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			How Gerry Anderson’s Gemini Force One Got off the Ground

			 

			An introduction from Gerry’s younger son Jamie

			 

			 

			After completing work on what would be his final television series (New Captain Scarlet) my father – Gerry Anderson (creator of cult classics like Fireball XL5, Thunderbirds and Space: 1999) – began work on a new sci-fi adventure series. However, this time it wasn’t a TV series or a film . . . it was a novel.

			As he worked I could see something really thrilling emerging. Something with all the excitement and adventure you might expect from an episode of his most famous creation – Thunderbirds – combined with a more modern feel that he’d started to explore in his New Captain Scarlet series.

			Sadly, it soon became apparent to us – and to him – that he was already living with Alzheimer’s disease. And so, over time, his progress on the book slowed.

			Eventually he was forced to stop work as his ability to read and write was taken from him. It seemed so cruel that a man who loved nothing more than to write and create was no longer able to do so. Even so – his desire to get this final project rolling stuck with him right up until the end.

			Dad died on 26th December 2012.

			In the days and weeks after Dad’s funeral, I began to piece together the projects he’d been working on before he was forced to abandon them due to his dementia. I really felt there was something special in this final project, and started to explore the possibility of getting it completed.

			Not too long after I’d started working on it, I met with M.G. Harris. She wrote a treatment of the first few chapters using material Dad had left behind. When I read it, things suddenly felt like they’d fallen into place. The content, the dialogue, the pace . . . it all felt so authentic. We had our author! We also finally decided on a name for the project – Gemini Force One.

			We approached a number of publishers, but we couldn’t seem to find one who would take the project without changing so many elements of the story that it no longer felt like a Gerry Anderson creation. So we turned to the crowdfunding website, Kickstarter.

			After a month of planning, we launched the campaign. The response blew us away. Over 600 fans from all over the world put their own hard-earned cash into our project to make sure we could complete and publish the book in the way that Dad would have wanted.

			And the good news didn’t stop there – a short time later, we had a very exciting meeting with Orion. They loved the book and, best of all, they didn’t want to change it! Very soon, we’d struck a deal to publish Gemini Force One!

			I’m amazed that so much has happened in such a short time, and that we’re now in a position to introduce Gemini Force One to new and existing Gerry Anderson fans all over the world. I’m incredibly grateful to those who have helped us make this happen – all of our wonderful Kickstarter backers, M.G. Harris, our agent Robert Kirby, and of course Amber and the team at Orion.

			Stand by for action!

		

	
		
			 

			ROCK SNAKES OF MARS

			The queue for tour T-shirts was insane; posters too. Someone had seriously underestimated how popular Rock Snakes of Mars would be. Ben Carrington was fairly certain that they hadn’t been this sizzling hot six months ago, when he’d watched them perform at the Carrington Sky-High Hotel in Abu Dhabi.

			‘When did the Snakes go mainstream?’ he murmured to Jasmine Dietz, who stood beside him in the line. ‘Or is it just here? Bit odd – being huge in Switzerland, and nowhere else.’ 

			The question seemed to amuse the fifteen-year-old daughter of Gemini Force’s chief of operations. ‘Duh! Rock Snakes are big news everywhere. That new album – XLV? It’s number one in five countries. Their lead singer; Holden White? He’s all over Youtube now, all over it.’ She dimpled with a smile for him. ‘A couple of months on GF One and you’re already this much out of the loop?’

			Ben just shrugged. He could have told Jasmine about the six a.m. starts, the hour of cardiac and weight training he did in the fitness room each morning, alongside Gemini Force crew members. He could have told her about the technical manuals he was studying, the flight simulators, and the chores he’d been assigned: cooking and laundry. He could have told her about the daily training sessions in the Israeli Defence Force’s martial art, krav maga, or how their trainer, James Winch, had informed the crew that they had to ‘get serious with this stuff’. Gemini Force was on the radar of at least one wanted villain – Minos Winter. It stood to reason other bad guys wouldn’t be far behind.

			‘Jason Truby didn’t plan for Gemini Force to be any kind of paramilitary group,’ James had reasoned. ‘But we have to be prepared to defend ourselves. Not every disaster is caused by an accident, or what the insurance companies like to call an ‘act of God’. Minos Winter isn’t the first guy that someone hired to create mayhem. He won’t be the last, either.’

			So – krav maga, every day. 

			Ben’s muscles and bones had ached from the strain of it. He’d moved beyond grunts of pain as he took blows that got harder as he became stronger. Until one day he’d reacted with lightning speed – two swift defensive kicks in succession and a drop-roll. 

			James Winch had rewarded him with a tight smile. ‘Muscle memory,’ he’d said. ‘Finally!’

			Ben could have told Jasmine about all of this. But he just sucked in a breath of ice-cold air and gave her a wry grin. ‘I’ve been kind of busy.’

			It had been almost two months since Ben had last seen her. When Michael Dietz had invited him and Rigel back to Switzerland for a few days at the end of the year, the thought of seeing Jasmine had been part of the attraction. Ben kind of missed hanging around with someone closer to his own age. 

			‘Life on GF One. I’m enjoying it,’ Ben said. ‘But don’t get me wrong – it’s no picnic.’

			Jasmine punched him gently in the left arm. ‘That’s what you were looking for though, yes? Something intense. To take your mind off your mother’s death.’

			‘If you say so,’ Ben said, with a slight shake of his head.

			But he didn’t deny it.

			At first, Ben had found Jasmine’s bluntness a little hard to take. He wasn’t used to being around girls all that much and hadn’t met anyone quite like her. 

			With no sisters and spending most of the past six years in boys-only boarding schools, girls were a bit of a mystery. His old school had organised mixers with girls from nearby schools, but the weird way girls behaved at those events had put him off trying to get a girlfriend.

			‘Pity there isn’t a manual that can explain girls,’ he mused, half to himself.

			Jasmine turned to him with an enigmatic smile. ‘Oh, but there are. Lots. We’re very easy to understand.’

			‘So, your boyfriend, does he understand you?’ Ben leaned against the brick wall, his freezing fingers stuffed in the pockets of his North Face windcheater jacket. He’d been in the subtropical climes of GF One’s Caribbean location for long enough that he’d forgotten how to dress for an alpine winter. Gloves would have been a good move tonight. 

			‘Jonah?’ she said. ‘Obviously not – or I wouldn’t be at a concert with another boy.’

			‘Oh,’ said Ben, keeping his voice deliberately flat. ‘I see.’ He turned away, pretending to peer at the merchandise booth. He was surprised to hear from her own lips that Jasmine wasn’t a thousand per cent into Jonah. Even more surprising was the warm feeling it gave him to hear it. They were only five customers away from the front of the line. The Rock Snakes’ show had finished almost an hour ago, but there were still hundreds of fans around. ‘Think I’m going to get a few shirts for the guys back on GF One. They’ll get a kick out of us all wearing the same.’

			She eyed him quizzically. ‘Why? They’re all in uniform anyway.’

			Ben puffed a cloud of freezing breath up into the fringe of his light-brown hair. ‘Not me.’

			It was a tiny bone of contention between Ben and Jason Truby, the founder and leader of Gemini Force. Although Truby had agreed to let Ben spend time on the base during a year off before he started sixth form, he hadn’t agreed to let Ben become fully part of the team.

			Ben trained with them, went on drills and exercises, had even been allowed to assist in a couple of minor rescues. But he hadn’t yet pulled on the anthracite-grey uniform of Gemini Force, made entirely from a customised Kevlar fabric. 

			Maybe it was just a symbol. But symbols mattered.

			Ten minutes later they left the arena in Bern, with drawstring and tote bags stuffed with T-shirts, key rings and plush black-and-red snakes with beady, plastic green eyes – the band’s mascot, Dylan.

			Michael Dietz’s home was dark when Ben and Jasmine arrived. The apartment was situated on the edge of the city near the river Aare, in a south-eastern suburb of Bern. Ben and Jasmine found Rigel waiting eagerly, tail wagging his whole body. In his jaws, the dog picked up his lead from where it lay on the floor of the spacious entrance hall. With hopeful eyes, he presented it to Ben.

			‘Yucky dog-spit,’ Ben said cheerfully, rubbing the head and ears of his flat-coated retriever. ‘Hope you haven’t been eating any dog poop, old boy.’

			Jasmine wrinkled her nose and said in a lowered voice, ‘He does that? Gross!’

			Ben grinned. ‘Ha, no! Not any more. But he used to. Pups do that.’ He fastened the metal clip to Rigel’s collar. ‘Can you tell Dietz I’m going to take him for a walk?’

			She looked surprised. ‘This late? It’s so cold.’

			Jasmine’s father, Michael Dietz, appeared in the doorway to the living room. He was barefoot, dressed in pyjama bottoms and a long-sleeved T-shirt. His thick, greying hair was still gelled into a slightly unruly pompadour, so he probably hadn’t yet gone to bed.

			‘No need,’ he said, with a nod towards Rigel. ‘I already took him. Ben’s doggy is trying to take advantage of his master’s good nature. Now you kids need to come inside and talk.’ Dietz looked at Ben, his eyes serious. ‘Jason Truby has been in touch.’

			They went into the darkened living room and settled onto the couch opposite the windows. Outside, Ben could see the pale reflection of an almost full moon on distant mountain peaks.

			Dietz switched on a single lamp and took a seat near the teenagers. ‘Jason wants you to do some mountain training.’

			Ben nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s part of why I’m here. It’s been ages since Rigel did anything at altitude. I want to spend a couple of days with him – camping, maybe a bit of climbing, laying some trails for him. All of that.’

			‘Jason thinks it wouldn’t be a bad idea for some of the Gemini Force guys to join you. They could use the altitude training too.’ Dietz turned to Jasmine. ‘You might be interested as well. He wants you all to heli up above the snow line. There could even be some skiing.’

			Jasmine gave a little shrug of her shoulders. ‘Sure. Always fun to start the ski season early.’

			‘I bet you ski pretty well,’ Ben said, approvingly. He’d never met a Swiss who didn’t.

			‘Jasmine was offered a trial for the Olympic squad,’ Dietz said, with a touch of pride.

			Ben stared. ‘Serious?’

			She laughed. ‘They might have been. But I wasn’t. I won some junior medals for ski cross, so what? I didn’t want to compete. Athletes have no lives outside of sport.’

			‘Ski cross?’ Ben said. ‘Epic! Still, nice to be asked, right? I mean, I’m OK on skis, but you wouldn’t get me doing those crazy stunts.’

			‘I’ll tell Jason yes, shall I?’ Dietz said.

			Ben and Jasmine shared a smile. 

			‘I guess,’ said Ben. ‘I mean, it’s probably an order, isn’t it?’

			Dietz shook his head, slowly. It could have been Ben’s imagination but he fancied that he glimpsed a crafty grin twitching at the edges of Dietz’s mouth. ‘What you do as a result of your association with Gemini Force must be of your own free will, Ben. This could involve some physical challenges that you’ll find rather taxing.’

			‘Sounds like a laugh,’ Ben said. ‘I’m up for anything! I was born and raised in the mountains, Dietz. Born and raised.’

			‘All right then,’ said Dietz. The crafty smile intensified. ‘Get some sleep. You’ll need it.’

		

	
		
			 

			LIGHTNING START

			He felt a hand gripping his shoulder, shaking him awake. In his ear, a harsh whisper.

			‘Lightning start. We leave in five.’ By the time Ben turned his face towards the voice, whoever had woken him had gone.

			Ben had become accustomed to fast starts, straight from bed. It was part of the training at GF One. Since each member of the team shifted their personal clock by an hour each day on a staggered timetable, someone was always dragged out of bed for the lightning starts.

			‘Disasters have no timetable. Gemini Force isn’t the fire service. We aren’t the police. Paramedics go home to their ordinary lives. But that’s not us,’ Truby had told Ben. ‘With us, it’s a full-time job. And that means twenty-four-seven.’

			Ben was dressed and had joined Dietz and Rigel in the kitchen within four minutes. He didn’t bother with washing on lightning starts. You got pretty sweaty doing rescue work anyway – he didn’t see the point of wasting precious time just to start the day smelling like soap. 

			Rubbing his eyes with the back of one hand, he gave Rigel an absent-minded pat with the other. The dog responded only with a soft whine as he crunched breakfast – a carefully measured serving of dry dog food. Ben reached for two pieces of the peanut butter on toast that Dietz was heaping onto a plate.

			Jasmine arrived three minutes later. Like Ben, she’d dressed for the mountains; hiking trousers, a figure-hugging cream microfleece, mahogany leather climbing boots. Her long brown hair was neatly brushed away from her face, her hazel eyes were bright and lively. When she sat next to him he caught the whiff of honey and vanilla. ‘You washed,’ he said, and smiled. ‘Classic noob manoeuvre.’

			‘Are you kidding? I’d have to be in a burning building before I’d leave the house without at least a wash.’

			‘That’s kind of the point,’ Ben said. He passed Jasmine the plate, watched her take one triangular piece of toast. ‘The people we’re trying to save might be.’

			‘Rather you than me,’ she said. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I like to visit. But Gemini Force isn’t my idea of a career. I prefer something more creative.’

			‘Still, I bet there’s loads you could do on GF One,’ began Ben, but he caught sight of Dietz shaking his head. Behind his daughter, Dietz raised a single finger to his lips and smiled.

			Ben heard the sound of lift doors sliding open. Each apartment had access to the building’s storage rooms. There were footsteps in the entrance hall. Someone was carrying something back and forth to the lift, Ben concluded.

			‘Who else is here?’ he asked Dietz.

			‘Eat,’ Dietz advised. He handed them each a sealed bottle of spring water, plus an extra one for Ben. ‘For Rigel.’

			Jasmine stood. ‘I’ll fetch my day-hiking pack.’

			Dietz shook his head. ‘Nope. This time you go empty-handed. Apart from water.’

			Addison Nicole Dyer, Gemini Force’s newest pilot, strolled into the kitchen. She was dressed in thermal trousers and a winter-weight hiking jacket and boots. Her dark brown, sleekly bobbed hair matched the chocolate colour of her jacket. 

			She clapped gloved hands together, ‘Dudes, let’s go. From this moment, consider this a training mission. Paul Scott is the superior crew member so he’s el capitano. If you wanna withdraw at this point, OK. Once we’re on the mountain, you’re going to need to follow orders. It can turn pretty life-or-death up there. As you should both know.’

			A mobile phone buzzed twice. Addison reached into her pocket, reacting to what she saw onscreen with a wry grin.

			‘Scuzzball,’ she announced.

			Ben said, ‘Pardon?’

			‘The go-word. Truby’s changed it to scuzzball. As of now.’

			Jasmine turned to Ben. ‘Go-word?’

			‘It’s like, a code,’ he said. ‘If one of us says it, it means trouble. It means, “get the heck out of Dodge, without a glance at what you leave behind”.’

			‘And you’re supposed to just go?’

			Ben nodded. ‘It’s not meant to be used unless you’re pretty sure you’re going to die, and the rest of the team is at risk.’

			Jasmine frowned. ‘Wow. I’m kind of glad my dad gets to stay on GF One, if it’s like that.’

			‘Oh, hardly ever,’ Addison said, lightly. Rigel approached the pilot with the suppressed eagerness of a well-trained but delighted dog. ‘Hey, boy,’ she said, rubbing him behind the left ear. ‘You wanna come ride in a heli?’ She glanced at Ben and Jasmine expectantly. ‘Good to go?’

			As one, Ben and Jasmine rose to their feet. 

			‘GTG,’ said Ben. 

			The adrenaline was beginning to flow quite nicely. He wasn’t quite sure what Paul and Addison had planned, but they were managing to inject a bit of drama into the mission, which he appreciated. It couldn’t match the pure adrenaline spikes you got when things really started to happen, but still.

			It was a short drive through the deserted early morning streets, out of Bern and onto the highway towards the small town of Belp. Soon enough they’d reached the small Bern-Belp airport and were driving towards the private charter section, where Ben could already see the waiting Robinson R44 helicopter. He felt a stab of sorrow as he looked at the helicopter that his mother had once purchased for her own start-up rescue agency, the Caroliners.

			There was no point thinking about it. But once in a while Ben couldn’t help but remember that if the Caroliners hadn’t gone bust along with every other business owned by the Carringtons, then maybe his mother would still be alive. 

			Fate had chosen a different path for his mother, and for him. Now his life was physically and mentally more gruelling than he’d imagined was possible without actually being in the armed forces. He rarely complained though. Every time he got hurt in training, every time he felt too tired to do a lightning start, every time he found it hard to fall asleep at midday because his internal clock had wound twelve hours ahead, Ben just swallowed each negative thought.

			Truby had given Ben an amazing opportunity, letting him spend a year on GF One. He wasn’t about to ruin that by whining; that was the first important thing. And – the second? Jasmine was right. Life on GF One left Ben with no energy to feel sorry for himself about losing his parents and the family fortune. 

			Which was just how he wanted it.

			He took his place in the rear of the R44, sliding in next to Rigel and Jasmine. He’d offered to help Paul load four medium-sized rucksacks into the luggage compartment. The Australian pilot had politely but firmly refused. Ben couldn’t stop a nagging feeling that Paul was keen to take absolute control of the training mission, even deciding exactly what equipment they should each take. Paul hadn’t even consulted him on what to bring for Rigel. Pretty vexing.

			Ben himself wouldn’t have done it that way. Surely getting suitably equipped was part of the job? If he ever organised a mountain survival session, Ben would make their first task the selection of appropriate kit.

			The R44 was up in the air and flying below a high bank of thick white cloud. Straight ahead to the south of the city, the line of peaks in the Bernese Alps was just visible. Only the summits of the Mönch and the Jungfrau were shrouded in mist. 

			Ben sunk his fingers into the thick, soft black fur at the base of Rigel’s neck. He massaged the dog’s muscles as Rigel bent his head and nuzzled affectionately against Ben’s thigh. It was really very odd that no one had thought to ask Ben about what equipment he’d need for Rigel. The dog’s training was Ben’s responsibility, no one else’s. He ought to have been given time to put together a training plan.

			‘So, guys,’ he said loud enough to be heard in the front, over the clatter of the rotor blades. ‘What’s the plan? I was hoping to be able to get in some specific training for Rigel. It’d be great if I could get a heads-up, y’know. Help me to think up some stuff to do with him.’

			‘Don’t you worry about that,’ replied Paul. ‘We’ll talk about all that tomorrow. Today is just for getting in some skiing on fresh, fresh powder. And some obligatory après-ski.’

			Paul’s response wasn’t quite what Ben had hoped for. Sure, he wanted to have fun. It had been months since he’d skied. Memories of the previous season came flooding back. St Anton with his mother at Christmas and again in February, Mount Cook in New Zealand with both parents in July – just a week before his father’s death in the Annapurna region of the Himalayas.

			But they only had a few days to spare. Time that would be more usefully spent training.

			‘You don’t seem too excited,’ Jasmine observed. ‘I guess heli-skiing is no big deal to you? But I’ve never done it.’

			‘Me too,’ called out Paul.

			‘Me three,’ said Addison, leaning back for a second to smirk at Ben. ‘Never even been on skis. So don’t you be the buzz-kill.’

			‘I am excited,’ Ben objected, and stopped there. No one was actually saying it, but he was getting a faint vibe from them. Like he was some spoiled rich kid who was trying hard to appear blasé.

			They all fell silent as Addison piloted the helicopter over the looming Eiger North Wall, towards the craggy rock and ice of the shark-tooth-shaped Schreckhorn. 

			Paul turned to face Ben and Jasmine. ‘We’re headed for the Bernese Oberland glaciers. Addi’s going to drop us off near the high altitude ski hut, where we’ve ordered ski equipment, maps and a sledge for Rigel. We’ll take our kit, ski to where the snow ends, to our mountain hut. Finding it – that’s the first task. Next, we’ll hike down into the valley, find the nearest village. Grab a ride home. Pretty straightforward bit of skiing and hiking. Shouldn’t be out longer than two nights. And tomorrow, Ben, on the way down to the valley, you can do some trail work with Rigel.’

			Ben had to admit, it was a great-sounding plan. He settled back into his seat, one hand still on Rigel’s throat. Life on GF One could get pretty intense. Maybe he just needed to remember how to chill.

		

	
		
			 

			GONE

			‘That’s the best powder I’ve ever skied on. And the views – amazing!’

			Paul Scott nodded his vigorous agreement with Jasmine’s comment, delivered over a mug of steaming cocoa. They’d made such good time that Paul had suggested they passed up spending the night at the luxurious climbers’ lodge en route, and continued to a genuine mountain hut. ‘We can reach it in about an hour, if we go fast. Then, Ben, if you’re so keen to do some work with Rigel, you’ll have more time.’

			You couldn’t accuse the mountain hut of luxury; but then again, this trip wasn’t just for pleasure.

			The views today had been impressive, but with the sky a blanket of low cloud, it wasn’t all that obvious where the mountains ended and the sky began. Ben had enjoyed far more spectacular days of heli-skiing with his parents, but he kept that to himself. Paul and Jasmine had never done this before. There was something exhilarating about experiencing anything together when it was someone’s first time. He wasn’t going to spoil that for any of the group.

			Ben had insisted on pulling Rigel’s sled himself. Paul and Jasmine had offered to take a turn, but he had refused. He might be on his own with the dog one day, in a life-threatening situation. He had to know he could manage alone. Several times, Paul and Jasmine had paused, waiting for Ben and Rigel to catch up. Then they’d set off again without giving Ben a chance to rest. He’d arrived at the hut out of breath, his undershirt damp with sweat, in spite of the biting cold.

			The mountain hut had taken some finding. It had once been a cattle shelter. The building conversion hadn’t managed to get the acrid stink of silage out of the wood in that half of the hut. There was only one bedroom, with four double bunks. The bathroom had hot running water and a chemical toilet. It was on the smelly side of the house. The living area was equipped with a wood-burning stove. An assortment of stainless steel pots and pans hung from sturdy hooks in the low ceiling.

			Once they’d arrived and put their ski equipment in the boot cupboard to dry out, they’d set about unpacking the rucksacks that Paul had prepared. Ben was relieved to see that everything he could think of was there – Rigel’s wearable computer technology collar, walkie-talkies, a harness for carrying the dog, an assortment of climbing gear, a GPS locator, an emergency survival kit.

			The pack that had come down the slopes next to Rigel on the sled was filled with food and drink. Ben had taken the milk and a generous wedge of local mountain cheese. He’d found a dry, empty insulated box under the low rough pine table in the living area. He’d packed it with snow and placed the milk and cheese inside. The rest of the supplies, pasta, pellets of dog food, plastic containers of sauce, a hunk of German salami, a loaf of sliced bread, cereal bars, chocolate bars and apples, he’d put on the square of kitchen sideboard next to the stove.

			Paul had cooked for them – pasta with salami and cheese. They’d leaned back onto the hard cushions of the bench sofa and raised mugs of cocoa to a great day on the mountain. 

			Rigel had crouched at Ben’s feet, a towel draped around him. On the way down, the dog had taken to the snow every so often, bounding along beside Ben and the sledge, until he’d tired from the effort. The dry powder that had caked around his body had begun to melt. An aroma of damp dog fur slowly encircled them.

			After the exhausting day, sleep had descended with surprising, almost overwhelming speed.

			Ben was usually a light sleeper, but he woke to find the cold glare of white light in his face. It streamed relentlessly through the thin curtains. He took several minutes to stir. Puzzled, he sat up. He checked his watch. How could it already be ten o’clock?

			In the bunk opposite, Jasmine was still fast asleep, cosy inside her mummy-shaped sleeping bag. On Paul’s bunk, a crumpled sleeping bag lay empty. The black towel that Rigel had slept on lay in a heap on the pinewood floor.

			Ben stood up. He felt unsteady, still half-asleep. Maybe it was the relentless physical exercise of the previous day? Even so, it was unusual for his body to be so reluctant to recover. As soon as he emerged from his sleeping bag, Ben wrapped his arms around his chest, tucked both hands under his arms. It was cold enough to see his breath.

			He glanced at the bathroom. Its door was slightly ajar; the room was empty. He listened for a moment. The hut was silent. An ominous feeling began to stir within him. Ben stepped into the living area. This was his first real shock.

			Two backpacks were open, partially inside-out, apparently discarded at the corners of the room. The contents – mainly clothes – had been strewn randomly around the room. Of the other two backpacks, there was no sign. He checked the kitchen sideboard. What was left of the food they’d brought was gone.

			Ben drew a deep, shaky breath. It was so quiet that he could still hear the faint sound of Jasmine stirring in the bedroom. He went to the front door, opened it. It hadn’t been locked, which was pretty normal in the mountains, in Ben’s experience – even in villages. Outside, the snow was like a smooth white river that flowed from the front door, continued down the slope for about a hundred metres, and then petered out.

			And the cold! Within seconds he could feel heat being sucked out of him, leaving his body through the exposed skin of his face and hands. His cheeks twitched at the bite of it. His eyeballs seemed suddenly dry, like stones. Teeth chattering, Ben closed the front door to the hut.

			He stood absolutely still, listening. Nothing, not even the sound of birds, since the trees only began a hundred metres away. Quieter even than yesterday, when most of the time there’d been nothing but the swish and shuss of their own skis on the virgin powder.

			Slowly, Ben went back into the hut, closed the door firmly behind him. He went to the wood-burning stove in the corner. A brushed-steel chimney reached into the ceiling. He warmed his hands for a few moments on the stove. He took one of the remaining five wedges of wood from the neatly arranged heap by the stove, and fed it into the dying fire.

			Then he went back into the bedroom. As gently as he could, he woke Jasmine. She seemed groggy too. Yawning, she joined him on the sofa. ‘Where’s Paul?’

			‘Something’s happened.’

			‘What d’you mean?’

			Ben gathered up a few pieces of clothing from what had been scattered around. ‘Paul’s gone. He’s taken the food, all the equipment. And Rigel.’

			‘Paul’s left us?’

			‘Looks like it.’

			Jasmine seemed doubtful. ‘I can’t believe we didn’t hear him.’

			‘Yeah well, I don’t normally sleep from nine-thirty till ten the next morning.’

			She glanced at him. ‘You think he gave us something?’

			‘Slipped us a Mickey Finn? Yup, I do.’

			‘What about Rigel?’

			Ben considered. ‘Must have given him something, too. Rigel wouldn’t have left without a fuss.’ He picked up his hiking boots. ‘D’you want to get changed in the bedroom? I’ll change in here.’

			Once he was dressed, Ben checked more thoroughly. This had to be some kind of test. But as he realised just how comprehensively they’d been cleaned out, his pulse rate began to climb.

			The only thing he found was a climbing harness. Without it, there was no way to get Rigel down some of the sheer drops they’d surely face on the descent into the valley. He tried not to think through the implications of this and focused instead on the available food. To his relief, the ice box was closed, apparently forgotten. Floating in the snow-melt was about half a litre of milk and most of the cheese.

			Jasmine returned wearing full hiking gear. With a rueful expression she held out a large bar of Cailler milk chocolate. ‘I always keep some in my jacket when I’m in the mountains. I’ve also got lip balm, aspirin, gum and weirdly enough, dental floss.’

			Ben reached for his North Face jacket, which lay in a pile on the floor. As he picked it up, he saw the edge of a red plastic box about thirty centimetres long, marked with the Swiss flag. 

			‘The emergency kit!’ With relief, Ben tucked it into one of his inner jacket pockets. He searched through everything one last time. Nothing else turned up.

			‘No sign of the map,’ he said, dismally. ‘I guess that’s part of the test.’ 

			He stood up. So – it was to be a survival hike; minimal supplies, no communication devices, in the freezing cold. A race against the clock; life or death stuff.

			Because the one thing you did not want to risk in December was to be caught out at night.

		

	
		
			 

			TRACKS

			‘You think this is a test . . . ?’ Jasmine seemed uncertain.

			Ben was pretty confident. ‘Are you kidding? Yeah, it’s a survival test. Paul will have skied off on his own somewhere, he’ll probably get himself and Rigel picked up by Addison not far from here.’

			‘But Paul’s skis are still here,’ she pointed out.

			Ben hesitated. He hadn’t checked the boot room yet. But when he pushed the wooden door open, there they were, along with his own skis, Jasmine’s and the sled.

			‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Very interesting.’ He zipped up his jacket, tugged on his gloves, and pulled an electric-blue, thermal beanie hat over his head until it had covered his ears. A moment later, he was outside.

			It took only a few seconds to find three sets of footprints leading away from the hut. Carefully, Ben inserted his own boot into each type of print. 

			‘Three blokes,’ he informed Jasmine, who had just joined him. ‘Or very heavy women with massive feet.’

			‘No dog,’ observed Jasmine. She seemed to be ignoring his quip.
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