left of the board the black arrow pointed west to the airport. 
 
    All three of them were desperate to believe the guard’s story but there were many political reasons for what he said to be an untruth, though they were also aware that the global political landscape had most likely changed beyond recognition in these past months and they had been absent from its progress while they travelled the backroads of that continent.  
 
    Each man had his doubts but they walked quickly and excitedly regardless.  
 
      
 
    They followed the road west along the ridge of the city, walking in line along the centre of the four lane road for there were few cars being driven on it, and when rarely one did pass, it would beep its horn and they would simply move aside. The low white roofs of the adobe buildings submerged into the glistening blackness and faded away down to the lost shoreline. Beyond that in the open gulf, the white lights of yachts and liners flickered in the smoky air like an extension of the stars themselves.  
 
    As the sprawling white stonework of the Grand Mosque appeared next to them the wind picked up from the mountains and great clouds of dust and sand blew across the overgrown lawns and out over the highway to the sea. Four uniformed guards huddled together in the driveway of the mosque smoking and watching them as they passed with their hands up to shelter their eyes from the sand.  
 
    A motorcycle gang screamed past them shouting and the guards watched them with little interest and they passed out of view in an instant into the darkened city and somewhere in the wet wreckage there was gunfire and a man shouting and more gunfire and then silence again. 
 
    Not half a mile further the road bent south and a supermarket came into view at the roadside, dark and ransacked and silent. It was not guarded and they stopped in the car park and watched in through the smashed doors. 
 
    The men looked at each other. 
 
    “You wanna give it a try?” the kid asked. 
 
    The American was squinting in the dust and trying to see as best he could into the ruined store.  
 
    He nodded slowly. 
 
    “There surely won’t be a thing in here now, I’ll betcha” he said walking slowly forward towards the entrance. 
 
    The kid and the Dutchman followed him past the parked cars and they stood a few feet from the door. The American stepped forward through the smashed glass and looked into the dark. There was very little to see. 
 
    He nodded them forward. 
 
    There was no light inside the store at all and it was ruined entirely and a fire had been there and had burned much of one side of the building and the smell of smoke and charred plastics hung in the air. They passed through the destroyed front area of the supermarket and passed the checkouts that had been torn from their bases and they stood facing the derelict aisles. The contents of every shelf had been looted and ransacked and most of the shelves were completely empty but there were packets and tins and papers and boxes strewn across the floor and they clattered through them in the dark. Otherwise the place was silent. 
 
    They picked up some items, though it was too dark to read the labels, and they were mostly in Arabic regardless.  
 
    The men split up from one another and walked the aisles, minding their footing on the wreckage and taking from the shelves anything they could. The kid went to the back of the store where the shelves were completely empty though he could tell what had once been stocked there by the empty bottles he kicked about on the floor. He found a couple of bottles that bounced less when kicked than the others for they still contained some liquid and, though he knew better than to drink from them there, he took them with him for further investigation.  
 
    At the end of the aisle he turned along the back of the store, his arms piled with drinks bottles, and as he rounded the end of the shelving he walked face first into the barrel of a handpistol. 
 
    A young man held it at arm’s length between the kid’s eyes, his loose blue shirt hanging from him as though not his own and his hair matted to his face. His accomplice stood behind him smiling, his crooked teeth glinting in the dark. 
 
    The young man spoke to him softly in Arabic and the kid froze and said nothing. He dropped the bottles to the floor and slowly raised his hands to the air. 
 
    The man spoke again and he pushed the gun into the kid’s forehead and the kid stepped backwards. 
 
    “I have nothing” he managed. 
 
    The second man stepped forward and grabbed the kid and held his hair and the kid swung his hand round and it crashed against the man’s head and the man buckled and pulled his hair harder. The kid cocked to swing again but the pistol was still levelled at his head and the man pushed it forward into his cheek and he could feel the warm metal and he stopped. They padded down the kid’s pockets and pulled at his belt.
“I have nothing” the kid said again, this time louder in the hope that the others may hear him.  
 
    They did, and within a moment the Dutchman appeared at the end of an aisle further along the store. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” he called from the dark. 
 
    The man wrapped his arm around the kid from behind and pulled him in to himself against the shelving and the second man spun on his heels and volleyed two shots into the dark. The shots were deafening in the enclosed space and echoed for a moment and left a ringing in his ears and he knew he had heard the Dutchman shout but against the sound of the shots he didn’t know whether or not he had been hit. 
 
    The man with the pistol turned it back on the kid but kept facing the direction of the Dutchman should he show himself again.  
 
    The man holding the kid pulled him backwards into his chest and held him tightly so that he had his back against the shelf and the kid tussled to get free but the man was larger and stronger than he was and he couldn’t get out from his grip. He kicked backwards and connected with the man’s shin but the man with the gun raised it to his eye and he didn’t kick again.  
 
    Then there was quiet. 
 
    The kid and the two men all listened into the darkness and the two men whispered in Arabic to each other and none of them moved. 
 
    Some time passed with all the men waiting and listening until eventually the silence was broken. 
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    The Dutchman’s voice came from somewhere in the store. 
 
    The two men looked at each other but said nothing. 
 
    There was silence. 
 
    “Hello” the Dutchman called again from somewhere over the aisles. 
 
    The man with the gun looked back to his colleague. He fired a shot into the dark and it echoed and again his ears rang and when they had stopped it was quiet again. 
 
    “Hello?” the Dutchman called. 
 
    “Hello” the man called back into the dark, confused. 
 
    “I’m coming out” 
 
    The man said nothing. 
 
    “Don’t shoot” 
 
    The two men spoke again to each other. 
 
    “Hello?” the Dutchman called. 
 
    “We have your friend” the man called back in his thick accent, “where are you?” 
 
    “I’ll come out, don’t shoot” 
 
    There was a pause and then the Dutchman stepped out from the aisle in the darkness with his hands raised above his head, cowering slightly as he walked. He stood in the open with his hands on his head. 
 
    The man raised the pistol at him. 
 
    “Come” he called. 
 
    The Dutchman walked slowly forward, kicking through the rubbish on the floor as he went. He stepped on something that threw his balance and he toppled sideways into the shelving and to the floor. The man walked towards him with the pistol raised. 
 
    “Come, drunk” he called to him laughing. 
 
    He stepped carefully over the boxes on the floor and when he was a few feet away from the fallen Dutchman, the American stepped out from behind the shelving and took the man’s outstretched arm in both of his hands and spun it and in the quiet dark they heard his shoulder snap apart and the man screamed like a child and fell to his knees.  
 
    The Dutchman promptly stood from his feigned injury and the two men turned to face the kid. 
 
    The second man pulled him backwards and his grip tightened and the kid could feel the tension in his muscles. He started to pull the kid backwards along the aisle and the kid moved back with him. The man stepped on one of the bottles and momentarily lost his footing and as he stumbled the kid saw his chance and brought up his elbow and connected with the man’s cheek and the man’s head thumped backwards into the metal shelving.  
 
    He released his grip and dropped to the floor and when the kid spun round the man’s wild eyes were white and terrified. The kid brought up his boot and kicked it hard into the side of the man’s head and he buckled again  to the floor and as the two airmen rounded the corner of the aisle, he jumped to his feet and scrambled through the wreckage as fast as he could and within a moment he was gone from the store into the night. 
 
    His accomplice was whimpering on the ground at the back of the store, his arm torn from his shoulder muscle.   
 
    The kid caught his breath and the men stood for a moment.  
 
    The American pulled a bag from the pocket of his trousers.  
 
    “I found some lentils” he said, “if you have something to boil them in?” 
 
    The kid laughed. 
 
    “Well we’ll try to find you a pan, there’s some water here somewhere, I dropped it. Did you get the gun?” 
 
    He said that he didn’t and that it had flown into the dark when he grabbed the man’s arm. When they returned to the back of the store, neither man nor gun were anywhere to be seen. They collected their bounty and piled it into a small cardboard box and headed for the door.  
 
    The Dutchman was at the front. 
 
    “Shit” 
 
    The front area of the store was bathed in blinding white light.  
 
    Outside, the bright headlamps of a vehicle and the spotlight it carried all shone straight through the smashed entrance hall and filled it with colour.  
 
    The American and the kid jumped back into the store and hid themselves behind the wall but the Dutchman had gone too far out and was lit up like an escaped convict in a searchlight.  
 
    He slowly stooped and put the box at his feet and raised his hands above his head. 
 
    A voice called to him from behind the lights. 
 
    “We heard there was homeboys walking this road, what trouble y’all getting in to all the way out here?” 
 
    The men smiled and the kid and the American emerged from behind the wall and the Dutchman lowered his hands and the three of them walked out into the car park. Two men in military trousers and vests stood either side of a beige convertible Austin Champ.  
 
    “You’s a long way from home” the other man called. 
 
    They approached the soldiers. 
 
    “Bannon” the taller of the two said, a slim man with sleeves of tattoos up each arm and a dusting of stubble, “and this is Chickenhawk” he said motioning to his colleague. 
 
    The soldier scowled at him and reached out his hand to the men. 
 
    “Woods, Captain Woods” he said, nodding to the men as they each shook his hand.  
 
    The American introduced all three of them and told the soldiers that he and the Dutchman were servicemen too though they had lost their company and their communication lines weeks back.  
 
    He told them they had been at Paya Lebar and taken leave and that they were now there and that was that.  
 
    “If y’all were stationed down in Singapore how’d y’all end up in the floodlands taking old cans from that there store?” Bannon asked. 
 
    They laughed dryly to each other. 
 
    “That’s a long, long story” the American smiled, “if you boys can give us somewhere to cook this stuff, and maybe a bed for the night, we’ll be sure to tell it to you” 
 
    The soldiers looked to each other. 
 
    “I’ll go one better partner” Woods said, stepping back towards the car, “how’s about a cold beer and a change of them clothes? Get in” 
 
      
 
    The drive back to the airport was brief. The men sat crushed together on the back seat of the Champ with Bannon and Woods in the front. The cool wind whistled across the open top of the car and through their hair and they passed no other vehicle on the road at all.  
 
    The American called from the back. 
 
    “What regiment you boys with?” 
 
    He had to shout over the roar of the diesel engine. 
 
    Bannon turned around in the passenger seat and smiled. 
 
    “Army Central”  
 
    “Third?” the American shouted, “Iraq?” 
 
    “Qatar” Bannon shouted back, “but not anymore. We got some seven million square miles on our AOR, but we’re in with the SAS now. Them boys over the pond looking out for us these days, little role reversal” 
 
    The American nodded. 
 
    “Who else d’ya think gave us this shitty thing?” Bannon called, laughing and slapping the side of the Champ with his palm. 
 
    They passed out of the smoke of the city and left the flames licking the sky behind them.  
 
    “There’s a UK special forces training facility south of here, they’re garrisoned at the airport” Woods called from behind the wheel, “they’re assisting local forces in securing the region and they’re taking all the help they can get. We’re allied again” 
 
    He glanced round to them and smiled. 
 
    They pulled in to the airport drive and the men flashed their headlights at the guards at the checkpoint and they stepped slowly aside and they slowed the car and the guard saluted them informally and watched them drive through and they passed around what had once been the set-down point for passenger departures and past the line of fountains now dark and dirty and took the ramp to the underground car park.  
 
    The expansive concrete cavern was still lined with hundreds of parked cars, shiny and new and some burned out and without wheels and all abandoned by the thousands stranded overseas.  
 
    The Austin’s rough old engine rattled and echoed like thunder in the enclosed space and left a trail of smoke behind it as it went like the curled cloud behind a jet.  
 
    They parked alongside a collection of service vehicles cobbled together from all corners of the continent. There were Jeeps and Land Rovers and another Champ and an old ambulance and a line of other trucks and vans.  
 
    Inside the building, they followed the dimly lit grey hallways through door after door into the bowels of the airport. Servicemen passed them in the hallways but nobody paid them any mind until they heard behind them the coughing of the Dutchman vomiting into a metal plantpot and a dead palm.  
 
    “You ok chief?” Woods called back. 
 
    The Dutchman nodded and took a deep breath and caught up to them and the soldiers led them into the old terminal building, set up as both a command post and a refugee shelter. 
 
    “Wait here” Bannon said to them and crossed the floor and spoke to another soldier and they saw him pointing to them and then pointing away and the other soldier nodded and scuttled away into the hall.  
 
    Bannon returned.  
 
    He pushed his hair back across his head with his palm. 
 
    “The boys will get you some food and bedding, go sit down” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “I’ll get a medic for your man too” he said nodding to the pale Dutchman, standing away from them with his hands on his hips, staring at his feet and taking deep breaths. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A young Omani serviceman came to them and brought them blankets and water and went away again and returned a few moments later with plates of chicken curry and rice and bread and returned a third time with three bottles of German lager and, though warm, the men drank them in one. They slept on the floor in an old security office with an x-ray machine on bedding and plastic pillows and some time later the fluorescent lighting flickered off and the airport command closed down for the night. The men slept without waking until the following morning when the lights flickered back on again and service resumed. 
 
    The kid laid awake on the blanket for some time staring at the white panelled ceiling.  
 
    Part of his mind tried to analyse what had happened to him and to summarise it but the other part of it hurt so much trying to do so that he stopped and, as it settled again, his head flooded with a billion flickering memories and thoughts and concerns and triumphs and it made him dizzy. He closed his eyes and tried to centre himself and at some point while doing so there was a knock on the door. 
 
    He looked over from where he lay.  
 
    It knocked again. 
 
    “Yeah” he called and the door opened slightly. Dark eyes peered in. 
 
    “Sirs”  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “If you would like food and coffee you should go to departures” 
 
    There was a short pause as the faceless young voice stuttered to find words, though there was no reason why. 
 
    “There are some fatigues outside the door for you” 
 
    The kid sat up and started to stand but the door closed again. 
 
    “Thank you” he shouted through the door to whoever had been there. 
 
    The Dutchman and the American had woken and both were watching him. He stood and opened the door but the visitor had gone and, as told, there was a pile of clothing sitting neatly folded on the grey tiled floor. 
 
    They dressed and made their way to the departure lounge where the café had been commandeered and transformed into a mess hall for the servicemen who lined up with their trays and took coffee and bread and sat on the black plastic chairs in lines and on the floors and ate and talked.  
 
    They joined the queue and took their rations and sat on the floor. 
 
    From across the hall, Woods called over to them and smiled and put his hand in the air in a motionless wave. He was cleaned and redressed and shaved and held a coffee in a paper cup as though this world around him had not deteriorated as it had, and should he have been leaving a city centre coffee shop he would not have looked out of place.  
 
    He sat with them and spoke at length about how he had come to be stationed there and he told them about his brother who had made the evacuation but also of the rest of his family who had not. The American told him his stories too and Woods gave his sympathies and for a while they reminisced between them about their homeland and their childhoods and though they spoke of devastation, both men spoke with pride and with happiness that they had at least known what had been, even if it was no more. They talked of towns they had both visited and laughed about films and television shows they once knew and Woods told them everything he knew about the world and how it was and the American told him everything he knew also, and by the time the two men had finished talking the departure lounge was empty and the two were friends and the Dutchman and the kid had long since left their side. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They remained in Muscat airport for eleven days, sleeping in the security office and eating with the servicemen in the departure lounge. The Dutchman was taken to a makeshift medical facility which had once been the first-aid room and his dehydration was treated by a young Omani field medic he knew only as Malik. 
 
    Malik told him that their medical supplies were low and that there were scouts on the roads hundreds of miles from there trying to find abandoned hospitals and anyone with resources to share. He asked the Dutchman about the jagged scar on his arm and the Dutchman told him about the night in the bar in Kaleymo and that, as they had been travelling without papers and couldn’t go to a hospital, it had been fixed with rubberglue and seat fabric in a backstreet.  
 
    He looked to Malik for some response but Malik was just gently nodding and when he turned back to the Dutchman without expression he simply replied that a reasonable job had been made of it and that was that.  
 
    The Dutchman, while no stranger to field medicine or the war stories of boasting soldiers and who, also aware that this medic in particular would have witnessed more than most, still had another story to offer to illicit a more weighty response.  
 
    “I also pulled a rifle shell out of my friends back with a farming knife and a bottle of bleach” 
 
    Malik raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips at the Dutchman. 
 
    “One of your friends here?” he asked. 
 
    The Dutchman nodded. 
 
    “The yank” 
 
    Malik cocked his head gently to one side. 
 
    “Well, bleach is not good, it is ok if the object really needs to come out, but he will scar, alcohol is better, gin, but I’ve seen it done with wine, honey, sugar, gunpowder even” 
 
    He went back to his business and the Dutchman sat on the end of the bed. The medic certainly had witnessed more than he knew. 
 
    “Tell your friend to see me if he will” 
 
    The Dutchman nodded and said that he would. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After they had eaten breakfast one morning the kid was sitting on the dusty chairs at the back of the mess hall with a young British serviceman, talking about everything and nothing, when the American walked across to them. 
 
    “Hey” 
 
    The kid nodded and the American sat next to them but said nothing though the kid could tell there was something he wanted to say that was on his mind. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The American finished the coffee in his mug and set it down on the edge of the table. He spun the mug around under his palm. 
 
    “I got news for ya, good and bad” he said looking up to meet the kid’s gaze.  
 
    The kid cocked his chin out to him. 
 
    “Go on” 
 
    “I’ve been in there with your boys, they’re gonna help you out some. They got a flight outta here in a few days to an airbase, some outpost in Egypt, in the Sinai, they’ll let you onboard. There ain’t no treaties with Egypt but they’re letting them RAF engineers land a bird there as part of some aid agreement” 
 
    He stopped spinning the mug and looked at the kid. 
 
    “So this opportunity ain’t coming up again” 
 
    The kid smiled. 
 
    “Excellent news, you need to let me know who passed this, we gotta thank them” 
 
    “Well” the American started, “the other part of that is, well, we ain’t coming with ya, we’re staying on here, at least for a while yet” 
 
    The kid’s smile faded from his face but he had known that the day would come eventually and he knew that he had been blessed to have the chance to travel even one day with those men and he also knew full well that without them he would not be there and of that he was sure.  
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “OK, well I got it from here I think” he smiled and the American did too, “what are you going to do?” 
 
    The American said that he had no home anymore and that there was no place for him to go and, though they had pushed relentlessly across the continent together, he admitted that this had been for the Dutchman’s sake as he was sure that his family were waiting for him somewhere. He said that the Dutchman had made contact with his brother in Germany and that they were indeed safe and that his parents were with them too and that in a few weeks they would meet again” 
 
    He picked up the empty coffee cup and looked inside and glanced over to the kitchen but the hatch was closed and he put the cup back on the table. 
 
    “We’re gonna help these guys with what they’re doing here, these are good people and there’s things we can do here to help, we got a part to play. There’s guys here who’ve lost what I’ve lost and we can make a difference now. It’s what we gotta do” 
 
    The kid said that he understood and he was happy for the American and that he was happy for the Dutchman too for making contact with his family and more over he was happy that he would be taking one more step closer to finding Abi.  
 
    The young serviceman who had been sitting with them excused himself and nodded to them both and left across the open hall.  
 
    Soldiers and airmen and men in plain clothes and some in Omani National Guard uniform zipped through the building all around them, coming and going, set to task and duty. The kid watched them for a moment. He finished his coffee. 
 
    “It’ll be weird not having you both around, it’s been a long time” 
 
    The American nodded. 
 
    “We’re fighting against apocalypse, but we’re gonna make something of this, it ain’t over yet” 
 
    “It really ain’t” the kid replied. 
 
    “You go find your girl and we’ll meet again, there’s a bar out there someplace with our names all over it” 
 
    The kid smiled and nodded and they caught each other’s eyes for a moment and the kid felt sad and he hoped he would indeed find his girl and he hoped they would indeed meet again and he hoped also that there was a bar out there someplace with their names on it, but he doubted all three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The command at the base had access to some single internet transmitters and, though most of it was down and servers around the globe were not operational, they granted by appointment a very small amount of usage to the servicemen there.  
 
    The kid had checked his emails a couple of time since their arrival but he had received nothing more from Abi or from his family and he had nothing more to send until then. 
 
    He waited for an opportunity to log in to one of the terminals and opened a new mail. 
 
    Angel 
 
    I’m in Muscat but I’m going to Egypt, I don’t know where, the Sinai somewhere. 
 
    I’m coming to Saalbach for you, don’t leave.  
 
    I hope you get this 
 
    I love you 
 
    He entered her email address in the box and clicked send and stood and left.  
 
      
 
    When the Dutchman found him sitting outside on the small stone wall at the front of the building, staring into the sun, his eyes were blank. 
 
    The Dutchman sat next to him and the kid slowly turned his head to face him and closed his eyes to let the light balance and then opened them again slowly. 
 
    The Dutchman smiled flatly. 
 
    “You found your family” the kid said to him, “that’s incredible” 
 
    The Dutchman nodded and looked to the sky. 
 
    “I did, they got out of Dordrecht about three weeks after impact. They were evacuated to Poland and then Germany and spent nearly a month in a shelter outside Munich before they got message to my brother. He drove there and found them” 
 
    The kid smiled. There was hope out there. 
 
    “And you don’t want to go to them?” the kid asked. 
 
    The Dutchman shrugged. 
 
    “Of course. Of course I do. I will go there to them, but I have a duty to help people, that is what I do, and there are many people here that need all the help they can get. I know my family are safe there and I will see them again. I can sleep well now” 
 
    The kid said that he understood and he told the Dutchman that he was a good man and that it was rare to find somebody in the world so selfless and that he commended him. 
 
    The Dutchman shrugged it off and said that on their travels together he had seen on many occasions the compassion of man and that the kid himself should know that without the selfless acts of those many strangers, their journey would have ended long ago and they would not be sitting on that wall together there in the hot sun knowing what they knew. 
 
    The kid agreed but said that the Dutchman was one of those men nonetheless and the Dutchman smiled.  
 
      
 
      
 
    That night at just after midnight when the place was dark and the flickering lights had flickered off and a veil of quiet had floated over the place they were woken by an announcement over the loudspeakers requesting that all active servicemen report.  
 
    The kid sat upright in his blankets and watched the Dutchman rise in the dark and open the door to the little security office in which they slept. They pulled on their shirts and their boots and followed the rushing crowd into the terminal, where stood a crowd of soldiers and airmen and state police, all just woken.  
 
    It was announced to them that there had been storm in the hills and a fire at the Sumail Central Prison some distance south into the desert and there had been an outbreak and that many guards had been killed and that there were prisoners escaping into the mountains in all directions. The soldiers were grouped and briefed and each made his way to the door and left into the night. The English serviceman who had befriended the kid rushed past and informally saluted to him and smiled a dry smile of resignation and the kid saluted back with a single finger. 
 
    An older Omani sergeant appeared behind the waiting men.  
 
    “Are you falling in gentlemen? We could use you in one of the birds, you experience could be vital in the storm” 
 
    They turned and the American looked to the Dutchman quizzically and the Dutchman shrugged. 
 
    “Yes sir” the American said to him, “though we haven’t been briefed yet” 
 
    The Omani captain nodded and told them to head to the vehicles and report in to the officers at the door. 
 
    As they headed to the entrance, the Dutchman put his hand across the kid’s chest. 
 
    “This isn’t your fight” 
 
    “I can help” the kid said, pushing his hand down. 
 
    “No. You’re not trained, and it’s not safe. I’m sorry, I won’t see it happen” 
 
    The American agreed and told the kid to have coffee ready for their return and he clapped his hand on the kid’s shoulder and they hurried off and within a few moments they had all left and the kid remained standing there in the dim light with only a few other men.  
 
    He walked slowly back along the line of check-in desks, all dark and disused, and followed the aisle past the bureau de change and the old posters from the tourism board showing crystal seas and families on camelback, now dusty and cracked and in such painful contrast to what was and the kid hung his head and pushed open the door to the security office at the back of the hall and went in and sat down on his blankets and stared into the dark until morning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was sitting alone at the edge of the departure lounge drinking black coffee from a paper cup when a lieutenant of Welsh origin crossed the hall and stood at the side of the table. He was tall and broad and wore his beret backwards so it looked like a gentleman’s flatcap and he had a tattoo of something fading on his forearm. He walked with a limp he seemed accustomed to from some battlefield injury acquired in a past life.  
 
    “Bore da lad, how goes it?” 
 
    The kid forced a smile and nodded. 
 
    His voice was soft and his accent warm. 
 
    “OK, thanks. How are the boys getting on at the prison, they’ve been gone hours?” 
 
    “Ah, they’re ok I hear, there’s a lot going on down there, there is. Most of the prisoners didn’t make it too far, there are no roads you see, they were all just running around the mountains like lost hens, I don’t see them being there too much longer. It’s the wind in them hills that’s messing things up for them, not really flying conditions if you know what I mean” 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    “You’re on the Hercules though this morning, are you then? I’m sure that’ll have no problem, it’s quite the machine” 
 
    The kid frowned. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “You’re on the Hercules, no? To Bir Gifgafa?” 
 
    The kid just looked at him. The Welshman could tell he wasn’t being clear enough. 
 
    “Egypt lad” 
 
    “This morning?” the kid said, putting his cup down on the white plastic table. 
 
    The Welshman nodded. 
 
    “Nine hundred” 
 
    He placed a set of papers down on the table and pushed them towards the kid and the kid took them without reading them. He said that he didn’t know that the flight was due to leave that morning and that nobody had told him but that he didn’t exactly have anything to pack and could be ready in a moment and was exceedingly grateful for the opportunity to do so.  
 
    He asked the Welshman the time and he said it was a little after seven and the kid thanked him again and the Welshman told him he should leave from the south side of the hall through the double doors and follow signs to gate 4 where the thirteenth Royal Air Force would be waiting and that he should announce himself on arrival to the airman at the gate.  
 
    He went back to the security office and looked around him for anything he could call his own amongst their borrowed bedding but there was nothing there. He stood for a while in the pale fluorescent light and thought back to leaving the reserve in Thailand with a rucksack full of clothes and a hat and the camera his father had bought him and a folder of paperwork and toiletries and, when he looked down at himself, he realised he wasn’t even wearing his own clothes. The only thing on him that he had left London with were the battered brown boots he still wore and they were overdue their disposal.  
 
    He thought about the American and the Dutchman and he wondered when they would be back and whether or not he would see them before he left as they also didn’t know he was due to leave and he thought that if he didn’t see them that morning, he would likely not ever see them again. 
 
    He had no watch and he did not know the time and he had no idea how long he had stood and stared into nothingness and he left the security office and glanced back at the blankets and pillows strewn across the floor like they somehow embodied his friends.  
 
    He passed through the broken baggage machines and the x-ray scanner and into the departure lounge, past the black and silver chairs and the boarded-up stores and the closed café where an old woman swept the floor and picked up the discarded paper cups onto a tray and he followed the yellow sign towards his gate like a solitary traveller on a voyage to a place unknown. 
 
    The power was off in the corridors and there were no windows and he walked in the darkness burdened only with his thoughts and after a few minutes a dim light showed at the end of the walkway and he entered the boarding gates.  
 
    There was nobody there to greet him but he knew he wasn’t a scheduled passenger and this wasn’t a scheduled passenger flight and he peered out of the high tinted windows to where the Lockheed C-130 Hercules sat beyond on the tarmac.  
 
    He stood for a moment and walked through the open doorway and along the bridge and followed the metal stairway down to the exterior door and into the hot morning. The storm was blowing sand and dust in from the west and he held his hand to his face to stop it blowing in his eyes as he walked across the tarmac towards the aircraft. Three servicemen in uniform stood by the steps and watched him as he approached and they nodded to him and he nodded back and they asked him if he was their cargo and laughed and he smiled and said that he was and they showed him aboard.  
 
    The plane was carrying supplies and equipment and most of the hold was blocked off and accessible only from the rear doors but there were eight seats in the front cabin behind the cockpit which were cushioned and insulated and he chose one of them at the back and sat down. Two other servicemen were already seated and smiled to him as he boarded though they were in conversation with each other about their lives and the things they had seen.  
 
    Two of the three guards who had been waiting outside the aircraft saluted and left and headed back into the terminal and the third climbed aboard the hulking plane and greeted the passengers and took a seat at the front and buckled his safety belt.  
 
    The pilot started the engines and a low rumble reverberated around the otherwise quiet morning. The yellow dust swirled in the air.  
 
    The kid let his head fall back against the soft seat and he thought of home and of Abi and he thought of Saalbach and as he was staring into nothingness through the grey panelled interior of the cabin he noticed in his peripheral the airman standing at the front turn to look out of the open door.  
 
    The man called to somebody outside the aircraft but the kid wasn’t listening and he didn’t take notice until he heard him speak again. 
 
    “English? Yeah, here” 
 
    The man turned and looked at the kid and the kid snapped from his thoughts and met the man’s eyes. 
 
    The serviceman looked back out of the door. 
 
    “Be quick soldier, we’re out of here” 
 
    The kid watched the door and heard boots coming up the metal stairs and then the blonde deadlocked head of the Dutchman peer into the chassis. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “After all this you’re leaving without saying anything” the Dutchman joked. 
 
    The kid unfastened his belt and went to the open doorway and he and the Dutchman embraced. 
 
    The American was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Just you?” 
 
    The Dutchman nodded. 
 
    “He’s, well, he was heading south. In a chopper. Those prisoners got into the desert and the storm’s come in, and he’s… Go on, you should go, they’re waiting” 
 
    The kid looked him in the eye for a moment and detected something more from his tone. 
 
    “I only found out a couple of hours ago I was leaving, I had no way of reaching you out there” 
 
    The airman spun his finger around in the air to hurry them. 
 
    “Go” 
 
    He felt emotional at leaving a good friend and he felt unease at what was not being said. 
 
    The Dutchman nodded and put his hands on the kid’s shoulders. 
 
    “Send me something to tell us where you are, I’ll be here waiting for it, we’ll meet again my friend” 
 
    The kid nodded and said he would without doubt and that there were more times for them to share ahead. 
 
    “Sure. Go” 
 
    He spun the kid by the shoulder and clapped his hand on his back and turned and walked back down the metal steps to the tarmac. 
 
    The kid watched over his shoulder and the Dutchman looked back and smiled again and the kid held up his palm and the Dutchman nodded to him. 
 
    The airman pulled the door closed and the Dutchman stood and watched the Hercules slowly taxi away to the runway knowing that a sad goodbye with a dear old friend was no time to mention the helicopter crash in the desert.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Muscat to the desert outpost of Bir Gifgafa and to Port Said 
 
      
 
      
 
    He slept in the big cushioned airline seat and when he woke they were heading towards the Red Sea north of Medina and the sky around the plane was yellow. He spoke to the two young servicemen on the other side of the aisle, still not more than nineteen and with keenness and excitement in their bright eyes. They talked about the things they had seen and the kid told them of his journey and they told him of the mission that had placed them on that flight. They said they were tasked by a joint Royal and United States Air Force operative in assisting the Egyptian military with the rebuild of one of their key command posts in the Sinai and that they were to spend three weeks there fixing and reinstalling the equipment necessary for the base to operate fully. In return, the forces would be granted use of that base for bringing aid in and out of Europe to the east.  
 
    They drank watery coffee together from paper cups and shared stories and descended into Bir Gifgafa airfield in the middle of a sandstorm which battered the aircraft around the sky like a pinball and they finally bounced down onto the landing strip in an explosion of golden dust. 
 
    Everything in every direction was clouded yellow and from somewhere beyond it the sun burned with such ferocity that nothing in that place could live. 
 
    Two runways ran parallel to each other and a gathering of outbuildings stood aside them, blanketed in dust, and for nearly fifty miles in every direction there existed nothing but sand. The Hercules sat still in that desert outpost like a hulking monolith and it was some time before the Egyptian control sent their staff to meet it. Though the runway was tarmacked and lit, it was covered in a blanket of gold that glimmered and blurred and circled wildly in the winds and seemed to stretch unrestrained into the desert itself. Sand had banked up against the old buildings as the Sinai had reclaimed what was its own. There were no other aircraft there, though at the far end of the compound a single helicopter was submerged under a dune, its rotary blades white and battered and the glass of its screen smashed so that even the inside was filled with sand.  
 
    When the aircraft door was pulled open, a gust of sand and dust streamed into the aircraft and the men held their hands to their faces to protect themselves as they pushed against the wind to the metal stairs. A single Egyptian soldier stood waiting for them at the bottom wrapped in robes and scarves and wearing big black motorcycle goggles that shielded his face entirely and gave him the look of an unearthly insect.  
 
    He beckoned them down onto the sandy tarmac and shouted against the storm that they should head for the old metal building to the north and the men ran with their heads down to the command post and kicked open the battered steel doors and nearly fell inside.  
 
    Two more Egyptian guards were waiting inside dressed in desert gear and as the visitors righted themselves, one pulled the keffiyeh away from his face and asked them for their paperwork. 
 
    “What the hell happened here?” the taller of the two young engineers asked as he pulled the folder of papers from his pack. 
 
    The guard looked back at him and frowned and said nothing. 
 
    “Is this place operational?” 
 
    The guard read the papers in his hand and handed them back. 
 
    “What is operational? The plane landed here, did it not?” 
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    The guard read over the man’s paperwork and handed it back to him. 
 
    “That is why you are here no?” the guard asked again to the engineer. 
 
    The engineer looked to his colleague and then back at the guard. 
 
    “I just expected the place to be a little more than this, that’s all” 
 
    The guard smiled to him through narrow eyes. 
 
    “I do not know what hospitality you have received in your friendly American hotel my friend, but we are fighting a war of survival here. And you are here to help are you not?” 
 
    The engineer nodded. 
 
    “Yes sir we are” 
 
    The guard nodded and his colleague came over and spoke to the engineers and led them away to begin what mission they had been sent there to undertake. 
 
    The kid took his papers from his pocket and handed them across to the guard and the guard flicked his eyes across them and looked back to the kid. 
 
    “The British are giving taxi service to civilians now?” 
 
    The kid cocked his head to the side and smiled softly. 
 
    “I know people” 
 
    The guard didn’t smile. 
 
    “And where exactly do you intend to go from here?” 
 
    The kid looked across to the window at the side of the room, blacked out by the sand built up outside it, pushing inwards on its old frame 
 
    “I’m going north” 
 
    The guard smiled and looked across to his colleague and smiled again but the other guards face was still covered by his keffiyeh and whatever his response was it was lost. 
 
    The guard handed the papers back to the kid and he stuffed them into his back pocket. 
 
    “You don’t have a bag?” 
 
    The kid shook his head and the guard nodded and smiled again to himself. 
 
    “I don’t have a bag and I don’t have a jacket and I don’t have a horse but I’m heading north to the coast and that’s all there is to know” 
 
    The guard nodded and said he understood and he would see if there was something he could do to help for he admired the kid’s tenacity and his audacity. 
 
    He showed the kid through to the main office where other Egyptian airmen were working at old computer terminals and fixing electrical equipment and talking quietly and they mostly ignored him when he walked in. 
 
    “There is coffee through the door at the back, do not walk sand into my kitchen” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Some time later an officer returned to the room and nodded to the kid who was sitting on the ground looking at the pictures in a weeks-old newspaper that he could not read a word of.  
 
    “Are you an engineer?”  
 
    The kid shook his head. 
 
    “No, I think the engineers went off into the other side of the building, I haven’t seen them” 
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    “I know they are engineers, are you engineer?” 
 
    The kid said again that he wasn’t. 
 
    “That is unfortunate for you as we may have a way of helping you avoid spending your remaining time on earth walking in the desert” 
 
    The kid looked at him and cocked his head and smiled softly. 
 
    “So try me” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The man led the kid through a series of doors and, as they walked, the rooms grew darker behind the sandcovered windows and the ceiling lights flickered or were out entirely and the place was dusty and in disrepair. 
 
    At the end of the hallway the white sunlight crept in under a broken doorframe. The door was held together with a steel bar.  
 
    “Cover your face” the man said to him and pushed the bar and the wind caught the door and it swung out on its hinges and smashed backwards against the outside wall.  
 
    The storm streamed across the open doorway and the man pulled his keffiyeh across his face and the kid held his hands over his eyes and nose and mouth and they ventured out together into the heat.  
 
    The two of them ran with their heads ducked across the open space of the airstrip as the wind tore in from the west and they ran until they reached a small stone outbuilding under a smooth ramp of sand. On the sheltered side of the building the man crouched and flicked open a catch and pulled the steel door open from the sand and the two of them ducked inside and the man pulled it close behind them as best he could. The sound of the wind whistled through the cracks in the stonework.  
 
    Inside, the place had once housed service vehicles and the metal shelves along the walls were lined with tools and boxes and spools of cable and a stepladder and cans of oil and tools of all trades. A single bulb swung from its fixing in the centre of the room like an old man’s toolshed. 
 
    “You guys are state of the art” the kid mumbled to himself and, though the man could hear him, he said nothing. 
 
    “Here” the man said, “if you can fix it you can take it” 
 
    At the back of the room an old Norton motorcycle sat under an inch of dust. Every part of the metalwork had rusted and the tyres were both completely flat.   
 
    “I am to believe this was brought here by your people many many years ago. You can take it back now” 
 
    The kid walked over to it. 
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” 
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    “I do not know. It has not been ridden in twenty years. The key is in the ignition” 
 
    The man nodded to him and pulled open the door and ducked outside again into the storm. 
 
    The kid turned the key. Nothing happened.  
 
    He had ridden through Namibia for three weeks some years earlier on something of Chinese manufacture with a 150cc engine, or so he thought, but he hadn’t done anything more than standard upkeep on the bike and regardless, that bike wasn’t broken. The one he was looking at there most certainly was and he was certainly no mechanic.  
 
    He turned the key again and still there was no sound other than the whistling of the wind and the sand around the building.  
 
    He moved the surrounding boxes and heaved the front wheel of the bike from the floor and pulled it forward into the space so that he could see all the way around it and stood back and looked at it standing there, battered and rusted. 
 
    He went to the shelving along the side of the garage and found an old cloth and dusted the bike down so that the he could better see the parts and when the metalwork had been cleaned there was just the faintest hint of green paintwork and the word Norton still visible along the side in white. He found a bottle of oil of some kind and soaked the chain and the forks and the working parts and polished away at them, cleaning the sand from the cracks until his arms hurt.  
 
    The rims and the spokes were rusted but it seemed superficial and the integrity of the metalwork seemed sound and he rubbed rust from them and inflated the tyres and they both held air and he prayed they would stay that way and that the old machine would not break on him in the desert.  
 
    With the metalwork cleaned as best he could manage and the sand mostly flushed away and oil dripping all over the sandy floor, he wiped his hands and threw the cloth onto the shelf and opened the metal door to the garage.  
 
    He ducked as he ran back across the airstrip to the command building and when he reached the door he had exited through it was locked from the inside and he hugged the exterior wall as he rounded the building to the front main door. 
 
    He went back into the room where the men were working and went to the back to the small kitchen and poured himself a cup of the old coffee. An older Egyptian officer was inside cleaning a plate in the small sink. 
 
    The kid smiled to him softly and nodded and the man nodded back. 
 
    “Hi” the kid said to him, “can I ask you something?” 
 
    The officer put the plate down onto the side and turned to him. He was a huge man with a big moustache covering most of his face and friendly eyes and he smiled at the kid again and wrinkles spread across his face. 
 
    “I’m trying to fix an old motorbike here and I need to jump the engine, do you have leads and a working engine I can use?” 
 
    The man frowned. 
 
    “Sorry, slow. What?” 
 
    The kid apologised.  
 
    “I am fixing a motorbike” 
 
    “Here?” the man asked, pointing to the floor. 
 
    “Yes, in the garage out there” 
 
    The man cocked his chin. He was unsure who the kid was and what was occurring there and he glanced out of the door quickly as though assuring himself somehow of his place.  
 
    He nodded slowly. 
 
    “The battery is dead” the kid said, “I need to find a vehicle to start it again” 
 
    The man lifted his head. 
 
    “Ahhh” he said and repeated the kids request in Arabic to confirm it only to himself, “you want to start the engine with the, er” 
 
    He moved his hands together and apart a few times signalling his understanding of the kid’s request. 
 
    The kid smiled and nodded. 
 
    The man showed him through the room and he called a colleague over and the two men spoke in Arabic and the other man nodded and told the kid to follow him.  
 
    He took him out of the main building and back into the sandstorm and opened a side door to a small hanger housing a group of 4x4s and two fuel trucks. He went into the small office inside and opened the cabinet on the wall and took out a key and opened up one of the cars and took from the rear a black canvas bag containing the jump cables. He handed it to the kid and locked the car again. 
 
    “You can not leave with this, you understand?” he said and the kid nodded and promised him he wouldn’t. 
 
    The man started to leave the hangar. 
 
    The kid called him back 
 
    “I will need to use one of these cars too if I can” 
 
    The man looked at him. 
 
    “The cables won’t work unless they’re connected to something live on the other end” 
 
    The man thought about this for a moment and scratched his head and sighed.  
 
    The kid knew he was becoming a pain to those men and he knew that in past times he would have possibly been too decent to expect so much of a group of people whom he did not know and who had helped him so much already, but he knew that theirs was now a cutthroat existence where people perished at every turn if they could not fight and he was on his own and the only way to survive was to take what he could when he had the chance.  
 
    “Thank you” he said. 
 
    The man opened up the hangar door and climbed into the 4x4 and the kid hopped in too and the man drove sideways to the wind and parked it by the small sandcovered garage.  
 
    “There are insurgents across the Sinai” the man said to the kid dryly and the kid nodded, “Ansar Jerusalem, Takfiri warriors, the Bedouins. You should hope that bike carries you well for you can not stop once you begin your journey” 
 
    The kid nodded and said that he knew that. 
 
    They pulled up alongside the garage. 
 
    “Be quick or the sand will damage this vehicle, that is why it was locked away” 
 
    The kid jumped out and quickly pulled open the garage door and wheeled the motorcycle forward and took the jumpleads from the black bag and the man turned the engine off and the kid connected the cables. 
 
    “OK” he shouted and the man turned the 4x4 over and revved the engine and the kid turned the motorcycle ignition key. 
 
    The engine didn’t make a sound but he saw the dial flicker slightly.  
 
    He let it rest for a moment and did it again. 
 
    The needle on the petrol gauge flicked up slightly and fell again. 
 
    He let it rest. 
 
    “Come on” the man called from the door. 
 
    The sand was beating against him in the open front of the car.  
 
    The kid looked up and frowned at him and shrugged his shoulders once and looked down again.  
 
    He turned the key and the motor coughed and made a scraping sound and he turned the throttle and held it and it scratched and squeaked and he turned it more and then, in an eruption of sound and smoke, the engine cackled into life and filled the tiny garage with a tremendous roar. 
 
    They disconnected the cables and the kid thanked him again and the man quickly spun the 4x4 round in the sand and drove it back to the hangar as fast as he could. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The kid stood in the front reception of the command building looking out through the little square pane of glass in the door. The sun was low in the sky and the storm had calmed. Great dunes of golden desert sloped up against every building on the airfield and glowed pink and red in the dying glow.  
 
    He knew he could reach Ismailia in less than two hours if the road was passable and the bike didn’t fail but he knew he could not guarantee either of those things and he wondered how cold it got in that place at night and he thought that the cold was the least of his worries should he become stranded there. 
 
    He thanked the officers and the airmen who had helped him and he said farewell to the two engineers from his flight and they wished him luck and called him crazy.  
 
    The officers had given him a thawb of brown cotton to protect him from the sand and a keffiyeh of green and black wool which was wrapped around his head and hung down across his brow and a flask of coffee and some nuts. They had allowed him to fill the Norton with fuel from their tank  
 
    He stepped outside and regarded the desert ahead of him.  
 
    The dimming sun bounced shadows across the airstrip and glistened off the top of the Hercules, still standing on the sandcovered tarmac. It had barely been able to land that day and the pilot did not want to risk taking off again until the storm had truly passed. 
 
    He pulled the keffiyeh up across his mouth and nose and tightened it at the side and walked across the sand to the garage and opened the steel door.  
 
    The old Norton rumbled out across the airstrip and skidded on the sandy tarmac and he righted it and found the driveway out to the west and followed it to the main road through the Sinai.  
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a cooling breeze blowing across the open wilderness as the old motorbike rattled along the road and, though the wind carried with it the sand and dust of the desert floor, the kid welcomed its chill.  
 
    The road bore west through the ghosttown at Al Hasnah where the desert had overcome the buildings and there was no sign of life at all and everything had been abandoned long ago to the carpet of sand that covered it like items stored under sheets in an ancient cellar.  
 
    The saffron sun sank slowly lower to the dark and flat and endless horizon and the road ran straight into the sun like it was leading the kid into the heart of the fire itself and he squinted at the glare as the shadow behind the bike trailed further and further into the distance and all that could be seen was desert and that only. 
 
    For mile after mile as darkness descended there was nothing more to see than the bike and the road and he spent that time in thought about all that he knew and he wondered how the American had fared out in the deserts to the south, although the Dutchman’s tone at their farewell filled his head and his heart with a discomfort that he may not have fared well at all. 
 
    He watched keenly to the horizons for signs of trouble.  
 
    From time to time there were hints, though nothing more, that buildings had once stood at the roadside but they were long forgotten and should he have looked away for a moment he would have missed them.  
 
    The dials on the bike’s dashboard were not working properly and, though he knew he had enough fuel for the journey, he couldn’t be sure of other factors such as the engine temperature or the oil level and just as the sun dropped beyond the open plain, he made the decision to stop.  
 
    He pulled from the road to where a building had once been and steered the bike inside and let it cool behind the fallen stonework and drank from the flask and ate the nuts and stared blankly into the endless flatland extending to every corner of the world around him.  
 
    When he set out again hardly any time had passed at all but the sun had dropped completely and the sand, once gold, now shimmered blue and he was lost in an eternal darkness and a silence that echoed with nothingness. No bird called nor lizard ran and he flicked the bikes headlamp on and it fluttered and went out again and he hit it with the butt of his hand and it popped to life and threw a tiny pale glow across the few feet of sand in front of him.  
 
    Along the road, dead acacias, barely recognisable, clustered where a wadi had stood by a homestead of stone buildings and at the horizon tiny white eyes of light peered through the dark at him and they grew steadily in number and the sky around them took on a faded glow and he knew that on the horizon in that place he would reach Ismailia.  
 
    A mile or so further at a desolate place without feature two men stood at the roadside in Bedouin clothes of black and white and their faces covered completely and both armed with assault rifles.   
 
    His heart raced and though he feared what may happen, he knew the decision to speed up the bike on his approach was most likely the right one. 
 
    He pulled back the throttle and the bike screamed towards them and they watched him pass with keen interest, though neither made any move to him and he knew that their being in that place meant that there were most likely many others in that expanse, regardless of how empty it may have seemed.  
 
    He rode with his eyes glued to the black desert around him. 
 
    Somewhere in the distance to the north he heard riflefire and he flinched and his head spun around and for a moment he feared he was spotted but the shots were far away and he turned the throttle further and pushed forward.  
 
    Lights flickered in the desert to the south and he saw the slow arcing of white headlamps from a vehicle in the dark and he turned the headlamp off to hide himself.  
 
    It took a moment for his eyes to adjust and he rode blind until he could see in the dark and he rode that way from then on. 
 
    The road kept straight and dark and after some time buildings appeared slowly around him, battered and deserted and covered in sand and some time further the acacia and palm skeletons multiplied until he reached the road bridge at Timsah Lake. He flicked the headlamp back on and followed the road to the edge of the mighty Suez which had burst its banks long ago but which had been kept mostly tamed and he silently thanked the motorbike and he smiled to himself, for though his journey was not done, he had made it safely from the desolate outpost at Bir Gifgafa.  
 
    He had not eaten in a day and a half and was exhausted and beaten from his trek and he would find food and rest there for that evening and set out north the following morning on the single road to Port Said and to the Mediterranean Sea.  
 
    He felt so close. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ismailia was dark and quiet and smelled of burning rubber and earth and entire roads were blackened with soot where they had been torched long ago and riders and raiders roamed the streets, unrestrained and unpoliced. Bedouin militants from the Sinai had blockaded quarters of the town and riflefire popped around the low horizon.  
 
    The kid rumbled the old Norton along the edge of the dusty parkland at Forsan and around the white stone buildings to the south. He rode quickly with his head low and dodged trucks and dogs in the street and bumped the bike onto the scrubland at the cemetery and pulled the bike up under an old sycamore.  
 
    He stood for a moment in the dark amongst the gravestones, wrapped in the thawb all sandbattered and torn like a wraith of the underworld. Clouds blew across the pale moon and the sycamores swayed and a bony dog appeared ahead of him and watched him with empty white eyes. 
 
    He had no currency and no weapon and did not speak any of the languages of that place and he knew he could be killed in an instant for turning the wrong corner and he moved quickly and quietly out onto the street. At the end of the road two armoured personnel carriers rolled by slowly, the red caps of the men inside glinting in the moonlight. He kept to the edges of the buildings and walked east through the houses. There were no shops there, open or otherwise, and when he reached the canal again he turned back into the quiet residential streets.  
 
    The houses were dark and many looked abandoned but he didn’t know what the time was and could not know whether the occupants had deserted them or were merely asleep inside.  
 
    He looked along the street in both directions and stepped between two homes and pushed open an old chain gate into the back yard and listened.  
 
    He was sure there was nobody inside.  
 
    He pushed the tin door on the back of the house and though it was locked it rattled on its hinge and he pushed it with his shoulder and it buckled and he stood back and kicked the lock with the heel of his boot and it flung open with one kick and crashed against the wall inside. He listened again and still there was nothing to hear. 
 
    He went inside the old house and walked through the abandoned rooms, thick with dust and the smell of rot and sewage and he found the kitchen and searched the cupboards. They were empty from top to bottom and he cursed under his breath.  
 
    He looked around the rooms for anything of use to him but there was nothing there but the fixtures and some old boxes and old wooden furniture. He took a length of splintered wood and tapped it against the wall to test its strength and carried it with him as a weapon should he need it. He went back into the yard and climbed across the smashed fencing to the next home and peered in through the smashed window. It was in much the same state as the first and he knocked the remaining glass from the frame and clambered inside and again went to searching the kitchen. He found locust beans, though they had moulded, and vegetables in a crate so rotten he couldn’t identify them and then, to the back of the kitchen in a wooden cupboard, he found peanuts in their shells and a glass bottle of red liquid. He took it from the shelf and studied it and it looked like blood in the dim light but when he opened the lid it smelled sweet and he dipped his finger in and tasted it and it tasted of hibiscus and he sat on the floor and drank it and ate the peanuts, the length of wood next to him, his eyes on the door.  
 
    When he had eaten he went to the bedroom upstairs and looked out of the window into the black street and assured himself that he was safe there and found some old torn and dusty blankets and fashioned himself a bed on the wooden floor. 
 
    He laid awake for some time listening to the crackling gunshots and calls from the dark and when eventually he fell asleep his dreams were of war.  
 
      
 
    He woke early and as his vision cleared he had no idea where he was and he looked around the old room, glowing amber in the morning sun. The room wasn’t carpeted and the floorboards were rotting and filthy and there were squares of pale colour on the wall where photographs had once hung and he assumed them removed when the homeowners had fled.  
 
    The world outside was quiet. 
 
    He looked through the detritus of the home for anything worth taking with him and found a small kitchen knife with a brass handle and a box of matches and he pocketed both and took also a small bag of grains without a label. As he was walking back through the kitchen he spotted the small plastic radio sitting on the sideboard and he flicked it on but there was no electricity to that place and he took it with him regardless.  
 
    The motorcycle was still parked underneath the sycamore. It took some time to start but it did and he followed the road north, block after block through the grey town, past bodies in the street and fires at the rooftops. Where the road forked east, a blockade had been erected of concrete and wire and a flag hung that he didn’t recognise and men sat on the roofs with assault rifles. He kept his eyes on the road and, as he passed, a piece of rubble was launched at him but it missed and he twisted the throttle and the bike roared and quickened and within a single minute he had reached the ring road at the north of the city where the land opened up ahead of him, dry and dead and skeletal.  
 
    He sat the bike again and it coughed and didn’t sound entirely right, though he had no alternative but to push forward with it. 
 
    The road from Ismailia tracked alongside a branch of the canal where it turned to the west and rejoined the Suez at El-Qantara where the banks had broken entirely and the town and fields were black with water. Camps had been made in the surrounding scrublands where thousands of displaced people lined under sheets and coverings and in shacks of tin and palm and folk music played and children ran, ignorant of the inevitable. The highway bypassed the flooded town and, as the kid followed it back to its northerly course, it slowly submerged into the canalwater and disappeared completely.  
 
    He pulled from the tarmac into the dry countryside and forced the bike across the fields where the wheels bounced and the engine sputtered until he found again a track heading north. At Shader Azzam the road stopped at a t-junction with only filthy floodwater ahead of him and the burst Suez away to the east. Old buildings rose from the water and nothing moved and beyond that a body of blackness too deep and too wide to cross by bike or foot.  
 
    He stopped the bike at the water’s edge and let the engine settle and it rattled as it cooled. He took the glass bottle from the compartment in the chassis and went to the water and filled it with the dirty brown liquid and poured it onto the bike’s engine and it steamed and hissed and he poured a second bottle on it and a third to cool it as much as he could and put the bottle down on the dead ground and sat.  
 
    The sun was swelteringly hot, though he knew it no other way, and his skin had darkened more than he had ever seen it. Thin wisps of silver cloud streaked from horizon to horizon and the sky beyond was white. 
 
    As he sat, a mule appeared across from him sniffing at the scrubby ground. It hobbled forward and stopped and watched him for a moment and blinked slowly and looked away to the south and then back at him and blinked again.  
 
    The kid smiled at it and the mule stared blankly.  
 
    He rose to his feet and the mule watched as he walked slowly towards it and it didn’t flinch nor move away from him and, as he reached out to pat its rough head, it leaned into him slightly and cocked its neck so that he could stroke it better and he smiled again. It wore no bridle or strap and was flybitten and scrawny but otherwise tame and calm and not old. He took the bag of grain and poured some out onto the ground and stood back and the mule watched it for a moment and sniffed it from a distance and looked again at him before stepping forward to eat. 
 
    He spent that moment with the animal and bid it farewell and walked back to the motorbike. The mule watched blankly as the engine coughed to life and as he turned it west along the water’s edge it watched after him for a moment and returned to sniffing at the dead earth.  
 
    Half a mile further, the crumbling footbridge was just wide enough and secure enough for the motorbike to cross and the kid revved the bike and hit the curve of the bridge at full speed so that should it fall under his weight he may at least be propelled further across it for doing so, and he bounced over to the other side and crashed through the shallow floodwater where it rose out onto the canal bank and he managed to get the bike onto the scrubland beyond still upright.  
 
    As he straightened the bike and looked up he was being watched.  
 
    A man stood not ten feet away from him with a tall dog and a longrifle. He was short with a long grey tunic which hung from him and a keffiyeh pulled around his face and sunglasses beneath it. He held the carbine rifle by the muzzle and the dog stood still behind him. 
 
    As the kid pulled his scarf across his face to ride away the man spoke. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    The kid couldn’t place his accent but his English was nearly immaculate. 
 
    The kid regarded him for a moment. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’m asking” 
 
    The kid squinted in the sun and rubbed dust from his eye with the back of his finger. 
 
    “Port Said”  
 
    “There is no Port Said anymore” 
 
    It came as no surprise to him. 
 
    “Then the coast. Wherever” 
 
    The man watched him. 
 
    “What money do you have?” 
 
    The kid shook his head. 
 
    “None” 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “What do you have?” 
 
    The kid shrugged. 
 
    “This bike and these boots” 
 
    He pulled the scarf back up over his mouth and took hold of the handlebars. 
 
    “You speak Egyptian?” 
 
    The kid looked again to him and shook his head and said the language was Arabic and that he didn’t speak it anyway. He revved the bike and nodded to the man and wished him a good day. 
 
    The man spoke again. 
 
    “You trying to get back to England?” 
 
    The kid shrugged. 
 
    “Austria” 
 
    “Maybe you can help me” 
 
    The kid stopped and looked again to him. It was not what he had expected to hear. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I’m going to Warsaw” 
 
    The kid frowned and looked at him. 
 
    “You’re not from here?” 
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    “Do I look like I’m from here?” 
 
    The kid nodded and said that he did and the man said that was a good thing and that it was his intention to, and that he had spent so long in that hot place he felt like he was from there anyway. 
 
    “How are you getting to Warsaw?” 
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    “However I can. Walking at the moment” 
 
    “And you wanna come with me?” 
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    The kid looked around and then back at the man. 
 
    “You can get on the back of this but not with your dog?” 
 
    “It’s not my dog” 
 
    The animal stood next to him watching. 
 
    “It sure looks like it’s yours” 
 
    The man looked down at it. 
 
    “Well it is now, but it’s just following me because I can find it food. I guess it’d be dead otherwise. It’s not stupid” 
 
    The kid nodded and said he was sure it wasn’t and regardless of whose dog it once was, it was entrusted to him now even if only through its own choosing and to leave it there in the desert was not an option and the man agreed and said it was a shame but he was right. 
 
    “Well I ain’t getting off and walking with you” 
 
    “I can carry the dog” 
 
    The kid smiled. 
 
    “It’s bigger than you” 
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    “I can. I have no bag” 
 
    The kid thought for a moment and then shook his head. 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. No. Good day” 
 
    He pulled his keffiyeh up across his face and wished the man luck and as he turned back to the road the muzzle of the longrifle appeared next to his head.  
 
    “Either you, me and the dog on that bike, or just me” 
 
    The kid nodded. He held no cards with which to play.  
 
    The man swung the rifle onto his back and scooped up the dog with both arms and the dog fumbled awkwardly and the man swung his leg over the bike behind the kid and the kid shuffled forward. The dog kicked and grunted and after a few moments the man had the animal pinned against the kid’s back with his arms round it holding on to the kid’s thawb.  
 
    “Where do you think we’re going like this?” 
 
    “North” the man called from behind him. 
 
    “Do you have anywhere in mind?” he said sarcastically. 
 
    “You want to get to Europe then you need to get to the sea first” 
 
    The kid nodded and said that as much was already obvious to him and that he would drive north but that this was not a plan nor a destination and the man called again that it was better than nothing. 
 
    “How do you know Port Said is gone?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t” 
 
    The kid turned his head to look at him and the dog stared back. 
 
    “You said that” 
 
    “I did” 
 
    “You’re making it up?” 
 
    “No” 
 
    “Have you been there?” 
 
    “Not recently” 
 
    The kid shook his head. He didn’t know exactly what was going on and he felt an unwilling participant in some comedic sideshow. 
 
    “You said before that it was gone. How would you know if you haven’t been?” 
 
    He looked round again and the man looked back at him. 
 
    “Port Said was built to serve the Suez and it’s built on a spit of land beyond the Al Manzalah lake. Everything has flooded. There is no doubt it has flooded too” 
 
    The kid said nothing. He thought the man a fool or sorts but the man knew more than he had first let on, even if only on that subject and nothing more.  
 
    “There may be ferries and boats there, but for sure they will all be taken now” 
 
    He shuffled on his seat and the dog kicked. 
 
    “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “I suggest we go, there is no need to just sit here with this stupid thing kicking away” 
 
    The kid nodded and turned the throttle and they pulled away into the dust. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They hadn’t been riding more than half an hour when they saw ahead of them the expansive floodlands of the north. The Suez and the Al Manzalah lake and the Mediterranean were together as one, black and brown and blue and shimmering and eternal.  
 
    Further than the eye could see, tiny boats dotted around the horizon and the clouds rolled out to meet them. The kid slowed the bike and, as it coasted to a stop, the dog leaped from the man’s grip to the ground below and stumbled and fell awkwardly and regained its footing and shook itself and stood watching them with its tongue hanging from its mouth.  
 
    “Come here you stupid thing” the man called, stepping down from the bike.  
 
    The dog jumped back a few feet and turned and stood again, watching him with its tail upright and its ears pricked. Two old women stood by a farm building to the east, watching them. 
 
    The man moved towards the dog and again it jumped back but didn’t run. 
 
    “Come here” he called but the dog thought it a game. 
 
    “He doesn’t want to get back on the bike” the kid called and the man batted him away with his hand and stepped slowly towards the dog. 
 
    “Would he run alongside us if you left him?” 
 
    “Who knows. Probably not. I said he wasn’t stupid but I don’t think he’s smart enough for that” 
 
    The kid shook his head and stepped off the bike and opened the hold and took out the bag of grain. The dog watched it.  
 
    He unfastened the top and poured some into his hand and walked away from the bike into some space and sat on the ground.  
 
    The dog watched. 
 
    The kid tossed a small handful of the untreated grain into his mouth and chewed on it. It was gritty and dry but didn’t taste bad. He poured a little more in his palm and held it out to the dog but didn’t make eye contact with it and the dog craned its neck forward and sniffed the air but didn’t move. The kid poured the grain onto the floor next to him and sat without looking at the dog.  
 
    The man stood next to the bike watching.  
 
    The dog watched the grain and the kid and it looked back at the man and after a moment it stepped slowly forward to the pile and sniffed at it and then licked it and stood turning its tongue at the grain in its mouth.  
 
    The kid let it eat for a moment and slowly reached his hand out and put it on the ground in front of the dog and the dog watched it but didn’t move and when it had stopped watching the kid lifted it up slowly and stroked the dog’s head while it ate. He moved his hand backwards onto its neck and scratched behind its flybitten ears and eventually took it gently round the neck. The dog pulled but the kid had a grip on it and he rose to his knees and then his feet and picked the squirming dog up and walked back to the man. 
 
    “Here” he said holding the animal out to him. 
 
    The man took it in both arms without saying anything. 
 
    “Sorry dog” the kid said as he climbed back onto the bike, “it’s for your own good, I guess” 
 
    The man climbed back on to the bike with the dog and they set out again to the east along the waterline, past camps and flooded villages and fires on the land and fires on the water.  
 
    They picked through tracks and fields without stopping and eventually at some time that evening the petrol tank on the bike drained its last drops of fuel and they scraped to a stop in the middle of the open countryside. 
 
    The two men and the dog stood next to the motorbike in the cool of the dimming light. 
 
    “You want to walk and get fuel?” the man asked. 
 
    The kid looked around in every direction and then back at the man. He opened the container up from the bike and took out the matches and the knife and put them in his pockets and took the empty bottle and threaded his belt through the handle so that it hung from him and tucked the radio under his arm.  
 
    “How far do you think we are from Port Said?” 
 
    The man looked to the north.  
 
    In the distance there was a faint glow on the horizon but little more.  
 
    “A few miles” 
 
    The kid shrugged. 
 
    “Come on then” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked along the water where the Suez had run until they saw in the distance against the dark sky the towering spires of the El-Abbasy mosque and the cranes of the docklands, signalling the location Port Said or indeed that where it had once been.  
 
    The town appeared marooned entirely from the mainland and though much of it still stood, it was accessible by water only. 
 
    “We can swim that” the man said to him. 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    “Probably”  
 
    They stood for a while. 
 
    “You wanna wait until morning and try and get out there?”  
 
    The man agreed that it was probably the best solution and, while they had nowhere to spend the night, they would at the very least survive and could make a better effort to cross the water in full light.   
 
    They walked slowly through the dark until they found a barn at the corner of a field where animals had once been kept and they sat together in the hay like rogue cattle. The dog was unsettled and sniffed around the place in circles again and again until eventually it found a place under a feeding trough where it lay with its ears pricked, listening to the night.  
 
    “What’s in Austria?” the man asked as they sat in the dark. They had no food and no water. 
 
    “A girl” 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “What’s in Warsaw?” 
 
    The man smiled. 
 
    “A lot of girls” 
 
    They laughed. 
 
    “My home, I’m from Poland, my family are all there. I am going to them” 
 
    “What are you doing all the way out here?” the kid asked. 
 
    The Pole said he had worked for a German drilling company and had been aboard a container ship trying to bring equipment back to Europe from Saudi Arabia when they were boarded by pirates. He said he had hidden for some time below deck and when it was quiet he had surfaced to find many of his colleagues dead and nobody at the helm and the ship otherwise deserted. He said the ship was still in motion and would have inevitably crashed and that he had gone overboard into the water and swam for two hours until he reached land somewhere south of Quseer. He said that he had no idea how long ago that was and that much had happened since and he had walked most of the way to where the two had met.  
 
    “How’d you get the rifle?” 
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    “Found it” 
 
    “Does it fire?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s no good. I have some shots left but I wasted too many trying to shoot birds for food. I’m not really a good shot” 
 
    The kid smiled. 
 
    “And the dog?”  
 
    “It’s not my dog” 
 
    They sat. 
 
    “What about you?” the man asked. 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “What are you doing out here, riding around the desert like a bandit?” 
 
    “I crossed overland from Myanmar. Through India and up the Gulf” 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    “On that bike?” 
 
    The kid laughed and told the man some of his story and the man listened and chewed on a string of hay. 
 
    “Does the radio work?” he asked when the kid had finished. 
 
    The kid shrugged. 
 
    “Maybe. It needs power” 
 
    “So why are you carrying it about with you?” 
 
    “Because there’ll be power somewhere, and when there is I can pick up any broadcasts there may be. Governments are sending out emergency broadcasts from everywhere they can, radio transmissions can work at such long range” 
 
    The man agreed. 
 
    The kid lit a small fire with the matches and some wood he pulled away from the stable and they sat by it and talked and eventually fell asleep next to each other in the hay with the dog looking on. 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Port Said to the south Mediterranean Sea 
 
      
 
      
 
    Daylight came early and flittered in through the old walls and danced on the hay and the kid rose and walked to the door, or to the space where the door had once been, and looked out.  
 
    In the light he saw the horizon of Port Said, no more than a couple of miles across the water on which the low sun shimmered and bounced its blinding silver light.  
 
    The Pole slept in the hay with his robe wrapped around him and the rifle cast off to one side and the dog nowhere to be seen and the kid watched him for a moment and scratched his head and looked back to the north and set out alone on foot towards the water.  
 
    When he reached the edge he stood for a moment and thought.  
 
    He took off the thawb and dropped it to the ground and tied the scarf tightly around his head and tightened his bootlaces and tucked the knife into the back of his trousers. He discarded the matches and unthreaded the flask from his belt and set it on the ground and stood and watched the water. He held the small radio in his hand and he thought about discarding it too for he would not make it across the water without it getting wet but he decided to bring it regardless and if it didn’t work then it didn’t work and nothing more would be lost. He slipped his belt through the handle and slid the radio around onto the back of his trousers and stepped forward into the water.  
 
    Silhouetted birds glided and called above, black like flies in the distance against the backdrop of the old port town.  
 
    The water ran cold into his boots.  
 
    He walked through the shallows until he was at waist height and it levelled out there and he walked for some distance before it rose above his belt. He pushed through the muddy silt and stumbled over obstacles concealed beneath and pushed through driftwood and broken metal and wire and there were bodies there of men and children and cattle and birds and eventually the land beneath his feet dropped away and he sunk into the water to his ears and began to swim. 
 
    He kicked and kicked and paddled with his arms and grasped at driftwood as it passed by for more than as hour without respite, until the muscles in his legs burned and pulled and his heart raced and his lungs forced themselves to work beyond their capability, and he even though he only passed a mile, he thought he would sink at any moment and nobody would ever know he had been there. 
 
    He knew he was too close to give up and die there. 
 
    His boots were heavy and holding him down and all he could think of was kicking them off but he knew he couldn’t. He knew that regardless of the torment and the pain, he would make it to the other side and when he did he would regret not having boots.  
 
    To live or to die trying.  
 
    He floated on his back and tried to catch his breath.  
 
    The water stunk of everything that had died in it. His boots pulled his legs down and his muscles roared in pain trying to level them again. 
 
    He repeated in his head that he was too close to give up and die there. Not after everything that had come before. 
 
    He thought of home but he couldn’t focus and he closed his eyes for a moment and pushed everything from his mind and steadied his breathing and righted himself again in the water. 
 
    He looked at the buildings to the north and took a breath and spat and pushed forward. He swam like he had been taught as a boy, slowly and calmly, taking strong steady strokes and remembering to take deep breaths as his arm came over. He thought of nothing but his breathing and when his legs tried to tell him to stop he told them he wouldn’t and this way he continued until his arm brushed past a fencepost under the water and when he stopped swimming his feet fumbled around and found ground below.  
 
    He stood upright in the dirty water and screamed and smashed the water with his hand in celebration and in pain and swore to himself and stood for some time breathing heavily.  
 
    The sprawl of Port Said lay wrecked ahead of him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He walked through the shallow water across the south of the city, past the auto factory and the squat old office blocks, shattered and creaking, their contents spilling from windows and floating mindlessly around their perimeters. The towering cranes to the north east stood up against the bright sky, black and strong and he knew that at the bases of those structures he would find the harbour.  
 
    The ground rose and fell beneath his feet and at times he walked clear of the water and at times he swam again until he reached the highland, streaked with apartment blocks and at the school wall he nearly fell to the ground and sat for some time.  
 
    He removed his boots and tipped the water from them and sat them upsidedown on the wall and removed his socks and wrung them out and laid them there too. The sun was burning his skin and he hoped his clothing would dry quickly and he took the keffiyeh and his shirt and laid them on the brickwork and stood the radio next to them. 
 
    He laid back with his head on the stone and stared at the sky and lay dozing in the sun while birds circled overhead and his mind ran away from him to another place he did not know.  
 
    In the distance the booming horn of a passing ship sounded against the silence and he sat and watched over the buildings to the north where it sailed. He smiled to himself for that was exactly the thing he had hoped to see there and he hoped that, while the town was flooded and derelict, there would still exist some kind of port where a boat could be boarded. 
 
    He sat on the wall and watched it until it was out of sight. He could see no others but he knew they would be few and infrequent and he was happy to wait as long as it may take.  
 
    He heard voices from the south along the road and he jumped down from the wall and watched as a ragtag group of wanderers passed by with sacks of items unknown, dressed in all fabrics and colours and one of them sang as he walked and they led dogs on chains and mules and ponies overladen with baskets and bags.  
 
    The kid stood backwards against the wall.  
 
    The front man was the tallest of the group, wrapped in a filthy shawl and he carried across his back two rifles of different types and wore a long beard thick with dirt. They walked slowly, looking around them everywhere for anything they could salvage or wear or eat.  
 
    The kid ducked in behind the gate and waited for them to pass.  
 
    He tried to peer around the edge of the wall to watch them as they went so that he would know it safe to come out from his hiding place, but he didn’t want to look too early and be spotted there. He sat on his heels in only his trousers and waited. He could hear nothing and the man’s singing faded away to the west somewhere behind the stonework and he leaned sideways to the edge of the old wall and looked around the corner and his heart leaped when he saw, not six feet from him, one of the nomads reaching up onto the wall for his boots. His heart thumped and his head shot backwards behind the wall again and his mind raced to determine what to do. He was sure in that split second that the man was alone but he knew he could be wrong and regardless he didn’t know how close the rest of the posse still were.  
 
    He had fought too hard to swim with those boots to go and lose them like that. He thought of the Dutchman and the American and he made his call.  
 
    He jumped out from behind the wall as the man was turning away with the boots in hand and grabbed the back of the man’s filthy long hair and threw him sideways against the brickwork. The man had not expected it at all and was not ready and stumbled sideways and lost his footing and crashed to the floor and slumped against the wall. His tunic fell open revealing a pistol in his belt and the kid put his bare foot down hard on top of it so it could not be removed and bent in and took the man by the scruff of the neck and held him down and the man wriggled and kicked and the kid took the pistol from him and stood up.  
 
    The man dropped the boots and slowly raised his hands where he lay.  
 
    The kid stooped and picked up the boots and set them down next to him. His knife was inside one of them. The gun wasn’t raised at the man but the man didn’t move regardless, his eyes wide and darting from side to side. The kid knew he couldn’t stay there like that, half dressed with the man on the floor at his feet and he watched the end of the road should the wanderers come looking for him but, as yet, there was nobody there.  
 
    He took the socks from the wall and put them into the boots and took his shirt and pulled it on quickly and awkwardly and wrapped the keffiyeh loosely around his neck and took up the radio. The man pulled himself up to sitting and leaned back against the wall. He was wrapped in a greasy brown and white tunic, torn and soiled and charred at one corner. He wore a belt of leather and from it hung trinkets and a small coin purse of velvet and a few feet away on the ground the man’s satchel sat open.  
 
    The kid walked across to it and the man went to stand and the kid levelled the gun at him for the first time.  
 
    The man stopped. 
 
    He looked into the bag, full of nothing more than rubbish and items once of value, discarded in every place that the man had travelled and the kid rummaged through them with a single hand while the other held the gun outstretched. He pulled from the pack a can of some food he did not know and a wrap of tobacco and he put them both in the pocket of his trousers and stepped away.  
 
    The man said nothing. 
 
    The kid picked up his boots and, without putting them on, nodded at the man where he lay and turned and rounded the corner and was away and, though he watched over his shoulder, he didn’t see the man again nor any of his posse.  
 
    His clothes were mostly dry though his boots squelched as he walked and he discarded his socks entirely for they were ruined anyway and beyond repair. He passed quietly east with the pistol in the back of his trousers and the knife in his boot and stopped in a derelict laundry building in a sidestreet and sat against the door and opened the tin with the blade. It turned out to be beans of some kind and he ate them cold and enjoyed them and set out again and by the time the sun was at its highest in the sky he had reached the point where the water flooded out from the harbour.  
 
    The docklands were huge and reached up to the glaring golden sun overhead, silhouetted obelisks of old trade abandoned at the planet’s own whim. A slow warm breeze blew along the waterfront and the kid stood and regarded all before him and stood for some time as the thoughts turned in his head. The place was given to the sea and the only sound there was the gentle lapping of the waves at the concrete boardwalk and the occasional squawk of a passing gull, for even they had little to feed on.  
 
    He continued to stand and watch the water and after some time he went to the edge and put his feet in the shallows and sat with his eyes closed in the sun like a tourist and that way he remained until he heard the shout and the crack of the rifle behind him. 
 
    He turned quickly. 
 
    Some distance back, the Pole was standing with the rifle pointed at the floor, frantically trying to load or reload the breech.  
 
    The kid pulled the pistol from his belt and levelled it at the Pole and took aim and squeezed back the trigger and volleyed a single shot. A second later the Pole spun backwards, throwing the rifle across the concrete and crashed backwards to the ground, shouting.  
 
    The kid kept the gun aimed and walked across to him where he lay on the floor and pointed it down at his head.  
 
    The Pole wriggled backwards on the ground with his eyes wide. He was clutching his arm and blood was seeping through his fingers.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” the kid shouted at him. 
 
    The Pole was looking at his arm and breathing heavily. 
 
    “You shot me” he screamed. 
 
    The kid shook his head. 
 
    “You shot me” 
 
    “No I didn’t” the Pole cried. 
 
    The kid raised his eyebrows at him. 
 
    “Man you just shot that rifle at me, you’re just a terrible shot” 
 
    “It didn’t fire” 
 
    “Well you tried” 
 
    “But I didn’t, it didn’t fire”  
 
    His hand was red with blood and it dripped onto the hot ground. 
 
    “I should just shoot you again and leave you here for the birds” 
 
    “Come on man” the Pole cried, “don’t leave me here to die” 
 
    “You’re not gonna die, you got shot in the arm with a pistol, you can get up” 
 
    The Pole shook his head. 
 
    “I can’t. You have to help me” 
 
    “Why the hell did you try to shoot me?” 
 
    The Pole shrugged. 
 
    “You left me out there. You know I had no way of getting home and I asked you to help and you just left me there in that barn” 
 
    “You shooting me in the back with that rifle wouldn’t have helped you much, would it?” 
 
    “Don’t leave me here to die” 
 
    “You’re not going to die, get up and wrap something around your arm to stop it bleeding” 
 
    The kid lowered the pistol but kept hold of it and walked across to where the rifle lay and picked it up and walked towards the water’s edge. 
 
    “Where are you going with that?” the Pole shouted. He was still on the ground.  
 
    “It’s going in the sea, you can’t be trusted” 
 
    “You fucking dare, I need that” 
 
    “It doesn’t fire and you’re an awful shot with the thing anyway” 
 
    He tossed it into the harbour and it slowly sunk away. 
 
    “And you tried to shoot me in the damn back with it” 
 
    He walked back to the Pole. 
 
    “Get up” 
 
    The Pole sat up still clutching his arm. 
 
    “Let me see it” 
 
    The kid pulled the Pole’s hand away and pulled back his shirt and examined the wound. He lifted the Pole’s arm up and bent it at the elbow and the Pole winced and yelped but the arm bent comfortably and wasn’t broken and the bullet appeared to have only cut through the flesh and was gone entirely.  
 
    “Take it to the sea and wash it in the saltwater, and wrap something around it, you’ll be fine” 
 
    “It hurts so fucking much” 
 
    “I bet it does. That’ll teach you” 
 
    The Pole clambered to his feet and stood bent in two, breathing heavily through his teeth, and staggered over to where the water lapped on the boardwalk and went in to his knees.  
 
    He washed water over the wound and gasped and winced as he did so. 
 
    The kid threw his keffiyeh over the Pole’s shoulder 
 
    “When it’s clean, wrap that around it as tight as you can and keep it above your head” 
 
    He started to walk away along the seafront. 
 
    The Pole was bent in two at the water’s edge, slowly dabbing the wound on his arm, the dark green scarf hanging across his back. 
 
    He glanced up. 
 
    “Where are you going?” he called. 
 
    The kid kept walking without looking back. 
 
    “Home” 
 
    The Pole stood up. 
 
    “So you leave me again?” 
 
    “You’ll get by” 
 
    The Pole grabbed the keffiyeh and held one corner under his arm and wrapped it around the wound and pulled it and yelped and tied the ends off. Blood trickled down his arm. 
 
    “Are you going to wait for me?” he shouted. 
 
    “No” 
 
    The Pole gathered himself and set out along the road behind him, limping though his legs were uninjured. 
 
    “What will I do out here without my gun?” he called. 
 
    The kid ignored him and kept walking. 
 
    “I know where there is a boat” 
 
    The kid walked. 
 
    “It’s a fishing boat, it’s south of here, crashed where the water has brought it onto the land” 
 
    “Damn you” the kid said to himself. 
 
    He stopped and turned. 
 
    The Pole stood some distance back from him, partly silhouetted against the bright sun, buckled over and clutching his arm pathetically. 
 
    The kid thought. 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “I saw it when I was coming after you earlier, it’s been dragged onto the land, it’s stuck in the front of a store” 
 
    “How do you know it works?” 
 
    “I don’t” 
 
    The kid thought for some time. He knew that while the Pole was of little practical use to him and his quest and could, and most likely would, pose a liability at various turns, he knew also that two men were better than one and regardless of anything he knew that he needed the boat. He would give the Pole the chance to at least show him to it and a decision could be made then whether the two of them would continue together and he knew he may need him to get the boat working and back on the water.  
 
    “Come on then. Walk in front” 
 
    The Pole nodded. 
 
    “It’s just further back along here” he said, turning around to walk back the way they had come. 
 
    The Pole walked ahead with the kid behind him. 
 
    “Why are you limping?” 
 
    The Pole said nothing but within a moment he had corrected his stride and walked more upright and though the keffiyeh was a deep brown where it had soaked with blood, it wasn’t running and they both knew it would heal.  
 
    They walked for ten minutes or more in the heat, the kid marching the Pole along the stone roads of Port Said’s old docklands like a bounty hunter with his catch. 
 
    “Where’s your dog?” 
 
    “It wasn’t my dog” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “He ran away” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “When I tried to make him swim” 
 
    “You tried to bring him across the floodplain?” 
 
    “He didn’t like it and I tried pulling him in and he bit me and I tried to catch him again and he ran away” 
 
    “I don’t blame him” 
 
    The Pole shrugged. 
 
    “He’s not mine anyway” 
 
    They walked. 
 
    “You got that radio?” 
 
    The kid said that he did.  
 
    “Does it work?” the Pole asked without turning. 
 
    “I don’t know” 
 
    “Did you swim with it?” 
 
    The kid shook his head though the Pole couldn’t see him do so. 
 
    “How else would I still have it here?” 
 
    They kept walking. 
 
    The Pole glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    “Does it work?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Shut up” 
 
    “I wish you hadn’t thrown my rifle in the sea” 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    “I bet you do” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Where the road turned south and the land opened up beside them, they saw it. 
 
    A small fishing boat, white and grey with thin metal handrails and a cabin, sitting in the shallow water bouncing gently against the façade of a low building, seemingly wedged on something. To the east where the harbour funnelled into the Suez, the docklands were dotted with flooded buildings and the boat had drifted some way from the open water. They stood for a moment and watched it across the floodplains.  
 
    “Told you” 
 
    The kid nodded and watched. 
 
    The Pole scratched his head. 
 
    “It’s pretty shallow, I think we can just walk out to it”  
 
    From the north, behind the stone buildings he heard the singing and whistling of the roamers coming closer.  
 
    He took the pistol from the back of his belt and tapped the Pole on the arm with it and the Pole winced at the pain and the kid motioned him forwards into the flood.  
 
    They crossed out through the filthy water, kicking through flotsam of all types and the water reeked and glistened with oil and by the time they had reached the boat they were well above their waists in it. 
 
    The kid took the Pole by the leg and helped to hoist him up so that he could reach the edge of the boat and pushed his foot upwards to help him aboard as he was trying to pull himself up with only one arm. He flopped over the side and crashed into the boat and yelled in pain and reappeared a moment later over the side.  
 
    The kid looked around and could see at the water’s edge the posse of bandits passing and he held a finger up to the Pole to tell him to be quiet and the Pole nodded.  
 
    “Get down” 
 
    The Pole ducked back into the boat.  
 
    The kid went to duck into the water and realised he would soak the pistol and made a snap decision to throw it into the boat, though he knew he could regret leaving it with the Pole.  
 
    The men passed along the edge of the water, picking at things they found, stuffing items into their bags and calling to each other. A group of dogs followed though it couldn’t be said whether the dogs were their own or whether they were following for the chance of food and scraps. The dogs nipped at each other and one of the men swung at them with his stick and they jumped back and spun and then resumed.  
 
    The kid watched them until they rounded the building and disappeared from view and he called to the Pole.  
 
    “Polak” 
 
    His head looked over the side. 
 
    “Can you drive this?” 
 
    The Pole nodded. 
 
    “I can drive anything” 
 
    The kid paddled through the stinking water to where the bow was lodged into the wall of the building. It had impacted into the stone and the hull was cracked but it seemed intact. 
 
    The Pole climbed up the little steps into the driving cabin. It was small with a stool and rudimentary controls and a little wooden storage chest with a broken clasp and some empty beer bottles. The starter key had snapped off in the ignition and the Pole studied it. He opened the chest and fumbled around inside and there were maps and a lifejacket and some cassette tapes and food wrappers and a small first aid kit which he opened.  
 
    Inside there were old yellowing bandages and a spray bottle with a label he couldn’t read and scissors and a utility knife. He opened each blade and tried it at the ignition but each was too big and then he saw, threaded down the outside of the utility knife, the tiny pair of tweezers. 
 
    He slid them out and knelt down to the ignition and carefully pushed the tweezers inside, with one pin either side of the broken key. He turned them and the tweezers started to bend and he gripped them tightly and as close to the key as he could and they very slowly started to turn the broken ignition key. He took the scissors with his other hand and held the broken edge with the very tips of the blades and, at the point where the motor started to cough, he twisted firmly with both hands and the tweezers snapped and as they did his wounded arm jerked and he screamed in pain and the engine roared to life.  
 
    He shouted loudly in Polish and thumped his palm against the side of the cabin. 
 
    The kid was in the water, squeezed between the hull and the cracked stone building, trying to push the two apart and when he heard the engine he pushed himself away into the water.  
 
    The Pole appeared at the edge of the boat, smiling.  
 
    At the water’s edge, a small group of men had been passing and they stopped and watched and one man called out to them but they didn’t advance at all. 
 
    “Can you get the boat out of the wall?” the kid called. 
 
    The Pole put the boat into reverse and the black water bubbled and churned and the stonework shook and crumbled and he put it into neutral. 
 
    “It’ll come out with some power but that wall will come down, get up here” 
 
    The Pole reached over the edge with his good arm and the kid reached up and took his hand and the two pulled him onto the deck.  
 
    He put the boat back into gear and pushed the throttle and the wall began to fall apart and smoke poured from the engine.  
 
    The men on the shore were waving but their calls were silent against the roar and the torrent. After a few moments, a huge piece of cladding snapped free and crashed into the water and the wall opened up and the water rushed in, pulling the boat further into the building. 
 
    “Now” the kid shouted and the Pole pushed the boat to full power and it kicked backwards against the current and bounced on the spot and he spun the wheel and it turned sideways and the broken wall began to fall onto the deck and the two men cowered until the water had levelled itself inside the building and the torrent slowed and the boat bobbled forwards into the open water. 
 
    Behind them, the rest of the wall began to fall and then the roof and the men on the shore continued to shout and the kid waved to them and smiled. 
 
    The floodland was wide where it led to the mouth of the canal but there were more buildings to the east so they knew they were not yet in open water and the bottom of the boat scraped and crashed against everything that lay beneath it.  
 
    They coasted slowly between the steel buildings of the docks and across the wrecked clainlink fence which had once stood as the final boundary to the canal and he nodded to the Pole who put the boat slowly through the gap. 
 
    They looked to the north. Open water.  
 
    The sun was shining off the water and it was blinding silver and all else ahead of them was silhouetted against it. 
 
    The kid stood at the front of the boat with the Pole and the two of them watched the water through the old plastic windscreen and smiled to each other. 
 
    “You’re going to Austria?” 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    “Do you know the way?” 
 
    They both laughed. The kid pointed forward. 
 
    “That way” 
 
      
 
      
 
    There were some old maps in the chest that showed the rough outline of the coast and the Pole said he had crossed that water many times and that he knew the way and that true north would land them in Cyprus and so they would head to the north west and aim for Greece. 
 
    The kid said that he believed him and that he had no choice but to anyway and they pushed the boat forward into the Mediterranean sea.  
 
    The sun dropped low and fast to the west and passed from being overhead to behind the horizon in only a couple of hours. The Pole was standing behind the controls with his shirt off and the brown and crusty scarf still wrapped around his wounded arm.  
 
    The kid sat on the chest studying the maps and though they were written in Arabic his grasp of geography was excellent enough for it to not matter. 
 
    He had laid the radio in the sun for it to dry and the Pole had put his things there too, a can opener, two crushed packets of tobacco and a box of wet matches and both the men’s boots. The kid kept the pistol tucked in his belt. 
 
    “There’s a bottle of whiskey in the cabin back there” the Pole said. 
 
    The kid looked at him. 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    The Pole nodded. 
 
    The kid walked along the decking and down the steps into the cabin, a small and filthy room no bigger than the single mattress it housed, with a shelf running from side to side lined with old books and trinkets and nothing of any use and two hooks on the back of the door and nothing more.  
 
    On the floor by the side of the bed stood the square bottle, glass with a torn paper label and a cracked china cup. He took them both back to the front and poured a measure into the cup and handed it to the Pole. The Pole motioned it back towards him with a flick of his chin and the kid nodded and drank the whiskey in one and took a breath in through his teeth and winced and smiled. He poured another and handed it to the Pole. 
 
    “Na zdrowie” 
 
    He threw it back and handed the cup back to the kid and they both drank again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At some time in the night, when the moon was full overhead and lit the boat in a veil of silver and each star reflected from the calm sea as though they were sailing through space itself, the kid took the radio from the shelf and plugged it into the dashboard.  
 
    The Pole was sleeping in the cabin and the kid sat alone in the dark. 
 
    He flicked the switch and the cabin filled with the scraping sound of static.  
 
    He smiled.  
 
    He turned the volume down slightly and rolled the dial to the very bottom of its setting and went about very gradually tuning up through the frequencies.  
 
    There was nothing to hear but occasional flickers of sound so brief and indeterminable that it wasn’t possible to know whether they were anything at all or whether his mind was simply playing tricks on him. He shut it off but he smiled again for he was happy that it worked.  
 
    The glimmering stars faded and black clouds rolled in and rain fell as though it had never done before and the sea rocked and the kid could see nothing at all through the window. Hours passed while he sat motionless at the controls, pushing the little boat steadily onwards through the rain and when he could stay awake no longer, he called back for the Pole and he had to call many times before the man woke.  
 
    The swapped roles again and the Pole took the controls. 
 
    “Watch the fuel, don’t push it too hard or we’ll be stuck out here” 
 
    There were other boats in the water with them that appeared and disappeared in the distance and some were tiny vessels like theirs and some were huge, gunboats and liners and cruisers of all origin.  
 
    When the sun rose the following morning in the pink sky, the kid tried the radio again, and once again there were flickers of sound and little else until, when he was sitting back with his shirt off in the sun he heard the very distant sound of a voice.  
 
    He sat upright and took the radio in his hand and held it to his ear.  
 
    The voice sounded again. 
 
    “You hear something?” the Pole called from the wheel. 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    A gunboat appeared on the horizon to the west flying a flag they could not make out. 
 
    The voice flittered back in. 
 
    The kid pushed his finger into his other ear and listened intently.  
 
    It was mostly static and then something very brief and then static.  
 
    It wasn’t English but he couldn’t say more than that. 
 
    “What can you hear?” 
 
    The kid raised his hand to the Pole and kept listening.  
 
    The voice faded again, replaced by static and a moment later it returned. 
 
    “En cas d'urgence s'il vous plaît consulter” 
 
    It disappeared again. 
 
    “It’s French” 
 
    The Pole nodded. 
 
    “It’s probably coming from one of those gunboats” 
 
    “Continuer à rester dans vos maisons et attendre les instructions” 
 
    He listened to the automated message fade in and out and it gave him hope that there were people there, close to them, who were helping and there was sanctum and salvation and that the seemingly endless trial may indeed end and he thought again of Abi and he thought of Saalbach.  
 
    He tuned through the dial and at the highest frequency he heard something more. 
 
    A violin. 
 
    It strained on its own, solo in its sound and for a second and not more it was perfectly clear and his heart soared but it went again like it had come, into static. 
 
    He set the radio back on the control deck and poured another whiskey into the cup and walked back along the boat to the cabin and went down the little steps and sat down on the damp bed. He drank some of the whiskey, though it had taken on sea water, and put the cup on the shelf alongside the old books and lay back. 
 
    He couldn’t shake the thoughts of a rendezvous with Abi. He thought about what may await him on the other side of the water when they reached Greece or wherever they would reach and he thought about how far they could sail and whether they could make it to Italy and he thought about the American and the Dutchman and he felt altogether happy and sad and before he knew it he was asleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
    tin mug of salty whiskey rattled and slid along the bookshelf and fell from the end and spilled the remainder of its contents onto the bedsheet. 
 
    The kid stirred.  
 
    An old book, unreadable, its pages bound forever with wet and mould, followed the mug from the shelf onto the saltmarked duvet.  
 
    He rolled on to his side and opened his eyes and looked out of the tiny plastic window. The sky faded from deep sapphire in the west to ferocious pink in the east, across the shimmering black and silver water. Yellow clouds struck endlessly along the horizon like rotten claw marks on soft skin. 
 
    The kid rubbed his face and stood up without opening his eyes and walked across the small cabin and climbed the metal steps onto the deck and out into the spray. He had been sleeping still wearing his boots. 
 
    Everything was drenched and as the boat bounced against the easterly tide, the spray cascaded up over the deck.   
 
    The Pole still stood at the wheel, also drenched.  
 
    He glanced round at him but didn’t respond, his eyes wide and unfocussed and slightly mad and his hair wet and in every direction.  
 
    The kid reached down and grabbed the waterproof jacket from where it was blowing on the beam and pulled it on and set out across the edge of the deck, holding the steel railing for support as the boat tipped desperately on the waves.  
 
    The air was already hot and the spray from the sea was cooling.  
 
    He pulled himself into the driver’s cabin at the front of the boat through the open door, hanging on its last hinge, and wiped the water from his face with the back of his hand.  
 
    The Pole looked round again, a cigarette only just hanging from his bottom lip. 
 
    He nodded at the kid.  
 
    “Sleep well?” 
 
    He laughed as he said it. 
 
    “How’s your arm?” the kid said smiling and sarcastic. 
 
    The Pole frowned at him and turned away and inhaled the cigarette smoke. 
 
    The kid groaned and sat down on the battered wooden chest and wiped the spray from his face again. He let his head fall into his hands and stretched his face with his palms and then gazed back out over the ocean. 
 
    “Are we much closer?” 
 
    The Pole looked down at the wheel and the wet map and unstuck the cigarette from his lip and flicked it into the wind. It shot backwards, out of the door and into the oceanic abyss. 
 
    “I reckon so” he said, heaving the wheel against a wave, “look”  
 
    He nodded out of the far side of the cabin through the battered plastic screen.  
 
    In the distance, little flecks of black land silhouetted against the pink sky, though they were barely visible without squinting.  
 
    “Where do you think that is?”  
 
    The Pole shrugged again. 
 
    “Greece somewhere?” 
 
    He spun the wheel round and took the boat into a slow turn towards the islets. The wind was dying down and it had finally stopped raining and the warm early morning was going to turn into another lethally hot day.  
 
    The kid said it in his head for the thousandth time. 
 
    Saalbach. 
 
    The word was etched into his mind like a carving on an old tree in some place where it could never be lost. 
 
    Saalbach. 
 
    It was salvation and safety and some ideal nearly lost to the world but for the glimmer of hope he held in his heart and nothing more.  
 
    He watched the jagged black points on the horizon inch closer. 
 
    The thought of dry land was sobering and he sat up and watched out of the front screen though there was nothing more to see and the distant islets were yet featureless in all but their own presence there.  
 
    The kid stood up off the chest and flicked the buckle open and took out the radio. He couldn’t believe the thing still worked given the water damage and the salt and the sand that had dried into every one of its many cracks.  
 
    He smiled and shook his head softly and spun the tuning dial down to the very bottom of its setting. He scrolled up the frequency bar carefully, making sure to listen for any broadcast and leaned into the cabin to shelter from the wind.  
 
    A faint crackle of some distant and ancient music of pipes and strings flittered in and out of transmission and he turned further through the static. The articulate voice of the automated recording started to creep through and whisper out from the radio.  
 
    “Continuer à rester dans vos maisons et attendre les instructions. En cas d'urgence s'il vous plaît consulter votre bureau de réponse en cas de catastrophe locale” 
 
    It was the same broadcast from the French gunboat he’d heard before. 
 
    “si vous laissez vous risquez de vous retrouver sans eau ni nourriture suffisante” 
 
    Other than that it was only static.  
 
    He put it down on the chest and walked onto the front of the boat and stepped up onto the beam and held the metal support to his side.  
 
    The spray kicked up as the little boat bounced across the waves. 
 
    Saalbach. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    The dog was pacing around in the room and its nails were tapping the wooden floor and the tag on its collar clinked as it walked.  
 
    The kid laid still and squeezed his eyes closed and tried to ignore it. 
 
    It stopped at the side of the bed and scratched its neck and the tag on the collar rattled as it did so and the dog coughed and resumed its pacing.  
 
    The kid sat up in bed. 
 
    “For crying out loud Bella, just go out” 
 
    He stood and opened the door into the hallway and the dog excitedly ran out through the door, panting loudly. 
 
    He laid back down and his eyes closed. It was so warm. 
 
    The door opened and she was there again like the dream he had so many times before.  
 
    “Morning” 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “Morning” 
 
    She was only in her tracksuit but she was so beautiful. She took some things from the drawer and went to the door again. 
 
    “I’m going to be down in the office with Dad and Antoine sorting the maps, just come over when you’re up. There’s coffee in the kitchen” 
 
    He sat in the bed a few minutes longer and then rose and showered quickly and pulled on the clean clothes from Abi’s dad and went barefoot along the hallway and down the stairs and into the kitchen and poured himself the black coffee and took it to the veranda and stood.  
 
    It was steaming in the cold air. The mountains were still white but the ground had long thawed and flowers were coming through.  
 
    He could see down the main street where a man led cattle, bucking and honking, and a young mother held her son by the hand and watched.  
 
    For a moment it seemed nothing had ever happened to their world. An idyll almost untouched. Almost.  
 
    He drank the coffee and glanced up at the huge clock on the kitchen wall. 
 
    09:46 
 
    He’d told the Dutchman they’d be in Dresden by sundown.  
 
    He drank the end of the coffee and went inside and poured himself more and went back to the veranda again and sat on the pinewood chair with one foot up on the balustrade.  
 
    He always welcomed the cold.  
 
    Bella came trotting out of the open door and sidled up next to him, her big white tail batting the side of the chair. 
 
    “Where are we going girl?” 
 
    Her tail beat the chair quicker.  
 
    She seemed to be smiling. 
 
    So did he.  
 
    He watched the mountains and he watched the sky beyond. 
 
    He couldn’t wait to get back out there. 
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