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Chapter 1 (Egypt 2053) 
 

Have you ever felt your body blown to pieces? 
I didn’t think so. It’s not something I would wish upon anyone. Not even the guy who put 

that mine in the ground so I could step on it at aged fourteen and die in a split second.  
So, people call me Zi (pronounced Zee). Full name: Ziyad Banna. I’m from Egypt. I guess 

what people usually tell you about themselves is where they were born, their childhood and 
family etcetera. And I could, quite easily. But really, it all means nothing. The only important 
thing is my death and what happens after. 

So I’ll tell you about that day.  
The world had been at war for two years already. They were calling it ‘World War Three’. 

No one had a more original name for it. Plus, there’s this definition for a world war: ‘A world 
war is a stupid war affecting the majority of the world’s most powerful and idiotic nations. 
World wars span multiple countries on multiple continents, with battles fought in multiple 
theatres.’ 

I like definitions. That’s something you should know about me. The only thing is I often 
add my own special bits to it, like in that one I added the words ‘stupid’ and ‘idiotic’, as you 
might’ve guessed.  

The only thing I managed to save when my house was bombed was my dictionary. My dad 
bought it home when I was younger and used it to help teach me English. Being one of the 
only English books we had in the house, I spent hours memorising words.  

He told me learning English would be good for me, for my future. He spent so much 
money on private teachers for me. He said more than two thirds of the world and growing, 
spoke English, particularly for business. He had big plans for me to be some international 
businessman or something. I often annoyed him by learning definitions and adding bits, but 
secretly I kind of enjoyed learning English. And even though he’s not around anymore, I still 
find myself doing both things.  

So, back to this world war...  
This war involved all of the big countries and continents. And it all came down to one 

thing: natural energy. Namely, oil. When the energy sources started to dry up in those 
countries who thought they would always have sufficient (namely parts of Europe like 
Britain, Western and Northern Europe, The USA, Canada and Asia), they came for the 
countries where they might be able to find more to keep their precious technology and 
societies going. They’d used up their own supply and those with energy wouldn’t sell or 
negotiate. The main targets were Africa, The Middle East and parts of South America who 
had become super powers whilst the other countries had dwindled.   

This is why I had been given a gun and I was patrolling the streets of Cairo. If you could 
call them ‘streets’ when they had huge craters in them from falling bombs. Most of the shops 
had been destroyed too. You could only find sellers in back streets and alleyways, makeshift 
stalls that were quickly assembled and packed away at the sight of planes. Apparently this 
was more like what parts of Egypt were like maybe twenty years ago, before all the fancy 
shops moved in. We were a failing country once but it’s amazing what a bit of investment can 
do.  

I hadn’t eaten anything for two days. Rumour had it there were these pills being developed 
to aid hunger but they hadn’t reached us yet. I’d managed to have a few sips of water but I 
was saving the rest. If I’d known what was about to happen however, I wouldn’t have 
bothered. I would’ve drained every last drop into my tired, dry mouth. At least I would’ve 
felt my thirst quenched for once.  

I wasn’t a soldier. I was a young boy who hoped things would change. Yet when they 
bombed my house and only my sister and I got out alive, I knew things couldn’t change for 
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us. We were taken in by neighbours, who gave us guns and told us to get our revenge on the 
evil people who had destroyed our country. I admit I mostly agreed with them. Now, it didn’t 
matter anyway. Being a soldier was something to do instead of waiting to die.  

The road looked deserted. I don’t know why I was alone. My sister went with some of the 
others to find food. The rest of our ‘unit’ were guarding our supplies. We only had a few guns 
and some stale bread but in those days, it meant everything.  

Usually, I had the unit around me. We spent our time playing cards, guarding things, 
sitting in silence, cleaning ourselves or objects without a hint of shame, and fighting of 
course. In a normal life, all you want is some privacy. In a war, privacy is awkward.  

I didn’t hear the man approaching. They called us Taps, we called them Drains. We named 
them that because those damn losers wanted to suck every last bit of oil and goodness out of 
our countries, and that’s how I saw him at first: just another Drain. He seemed to appear out 
of the ground. Suddenly, he was standing at the side of the road. I pointed my gun at him, my 
hand shaking above the trigger. He held his gun limply, not raising it to point it at me, but 
towards the floor as though he wasn’t bothered whether he lived or died.  

He gave me this look. I couldn’t quite explain what it was. Maybe he was telling me to 
shoot him. Maybe he was telling me to put the gun down. It could be either so it was up to me 
to decide. I hesitated but I didn’t lower the gun. I have to confess I hadn’t shot many people, 
no one I had actually seen. I’d shot into bushes and houses, returning fire. I hadn’t been 
standing in front of anyone like that, having to shoot him before he shot me. 

The man was about twenty-five. I’d seen a lot of older ones, especially dead ones, at the 
side of the road. He had blond hair. He stuck out around there, that’s for sure. His hair was 
matted against his forehead because of the heat. Some bits of his hair were pink with what 
looked like blood. Was it from one of our side? 

He had these bright blue eyes. They were hard to look away from, especially then. They 
reminded me of my mum’s shawls. She always wore them to the shops to shield herself from 
the sun. They were all destroyed in the bombing though. It was nice to see that colour again. 
Everything in the world was now brown and grey because of the rubble and dust.  

‘Hey,’ he whispered.  
And with only one word, my life changed. Of course, he said other things too but I’ll tell 

you all that later. But that one word was the start of something (although also the end of me). 
This stranger saw me, which hadn’t happened for such a long time, and that’s why I couldn’t 
leave this man named Jack.  

However it happened, I stayed with him, throughout the war, and as we returned home a 
few years later. I watched him build a life for himself, although life got harder and harder. I 
watched him have a family, despite the fact that he felt less than optimistic about the future. 
And this is where Mati comes in. I need to tell you what happened and all I can say is, be 
prepared. As my mother told me every morning before school when she said goodbye to me: 
“Allah yusallmak!” To you, that’s ‘May God protect you.’  
 


