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	Chapter One.


	 


	AD 2034 London


	My name is Melanie Jones. His name was Jack North, and we believed ourselves to be inseparable, but we were wrong, as we had no control over fate, kismet or what ever you call the phenomenon that decides when we die. 


	We were born in the same neighbourhood. We were still kids when we parted, slum kids that is. He was twelve and I’d just turned eleven. We were forced to move as the flats in which we were living were declared unsafe. His family moved somewhere up north and mine down south, and I thought my world had come to an end. 


	It was at the time that Mum gave birth to Michael. Until our new home was sorted out and dad’s transfer came through I was sent off to Scotland of all places to stay with Granddad, my dad’s dad, a strange old geezer who took me on sleigh rides in sub-zero temperatures.


	When I came back I started at a new school, a step up from the last one, as I had my own desk. The boys there found out I wasn’t to be had, to be groped or insulted. It took a few broken noses and bruised testicles before they left me alone. 


	Most of the girls came to me for protection. I would wreak vengeance on any miscreant who mistreated one of my school friends, in or out of school. I wasn’t big for my age, just more aggressive than normal. 


	I was your regular tomboy, if the school had had boxing team I would have been on it. As it was it left me with swimming or athletics. I became quite adept with the javelin and was top of my class in archery.


	I joined the army when I left school, as the choice of civilian jobs available didn’t suit me. I had tried for the marines, but I had to settle for second best. I was turned down for parachute training and it was only because the boxing instructor, who had a nice body with good staying power in bed who let me spar with the boys. They were mean bastards and I soon learned not to pull my punches. 


	After a while I ran out of sparring partners, so I found another way to burn off my surplus energy by picking fights in the local disco. I was banned after two weeks, so as an alternative I concentrated on my career. I became a marksman, rifle and pistol. 


	While the dumb bitches in our Regiment; King William’s Rifles, were either too busy shagging or boozing or both, I was studying. I even passed my sergeant’s exam and promotion followed promotion.


	*


	It was my weekend off, and a Sunday. No extra duties for me. I decided to spend it swimming followed by a sauna.


	The army didn’t have a sauna, but a newly built swimming baths in a town near to the barracks did and this was a private one, members only, you could swim naked, well you had to, it was for nudists only. 


	It was family’s day, I swam for an hour, mostly underwater to dodge the children and their ogling granddads, then I retired to one of the three hot-air baths, for ladies only. 


	I spread my towel on the middle bench. I took the water bucket and doused the stones with several ladles full, just as somebody entered. “Is that you, Melanie, Melanie Jones?” 


	I didn’t recognise the voice, and I turned and saw a visage that was difficult to place, but then again it was rather dark in the sauna. But, he had mentioned my name. 


	“Don’t you know me?” He asked. “I saw you in the pool; you always were a good swimmer, down by the canal.” 


	My heart stopped beating, I even stopped breathing, I recognised his eyes. It was Jack Thorn, my playmate from the slums.


	Air rushed into my lungs and my heart hammered, I prayed this wasn’t a dream as I stepped towards him and stopped a couple of metres away. It was him alright, the same look, the same cheeky grin. He was carrying several towels, which he dropped onto the bench. I looked him over as his eyes travelled up and down my body, dwelling here and there. 


	I copied him. His body was well-muscled but not huge and beefy. His shoulders were well formed and tapered down over a well formed abdominals. His eyes bored into my soul, dark brown like mine, as he was, like me, of Irish descent. 


	I’d seen him naked before, when I was eleven and he was twelve on our way to losing our innocence in the years ahead, swimming in the local canal, summer and winter - when it wasn’t iced over – which is why I’ve never had a cold in my life, or flu. 


	We weren’t alone there though, there were over a dozen of us all together plus some older kids, teenagers, boys and girls who came in pairs, but only when it was warm and they would spend most of their time in the water. It wasn’t until I was older that I found out why - when Jack and I spied on them underwater. 


	We had fun those days, our pleasures were simple, swinging from a rope slung over a beam on the landing stage of a long-unused cotton warehouse with the other kids, daring one another to climb the twenty-meter-high rope and drop down from the wooden gantry into the murky depths below. 


	I stared a little while longer. He’d grown since then. “You’ve changed, Jack.”


	I ran my hands over my breasts. 


	He said, “I used to imagine you with breasts, what a nice pair you have.”


	The days by the canal flashed through my mind. I suppose if we hadn’t parted then we would have been doing what we were about to do with joyful regularity young as we were as I had started having dreams of him and me alone together. They were dreams that haunted me through my puberty as I lay alone in bed at night, miles and miles away from him.


	His libido responded fully and we literally crashed into each other’s arms, his lips and mine hungry, our tongues fighting for supremacy, as his passion scorched my flesh, burning my soul. 


	I fell in love with him that day, and he with me, as if our love for one another was pre-destined and had only laid dormant all those years. Afterwards we made small talk as we lay face to face on our stomachs on the middle bench, gazing into one another’s eyes, like love-struck teenagers. 


	We called it quits as the heat from the sauna finally overlapped ours and we climbed down off the bench. We headed for the waterfall where we sluiced ourselves until we were half-frozen. I looked at the wall clock; we had been at it almost two hours.


	We met later in the bar; both of us drank several large glasses of freshly-pressed orange juice, as we were both T-total, something that surprised us as both our families had been, and still were as far as I knew, heavy drinkers


	We’d hardly spoken after our copulated reunion and we told each other of our childhood adventures. I told him, “I was devastated after you left. I got over you by picking fights with the boys at the new school if they grabbed my girly tits or groped for my fanny. If it had been you it would have been different, I would have given you everything.”


	His features creased and he laughed softly. “You just did and it seems we both made up for it.”


	I shook my head. “No, not quite, but it will do for a start,” I added, “Did you ever dream of doing that when we were kids?”


	His eyes widened. “What! I was only twelve, remember, and we used to laugh and giggle with the others when the older ones were doing it underwater. I was fourteen before I had my first wank from one of the older girls at secondary modern. By the time I was seventeen, I was bonking schoolgirls behind the bike shed at grammar school every chance I got.”


	“I would have had you sooner, boy did I miss you.”


	“I tried talking dad out of it but he said we were moving up north because of his job.”


	“I took to sport to burn off my aggression.”


	 “I didn’t eat for days,” he said, I took up judo on my dad’s recommendations at a boys club. I haven’t had a serious relationship, ever. I kept hearing your voice when I was with a girl. I wanted to write, but our parents didn’t see eye to eye, so…”


	 I told him I was a staff sergeant in the army. He told me he’d made university, how he’d studied economics, got a degree and that he now worked for the treasury. I wasn’t quite sure of the truthfulness of this last statement as not only was it said hurriedly but his eyes dodged involuntarily to the left, a sure sign he was fibbing – my dad was a detective Inspector in the fraud squad, and he told me everything about interviewing suspects. 


	We arranged to meet that afternoon as he had important business at the office.


	*


	I got two calls while I was on the army firing range; I was breaking in my newly purchased double-barrelled Guard .577-.32 twelve-twenty-shot automatic. One was from Jack saying he had to go up North and wouldn’t be back until Monday afternoon when he’d call me again. The other was from some army twit telling me to report to a certain address in Mayfair in civvies on Monday morning at eight sharp.


	I assumed it was the interest I’d shown in the confidential army newsletter about the SAS who were looking for women volunteers for special missions in the Far East. My olive complexion and shoulder length jet black hair were an advantage as were my fluent French and German, an advantage obtained from my Irish-French father and German mother so I applied for an application form and filled it out. That was three months ago. Maybe they were interested…


	Whatever it was it helped get my mind off Jack, until I lay alone in bed that night.


	*


	I turned up for my appointment on Monday morning shortly before eight o’clock. The ex-military commissioner on the door looked at my ID and opened the door for me.


	I went over to the reception desk and informed a woman in WRAF uniform of my appointment. She looked down a list and directed me to an open door at the end of a long corridor. “Knock and enter,” she said.


	I made my way to the doorway and knocked. I entered and found myself facing a row of figures in military and civilian attire.


	A voice said, “Close the door, please and take a seat.”


	I obliged and stepped forward to the only free chair available and sat down facing my inquisitors. I was wearing a new two-piece and a white open-necked blouse. I squeezed my knees together, tucked in my skirt and laid my hands on my thighs. I almost fell off my perch as a familiar voice said, “Good morning, Staff Sergeant Jones.”


	       It was Jack, the bastard was wearing an army major’s uniform. He was one of the nine interviewing officers and he was sitting at the end of a long table, but he wasn’t smiling, in fact I could read the signal ‘You don’t know me’ written in his eyes. I thought about our meeting in the baths, was that a coincidence?


	I replied, “Good morning, gentlemen.”


	An older man in the centre picked up a sheet of paper and looked at me. “We’ve read your application form. You have all the required qualifications, marksman, excellent swimmer and athlete and you speak French and German fluently, you have also taken courses in Russian and Chinese also Arab dialects with favourable results. We find your reason for joining Special Services commendable: ‘For King and Country’ you wrote,” he said and looked round at his companions. He returned his attention to me and said, “Application accepted.”


	His pals nodded and mumbled. I ran my gaze over all of them, finishing with Jack, who was, like the rest of them, smiling. I stood up to attention and said, “Thank you gentlemen.”


	The older man, who was, as I found out later, the head of MI6 said, “See Flight Lieutenant Darling at the front desk, she will provide you with the details. Training starts tomorrow.”


	*


	I waited for him, two doors down. He came out in civvies, he looked up and down the street. I moved into view and he spotted me. He nodded and walked towards me casually, he probably thought he was being watched; he always had a suspicious mind, did my Jack.


	He looked straight ahead as he walked past me. “Follow me,” he whispered.


	I let him walk on for twenty metres and strolled in the same direction. He walked into a small café two blocks farther on. I joined him at a table in the corner. I sat down opposite him, raised an eyebrow and said quietly, “You’re a bloody liar Jack North.”


	He nodded. “It’s my cover.”


	“What are you, a spy?”


	“SAS, actually,” said with a grin. 


	“Oh, a head-banger as well as a liar, Major North, sir.”


	He hadn’t once taken his eyes off me and I could see the hurt there. “I didn’t know you had applied for the job.”


	I could have kicked myself. I gave a half-smile and said, “When were you going to tell me, you silly-Billy?”


	He shrugged lightly and said, “I have told you.”


	Now I was angry again. “Yes, but I mean before I applied.”


	He grinned, but I refused to give in. He said, “Are you angry?”


	I resisted kicking his shins under the table, if I had done it would have been the first time and I settled for, “No, I’m bloody-well outraged.”


	“How about a coffee and my congratulations, it looks like we will be together more often than I thought.”


	I had an idea what was coming but not exactly what. “What is that supposed to mean,” I asked.


	“You and I start training tomorrow. We were both accepted. I added my name to the list after you left.” He looked at me from under his eyebrows. “If they even suspect we have a relationship, one or both of us will be sent home,” and then he grinned


	My anger faded, it was as if we were kids again. I could never be angry with him for long. I stood up and he stared at me. “What’s the matter?”


	I smiled at his expression. “You are silly, Jack North,” I said. “Where are you staying?”


	He got the message. He stood up and waved the waitress away. “Hotel, three streets from here.”


	I rose too and said, “What are we waiting for?”


	 




	 


	 


	 


	Chapter two.


	 


	Torture.


	I had thought I was fit, but the two human hunting dogs, who must have had Jack Russell blood in their veins, were relentless in their efforts to get us fitter. I won’t bother you with the insults they screamed at us while running beside us, as you learn in the army to listen to orders, read instructions down to the very last detail and ignore everything else. 


	There were ten of us - there were twelve, but two dropped out for personal reasons. Six men, four women, I was billeted with a coloured girl named Jean, her skin colour was amazing, a generous golden brown from head to toe, a full and fully depilated figure and a head of coal-black wavy hair, cut short. She was raised in Africa and could speak fluent Arabic in all the known dialects. 


	For the first week the only contact Jack and me had was during training. Training with full packs, running up and down sand hills, running or should I say splashing through ice-cold streams, swimming naked across sub-zero temperature rivers while towing our equipment in inflatable dinghies.


	Jack was with team X. I was with team Y. We were too tired, all of us for the first two weeks to do anything after our evening meal except collapse into bed and sleep like the dead.  


	After fourteen days of torture our bodies got used to the fifteen-mile runs and crossing rock-filled streams, climbing the occasional rock face and abseiling down again, swimming the same bloody ice-cold rivers, then one evening after a days pause, they rounded us up and announced we were to start all over, this time in the dark.


	As the weeks dragged by, we were trained to crawl towards our enemy, who were other instructors, whose hearing was phenomenal and caught us out every time. Then we were told to try it out on ourselves. We learned by the other’s mistakes, we learned to take one blade of grass at a time. We learned to smell out our victims in the dark, detect their body odours, their farts and the food on their breath from their last meal.


	Weapons training: They took away my .577/.32 automatic and offered me a crossbow in exchange. It was a something in which I excelled. They also provided training with a hunting bow, a Bowmaster Special which we all trained with, but I couldn’t beat Jean and one of the other men, a Brit of Arab extraction.


	My training with a javelin at school proved to be an advantage in knife-throwing as I could even out-throw Jack. I could hit the target at twenty metres, ten throws out of ten. After all that we were told our targets should never be farther away than ten.


	 




	 


	Chapter three.


	 


	Operation nursemaid.


	All ten of us passed with flying colours. After saying our goodbyes to each other - for us four it was last night down by the pool - we were surprised to find the four of us were assigned together. We were issued with new identities and driving licences. We were told of our addresses in London and our place of work. 


	We were transported by helicopter the following afternoon to an un-named department at a non-descript building somewhere in the middle of nowhere which we assumed was an MI6 facility. 


	We were shown to our separate rooms. I spotted the cameras; they were exactly where I would have placed them. 


	I slept alone and awoke refreshed but unhappy, and you can guess why.


	After breakfast we attended a lecture given by a small man who reminded me of a squirrel, I’m not sure if it was his bushy red hair or his two prominent front teeth. He was telling us about nuclear fission and bombs.


	“Plutonium 239 is an isotope of plutonium. Plutonium-239 is the primary fissile isotope used for the production of nuclear weapons. Plutonium 239 is also one of the three main isotopes demonstrated usable as fuel in nuclear reactors. Plutonium 239 has a half-life of 24,200 years. The nuclear properties of plutonium-239, as well as the ability to produce large amounts of nearly pure Pu-239, led to its use in nuclear weapons and nuclear power stations.”


	I stifled a yawn and nudged Jack’s knee. I told him quietly, “I missed you last night.”


	He nodded slightly. “My place is bugged.” 


	“They don’t trust us.”


	“They have a swimming pool in the basement.”


	“I’ll bet that’s bugged too.”


	“Not underwater I hope,”


	“You can bet on it.” He said.


	Squirrel’s voice rose an octave. “In the reactor, plant supervisors make sure that water, supplied by electrically operated pumps, is constantly running over the fission rods to keep them cool. However, due to a lack of electricity, the water pumps will shut down and naturally, without the constant flow of water into the tank, the fission rods will burn through the supply of coolants that still surround it, and will eventually burn through the tank itself, and if the tank cracks, radioactive materials will leak into the ground and radioactive waste will penetrate the environment.”


	Jean asked him, “Won’t it explode then, like a bomb?”


	He shook his head, “It was thought that a severe nuclear accident at a reactor would result in a nuclear explosion. That is impossible. An atom bomb requires a level of uranium enrichment that is simply never found in commercial nuclear power plants, and even breeder reactors containing plutonium are incapable of producing the conditions for the sudden, runaway nuclear fission required for an explosion. Any "explosion" in a nuclear accident is going to be from the massive eruption caused by the steam eruption from the hot nuclear pile hitting the local groundwater.”


	Shahid asked, “What makes plutonium go bang then?”


	He smiled and said, “That’s not my field, my job is to prevent a melt-down, I instruct supervisors working with fast breeder reactors.” He added, “That, ladies and gentlemen concludes our short lecture on Plutonium 239.”


	*


	The next lecture was about our destination in Lebanon. This was given by a blue-chinned dark-eyed man of around thirty who I would have taken to if Jack hadn’t existed, but he wasn’t interested, not in any of us. He was using a pointer as he indicated objects portrayed on a large projector screen on the lecture room wall. He pointed to an aerial shot of a hexagon-shaped building. “This building is where the reactor is located. It’s surrounded by a normal wire fence. It’s not far from the city of Baadba, a beautiful city,” he smiled at us in turn after saying this, his accent told me he was from some near eastern country, probably Israel.
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