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      The sign above the door reads: ‘Carmichael’s Academy’.

      It’s old and worn down, the metal rusted at the corners and hanging slightly loose on one side. Just from looking at it, you’d assume that the inside of the building was equally unkempt.

      And you’d be right.

      It’s a lie too. The word ‘academy’ in the title makes the building appear more than it is. A place, perhaps, for study and work, where the young are taught and educated and given a vocation.

      Really, it’s little more than a refuge for orphans and castaways, one of the few remaining in the city. Were it not for Mrs Carmichael, most of the kids here would find themselves in the northern quarter, swallowed up by the alleys and joining the ranks of the Disposables.

      It’s a sorry truth that many will end up there anyway. Mrs Carmichael’s charity can only stretch so far.

      I step over the threshold from the bustling street of Brick Lane and enter inside. A smell I know so intimately sweeps up my nose, the pungent scent of unwashed clothes and tobacco smoke that refuses to give way despite my best efforts. I have made it my mission to dismiss the odour for a while now, but to no avail.

      It’s our generous patron herself who contributes to the stench. Despite her many excellent qualities, Mrs Carmichael is a heavy smoker, a habit that appears to have been taken on by some of the older tenants living here.

      “It’s a losing battle,” she always tells me when she finds me scrubbing the old carpets and worn out curtains, puffing happily on a cigarette as she does so.

      I usually just smile and keep going. Frankly, it’s more as a way of keeping busy than anything else.

      The academy, or orphanage – because that’s what it really is – is situated over three floors in the west of Outer Haven, cosily nestled within one of the busiest residential districts in the city.

      The ground floor is taken up by the youngsters, the kids who are unable to legally work. They perform tasks around the place, washing dishes and cleaning clothes. Given how that side of the stench refuses to leave, I consider that they’re not doing a great job.

      The first floor is occupied by those in transition. Kids of an age where they can find a vocation, and yet are unable to do so. They are given only so long before they find themselves on the other side of the door. It’s harsh, but a necessary feature of life here at Carmichael’s.

      Such is the way throughout the sprawling urban jungle of Outer Haven.

      The second and top floor, meanwhile, exist to house those old enough to work. Half the money they earn is used to help care for those on the floors below. The other half is held in trust by our patron until the time is right for them to fly the nest. Mostly, that happens when they’re granted a housing license by the council and have a suitable pot of money to cover their essentials.

      Overall, it’s a symbiotic system where you work hard and give back. Since many of the kids here come when they’re very young, they’re only too happy to reciprocate when they reach the working age of 15.

      Some, of course, have been here longer than others.

      For me, it’s all my life.

      Eighteen years under the caring watch of Mrs Carmichael, the only parent I’ve ever known. I can honestly say it would take me a lifetime to repay her. If I could give her all of my wages, I would.

      Up through the building I step, passing the dusty main hall and moving up the winding staircase that leads to the second floor. The smell of stale smoke grows stronger as I rise and move down the corridor to the rear of the building. At the end, Mrs Carmichael’s own quarters await, with my room nearby on the left of the hallway.

      My first port of call is to tap on her door.

      My knuckles rap gently, and I hear a muffled call from within. I step inside and see my guardian sitting behind her desk in a fairly small and cluttered office. Off to the right, another door leads to her bedroom. On the left, she has a bathroom and little kitchenette. It’s a meagre allotment, but something she’s never cared for.

      It’s no surprise to find a cigarette dangling from her lips as she peruses some old files. Nor, given the time of day, is the sight of a large glass of whiskey particularly unusual.

      Behind an old pair of horn-rimmed glasses, her murky blue eyes rise to mine, a web of grey hair dangling untidily from her head. I’ve noticed that her general interest in her appearance has declined since the death of her husband, Derek, several years ago.

      “Evening, Brie,” she croaks, her thin lips building into a smile as her spindly fingers take possession of the cigarette. “Update?”

      “Yes, Mrs Carmichael,” I say. “The job’s all finished. The client was pleased. At least, I think he was.”

      “I’m sure he was, honey. Did you get payment?”

      “Sure did,” I say, stepping forward.

      I reach into my jacket pocket and pull out an envelope. For the most part, we operate on a cash only basis around here, most of our jobs being kept off the books. Mrs Carmichael enjoys a certain degree of anonymity, and doesn’t care for interference. Clearly, it works. I’ve never known anyone from the Court to venture this far. They don’t tend to take much interest in the lower workings of Outer Haven.

      She takes a grip of the envelope, has a cursory look inside to make sure everything looks right, and slips it into a coded safe in a drawer on the right of her desk. Then, taking a swig of whiskey, she looks back up at me.

      “Tomorrow you’re needed down at Culture Corner,” she says. “Some Fanatics have been getting trigger happy with their graffiti again.”

      I know what that means. My role here involves doing odd-jobs, mostly menial stuff that, frankly, a trained monkey could happily handle. It’s hardly fulfilling, but there you go. Few can boast of a particularly prosperous working life in this part of the city.

      “Right. The same sort of stuff as before?” I ask.

      She shrugs absentmindedly. “Most likely. I don’t know the exact details. Just that you’re needed down there at dawn, before the area becomes too busy. Tess will go with you, so pass on the message for me.”

      “OK, sure will.”

      Tess, my roommate and best friend, is at a similar stage to me here at the academy. She’s about the same age, and we commonly find ourselves working together around the city. Unlike me, however, she has memories of her parents, who died when she was just nine. I have no such burden.

      Instead, I have a long list of questions that will probably never be answered. A thousand hours spent wondering about who they were and why they abandoned me. All I have to go on is what Mrs Carmichael told me: that I was found crying and alone in a bundle of blankets on her doorstep, with nothing but a picture tucked up beside me.

      A picture of my mother and father, holding me as a baby. It’s my only true link to the past.

      Before I leave the room, Mrs Carmichael fixes me with a firm look.

      “Have you taken your pills for the day?” she asks me.

      For all the trust she’s developed in me over the years, my ability to take my diabetes medication has remained a constant doubt in her mind. Every single day, without fail, she utters the same question, delivered with the same critical tone to her croaky voice.

      And every time, I utter the same reply.

      “Yes, Mrs Carmichael, of course I have,” I say with a knowing smirk.

      She offers a smile in return and falls into another of her most commonly asked questions.

      “Are you ever going to start calling me Brenda?”

      And, as always, I play to our usual script.

      “One day, when I’ve repaid you enough,” I answer.

      It’s a day I know will never come.

      With a typical roll of the eyes, she shakes her head and gives off a raspy little laugh, before lighting up a fresh cigarette and returning her eyes to her files.

      “Goodnight then, Brie,” she mutters. “And remember, be down at Culture Corner by dawn.”

      I nod and exit the room, stepping back into the dim corridor with its moth eaten red carpet and creaking floorboards beneath. Down below, I can hear the sound of raucous play emanating from the ground floor. At this time of the evening, just before bed, some of the youngsters tend to get quite boisterous.

      It’s not quite the same up here, though. For the most part, everyone is exhausted by this point, and want little more than to sink into their beds and call it quits for the day. My own body is that way inclined, so I quickly make my way down the corridor and into my room.

      Inside, I find Tess already in bed, lying face up on the left of the room just staring at the ceiling. She looks half comatose, her usually bright blue eyes blank and struggling to stay open as they linger on the peeling white paint above.

      It’s clearly been an exhausting day.

      “Long day?” I ask her as I shut the door behind me.

      Slowly, her head swivels to look at me. Her expression answers for her.

      I laugh and begin undressing, peeling off the utility clothes that I tend to wear most days with the sort of work I’ve been getting recently. They fall into a bundle on the floor as I enter my bedclothes and set about brushing my teeth.

      With my mouth full of toothpaste, I tell Tess about tomorrow’s job.

      “We need to be at Culture Corner at dawn,” I say.

      I can hear her groan behind me.

      “What sort of job?” she moans.

      “Clean up, I guess,” I tell her. “More graffiti from the Fanatics.”

      “Oh God, that stuff’s a nightmare to get off.”

      “Tell me about it.” I turn to her and note that she’s still fully dressed and looking particularly bedraggled, her dirty blonde hair more murky than usual and her face spotted with dirt. She still looks pretty, though. That never seems to change. “You gonna, um, wash before bed?”

      She grunts and shakes her head, before pulling a blanket over her body with some difficultly.

      “What’s the point,” she mumbles, before rolling over and disappearing under the covers. “I’ll just get dirty again.”

      I can’t help but giggle at the sight. I’ve been there before plenty of times. It’s nice to be on the other side of it for once.

      Feeling relatively fresh, I turn off the main light and climb into bed, before pulling a little glowstick from my bedside table. I click a button and it emits a pale white glow that lights up only my side of the little room.

      “I’ll wake you before dawn,” I say to Tess. “We can’t be late.”

      I wait for a confirmative grunt before turning to the opposite wall, setting the glowstick down on the bed. It casts a soft light onto the bland wallpaper, bare brick showing in places where its cracked and torn.

      But it’s not the wall I’m looking at.

      My eyes stare at two faces as I lie there, themselves worn down and fading now. My mother, warm brunette locks tied into a bun, holding me tenderly in her arms. My father, a strong arm curling around my mother’s shoulder, his hazel eyes, just like mine, staring down at me.

      It’s a picture I’ve looked at every night since I can remember, my day somehow incomplete until I’ve inspected the image that seems so alien, so disconnected from my real world.

      I often wonder how they could have left me behind, seeing the affection and love in their eyes as they look at me. And then I look a little closer, and note the pain there too, the undercurrent of heartbreak that hovers in their expressions.

      And I realise that what they did, they did for a reason. And that, most likely, I’ll never find out what it was.
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      My alarm begins blaring half an hour before dawn, ruthlessly dragging me out of a deep sleep.

      An ingrained habit has me leaping straight out of bed, the chill of the morning creeping up my spine as I quickly jump back into my utility clothes; bland grey trousers and jacket, with an old t-shirt and jumper underneath for warmth, coupled with sturdy work boots that are less than flattering to a girl of 18.

      As I dress, I call out for Tess to get up. Clearly, my alarm isn’t enough for her.

      “Tess, come on, rise and shine,” I say, darting over to shake her awake.

      When she refuses to budge for even a moment, I swiftly drag off her blanket and let the cool morning air sweep over her. Her eyes crack open and glare at me.

      “I hate you,” she mutters, before slowly standing to her feet.

      “Love you too,” comes my bright response, my hands busily tying my brown locks into a ponytail before brushing my teeth.

      Tess follows me to the basin, wearily freshening her breath before we hastily wolf down a couple of protein rich breakfast bars. They’re bland and functional, supplying us with all the necessary energy we’ll need to see through a hard morning’s work.

      Within 3 minutes of my frankly deafening alarm, we’re up and ready to go, fully clothed and with our workbags tightly wrapped around our backs.

      Together, we sweep down through the building towards the ground floor, everyone else still fast asleep. The same is largely true when we exit into the morning air, the sky still dark and the streets covered with an unpleasant mist.

      There are few people on the streets, but their absence is made up for by the many drones hovering across the sky, their lights shining within the mist as they hurtle here and there. Most are postal drones, delivering goods and parcels before the world awakes. Others, however, are sentries, keeping an eye on us for their masters at the centre of Inner Haven.

      Before hurrying into the mist, we set our sights a little way down the street at a large glowing post that sticks about 10 feet out of the ground. Currently, it’s a fairly bright shade of green, indicating that the current fog isn’t toxic. When that green turns to yellow, and then red, you know that it’s time to get inside.

      We move off down the street, heading south towards Culture Corner. When we arrive at a soon-to-be-thriving midsection, we climb onto the Conveyor Line, a simple tram-like transport system that connects the major districts and streets around Outer Haven.

      Unlike a tram, you don’t get to sit down, but merely stand on the conveyor belt and cling onto a pole in front of you as it slides along its tracks. It’s not overly fast, but helps you get about much quicker than you would on foot. Using it when tired or intoxicated, however, isn’t the best idea. Slipping off at its admittedly low top speed can still cause all manner of physical harm.

      Bearing that in mind, I make sure to take the spot behind Tess, weary as she still appears to be. Standing right behind her, I keep a close eye to ensure that she stays steady as the conveyor belt takes us southwards along the central connective street between the west and south quarters.

      As we go, the mist begins to clear a little, and the various billboards and advertising displays that dominate the sides of buildings start to spring into life, drenching the world in a multi-coloured neon glow.

      To the left, my gaze is drawn to the tall, soaring tower that monopolises the skyline, overshadowing all other structures across the city. Standing up well over a hundred storeys, and circular in shape, the High Tower is the central core of the city, right at the heart of Inner Haven. Up at its glass domed summit, the Consortium, the rulers of the city, cast their eyes down on us from their lofty perch.

      Surrounding the High Tower, other grand buildings spread, sleek and modern and well appointed as far as I can gather - not that I’ve ever seen them up close. They’re all enclosed by a solid metal wall that acts as the boundary between the two parts of the city: Inner and Outer Haven.

      Few from Outer Haven ever cross that threshold, our value not deemed high enough to merit doing so. As far as they see it, they’re genetically superior to us, and I suppose that’s factually correct. To them, we’re merely a function of their society, a necessary part of the well-oiled machine that they operate.

      We’re well cared for, and given certain freedoms, and in exchange are expected to play along and stay civil. As far as I see it, the relationship is like that of a man and his dog. The man will treat his dog well, but if it steps out of line, and tries to bite him, he might just put it down.

      That is the fine line we all walk down here, looked down on by the members of the ‘Enhanced’ above us, those with genetically superior traits and abilities. And even within their ranks, there are obvious divisions, those with super intellect rising to the highest class of the Court, and the best amongst those joining the ruling party of the Consortium.

      Around here, the mind is everything.

      I continue to stare at the High Tower for as long as it stays in view, growing ever clearer as the morning mist fades. By the time we enter the southern quarter, however, some of the taller buildings of Outer Haven serve to block my view.

      Down here, the more decadent members of our own class, colloquially known as the ‘Unenhanced’, tend to live and congregate. Even among our bustling population, social and class divides are obvious.

      Here, you have restaurants and marketplaces, art installations and theatre performances. On the other side of Outer Haven, however, in the northern quarter, the Disposables dwell, hidden in their alleys, creeping out at night to pillage and steal.

      I suppose I’m somewhere in the middle of that system, occupying the centre ground of our class of Unenhanced. Not quite the bottom rung of the social ladder, but pretty close to it.

      Soon enough, the sky is changing colour and the sun is beginning to rise, bringing the warming hues of dawn with it. More people begin to emerge too, spreading out from buildings to get on with their days. As the Conveyor Line slows at certain stops along its path, people step on, taking hold of poles before they’re whisked away on their onward journeys.

      Before long, it’s time for Tess and me to step off. Around us, the vibrant streets of Culture Corner spread, the central hub of art and music in the city. All over, beautiful murals have been painted on walls, and strange sculptures erected from the earth, littered across a wide-open square.

      Theatres dot the area too, along with open-air areas used for live performances that are commonly free for the public. It’s a whole mess of colour and vibrancy, musicians singing and filling the air with fine music, entertainers busking for change around every nook and cranny.

      Yet there’s nowhere in the city that’s more closely watched either.

      Sentry drones hover, and fixed cameras lie hidden in the walls. Those from on high maintain a constant, vigilant eye on the area, making sure that the freedom of expression they continue to grant us doesn’t go too far.

      Some members of the Enhanced even linger here, sent from Inner Haven to keep a more direct watch. Among them are Brutes, those with superior physical strength, who tend to act as guards and rangers. Hawks, too, creep around among us, their eyesight as sharp as the birds of prey they’re locally named after.

      Occasionally, the highest class of the Enhanced, Savants, may even find themselves down here, sent on some public relations mission or to try to help decipher a particularly dastardly crime. Savants, you see, are those blessed with superior intellect, and are the ones who make up the Court. And from their most gifted members, the Consortium is chosen.

      As I step into the centre of the main square, I search for the vandalism that has drawn us here today. Immediately, the dull black and white writing appears, covering a large and beautifully painted mural depicting mountains and rivers and verdant woods, things that now lie within the toxic wasteland beyond our borders.

      The large words, written in block print, merely read:

      ART IS EVIL. EMOTION IS EVIL.

      GIVE IN TO LOGIC.

      To my side, Tess mutters and shakes her head, looking upon the graffiti.

      “Fanatics,” she mumbles.

      I share the sentiment.

      One of the natural side-effects of the Savants’ supreme intellect is their lacking emotions and devotion to logic. All members of the Court suffer from the same affliction, and that is precisely why it is the Savants who are considered highest among all the Enhanced. The rest – Brutes and Hawks and Dashers, recognised for their astonishing speed  – aren’t quite so cold and callous in their thinking, yet fall in line just like everyone else. Only, they get to live in Inner Haven, rather than down here with the rest of us.

      What’s ironic about these Fanatics, however, is that they’re not Savants at all.

      They’re Unenhanced, normal members of the population of Outer Haven, doing regular jobs and propping up those above us just like everyone else.

      Yet, during their spare time, they don their black masks and come down here, defacing wonderful pieces of art with their stupid, boring block letters. And that’s all despite the fact that the Consortium itself allows us the freedom to express our emotions.

      As long as we don’t cross the line, that is…

      I let out a long, drawn out sigh and shake my head at the irony of it all. Beside the mural, a little collection of people have gathered, all of them looking at the graffiti with a deep measure of displeasure.

      We hurry over to join them, and their eyes drop to us.

      “Ah, you must be the cleaners,” says one man. He looks like a local member of the Council of the Unenhanced, dressed in a rather drab grey suit. I suppose, among our class, they’re the highest members, and see to the general day-to-day running of Outer Haven.

      “That’s us,” I say, swinging my bag off my back. “I guess we’ll get started?”

      I’m rather eager to get this done.

      “Um, yes please. If you could remove the graffiti without disturbing the art, we’d all be very grateful. Particularly Humphrey.”

      My eyes switch to the man to his left, a more colourful character with long brown hair, a pointed chin, and a silly little moustache. His eyes plead with me before his words even come out.

      “Please, can you?” he asks in a soft, upset voice.

      “Erm, we’ll try,” says Tess flatly. “But…don’t get your hopes up.”

      I chuckle a little inside at Tess’s forward manner. If I didn’t know it, I’d guess she had some Savant blood in her herself, given how tactless and unemotional she can be sometimes.

      “Well, do your best,” says the councilman again. “We have performances across the square later, so we’d love it if you could do a swift job.”

      “Sure, no problem,” I say, before Tess can dish out another one of her barbs.

      As they wander off, the artist’s eyes dolefully looking upon his tarnished work, Tess raises her eyebrows to me.

      “That painting’s a goner and you know it,” she says. “There’s no point in lying to him.”

      I shrug and open up my bag, scooping out the various tools we’ll need for the job. She’s right, that’s for sure.

      Beautiful as it is, this mural’s had its day.

      We set to work, starting out by scrubbing lightly in a bid to remove the graffiti without completely destroying the art beneath it. When that proves fruitless, we give up the pretence and put a bit more elbow grease into it, the letters only coming off along with the woods and mountains and blue rivers they cover.

      “Ah well,” says Tess dispassionately, looking upon the mess. “We tried…”

      I’m well aware that she has little interest in art and music anyway. Sometimes, when you witness your parents being killed right in front of your eyes, it’s hard to take pleasure in much of anything.

      Across the square, the artist spends the first hour or two hovering around, yelping any time we finish up on a particular letter, leaving his masterpiece scrambled behind. Soon enough, he disappears entirely, tears spreading down his face as he’s led away by a couple of consoling friends.

      Clearly, he can’t stomach watching his work be scrubbed away so ruthlessly.

      Then again, that was his job, and this is ours. Our remit was to remove the graffiti, no quarter given to what it was covering. The order will likely have come from our own council, without the input of the Court. Frankly, why should they care if such a statement is emblazed across the mural of a landscape?

      At the end of the day, the words are exactly what they believe. Well, almost. I mean, they wouldn’t necessarily call art and emotion ‘evil’ per se, but they’d certainly agree that it has no tangible impact on the functioning of their society.

      The Fanatics are aware of this, and clearly agree with it. For them, and the divine ‘super-beings’ they worship, logic trumps emotion when attempting to rebuild a prosperous civilisation.

      And rebuild is certainly the word.

      The square begins to fill as lunchtime approaches, workers spreading from nearby buildings and offices and warehouses to get a little dose of culture before their days resume. They congregate here from far and wide, the Conveyor Line fit to bursting as it brings in wave after wave of Unenhanced.

      Our job still to be completed, we soldier on, and become something of an attraction ourselves. I can hear people whispering around us, trying to figure out what the graffiti would have said with only a few letters still remaining. The brighter among them are quick to work it out.

      Frankly, it hardly takes a Savant to do so.

      By the time the job is completed, the square is just starting to clear again, the worker bees all called back to their hives. As we pack away our things and prepare to return to the academy, the councilman wanders back over, perusing our work as he comes.

      “Good job,” he says. “I knew you’d never be able to save the art underneath. Poor old Humphrey, he worked on that piece for weeks. But, that’s life I suppose.” He digs into his pocket and draws out an envelope. “Payment for your work. Send my regards to Mrs Carmichael.”

      He wanders off, disappearing into the fading crowd. As he does so, I feel my eye drawn to a black mass spreading from one of its far corners. Four figures, all huddled closely together, begin rushing through towards the centre of the square, all of them dressed entirely in black. They move at such a pace, and so tightly knit together, that they draw many eyes, people stopping and watching as they go.

      “What’s going on?” asks Tess, following my gaze. “Another stupid performance no doubt…”

      I suspect she’s right.

      The figures continue to come, moving as centrally as they can and drawing along a wave of onlookers in their wake. Anything unusual around here tends to catch the public’s attention, the crowd hungrily gobbling up this sort of random performance art.

      Personally, it’s not usually to my taste, but there’s something intriguing about these four. Something that captures my attention as I stand rooted to the spot, watching as they stop in the centre of the square amid the statues and monuments and little audiences that congregate around other entertainers.

      Then, suddenly, they spread out, their paths diverging.

      Each moves off in an opposite direction, spreading into a wide square, the crowd stepping back to allow them free movement. Behind them, they appear to be dragging something, a transparent sheet, stretching it out across the concrete.

      With no warning at all, the four figures stop, and the sheet crackles and flashes, fizzing on the surface of the ground as it sparks into a rhythmic blaze of colourful fire. The people whoop and clap, watching the pretty display.

      But something inside me calls out a warning.

      This doesn’t feel right at all.

      The fire crackles for a brief few seconds, and the sheet disappears. As it does so, black markings remain, scorched onto the earth. The throng go silent, all eyes peering closely to read the words.

      I don’t need to.

      I’ve spent the entire day trying to scrub them out.

      ART IS EVIL.

      EMOTION IS EVIL.

      GIVE IN TO LOGIC.

      A confusion breeds in the crowd. People turn to look at the four mystery figures with a new expression: one of anger, and fear.

      The black figures stay where they are. For a moment, none of them move.

      And then they all move together.

      With a coordinated motion, they all reach to their chests, and tear open the loose fabric that binds their black overalls. I squint forward at the nearest man, several dozen metres away, and feel my heart bursting inside my chest at the sight.

      Bombs…

      Around all their chests, rudimentary explosives are attached. A spread of fear rumbles through the crowd as they all scream and disperse.

      But it’s too late.

      As people scream out, and the crowd flee, the four figures nod to each other in unison.

      And with my feet still rooted in place, I watch as the square erupts into a ball of flame.
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      It’s Tess who reacts the quicker of the two of us.

      Grabbing me by the shoulders, she pulls me back and around the side of the mural, tossing me to the floor as she does so. I stumble and fall and feel the heat as she comes down on top of me, the earth rumbling beneath us and the air filling with a deafening roar.

      Hidden from the explosion, we huddle in a bundle of limbs on the ground for what seems like minutes. In reality, it’s only seconds.

      The burst of noise is so loud that it leaves my ears ringing. After the sudden wave of heat comes one of smoke, black and dark grey fumes pouring out from the centre of the square.

      For a moment, the aftermath of the explosion leaves a deathly silence in its wake. And then, slowly, the sounds of muffled screams spread into my ears again.

      I lock eyes with Tess. Hers are hooded and yet alert, shining blue as the fog of smoke surrounds us.

      “Are you OK?” she shouts at me.

      I nod, and she stands back to her feet, peering back around the side of the mural. Her mouth slowly falls open as she gawps at the scene. I clamber to my feet, still half dazed, and take a look as well.

      Devastation is the only word that springs to mind.

      What was once the centre of the square is now a warzone. Little remains but for chunks of statues and monuments too sturdy to be completely eliminated by the blast. Bodies lie everywhere, cut up and torn apart, Culture Corner now coloured in a fresh coating of red blood.

      On the outskirts of the blast, the injured cough and try to get to their feet, people spreading in from outside to help. Among them I see some Enhanced rush in, the towering figures of Brutes, dressed in the dark grey and black uniforms of the City Guard, hoisting people into their gigantic arms and getting them to safety.

      Perched up on nearby rooftops, Hawks watch on too, their eagle eyes relaying information down to their fellow members of the Enhanced. I watch in awe as a couple of Dashers come hurtling in from nearby, their bodies moving so swiftly through the dispersing cloud of smoke, leaving clear trails behind them. They dart from person to person, checking for pulses and diagnosing injuries at a frightening speed. Determining who can be saved. And who are too far gone.

      It’s at times like this when you see these people for what they truly are: superior. Remarkable. A higher evolution of the species.

      Never have I witnessed them working together with such efficiency.

      Quickly, Tess and I add our own bodies to the fray. Right before us, several people who’d caught the fringe of the blast lie clinging onto wounds and wailing to the heavens. As we step in to help them, a Dasher comes whizzing towards us, appearing as if from nowhere.

      “No, not this one,” he says, his voice rushing as quickly as his feet. It’s a common side effect for Enhanced of his kind, talking in abbreviated bursts. “She may have a fractured spine. Don’t move her.”

      “Um, OK,” murmurs Tess, looking at the guy with no small measure of wonder.

      His eyes quickly dash to a couple of others, moaning nearby and bleeding from lacerations across their legs.

      “Help those two,” he orders. “Wrap their wounds and halt the flow of blood.”

      He doesn’t offer any further advice. Instead, he calls out loudly for a medic, before performing a closer inspection of the wounded woman at our feet.

      Without delay, Tess and I set about helping where we can. Removing our jackets, we peel off our jumpers and begin shredding them to use for bandages and tourniquets, wrapping them tight around wounds as our hands are quickly soaked in blood.

      Tess doesn’t recoil from the sight at all. It surprises me that the image of torn up legs and spurting blood has no impact on her, given her past. For me, it’s unpleasant, but not enough to prevent me from taking action. Together, we wrap the wounds and help to remove the two patients from the battlefield and towards an incoming army of awaiting ambulances.

      Before long, a mini field hospital is being erected on the perimeter of the square. More bodies pile in, helping where they can, all the medics in the area called upon. Tess and I continue to offer our aid, working to support more of the injured as they limp and stumble their way towards proper medical treatment.

      Everything happens in a bit of a rush, the scent of smoke and seared flesh lingering in the air. It’s a smell that puts the odour present back at the academy to shame. One my nostrils have never encountered before.

      Truth be told, I never expected to know what charred human bodies smelled like.

      It’s not until we get a moment to stop and rest that I notice that Tess herself is bleeding from a laceration on her upper right arm. I, too, have a couple of small cuts on my forehead, and a grazed cheek from when I was bundled to the floor.

      We move over to the field hospital to get some attention. Tess’s arm is hastily sewn up by a medical stapler that pulls the torn flesh together, and then sears the wound shut. My own cuts require nothing but a bit of antiseptic cream, which Tess herself spreads onto my skin.

      Standing on the boundary of the square, we both take a long breath and look upon the carnage. Neither of us speak for a moment as we try to come to terms with what’s just happened.

      Around us dozens, maybe even hundreds, lie dead or wounded, Culture Corner now a morgue. Never before have the Fanatics committed such an atrocity. Graffiti and vandalism is one thing. This is something else entirely.

      As we stand there, a figure stands out amid the rubble and debris in the middle of the square, sweeping in with a couple of armoured Brutes to his sides.

      He wears a light grey suit, the sleeves tightly bound around his long arms, the collar buttoned up tight to the top of his neck with his head sprouting from the opening. A neat covering of perfectly manicured brown hair adorns the top of his head, his expression detached and unwelcoming.

      There’s nothing decorative about his appearance at all, save the small insignia that sits on the middle of his chest below his collar: three circles, one inside the other, each signifying the three main classes of people in the city – the Unenhanced, the Enhanced, and the Court.

      The innermost circle is coloured white, indicating that he’s a Savant, a member of the Court. The other two circles, representing the Enhanced and us, the Unenhanced, are coloured black.

      The Brutes to his flanks carry the same insignia on their armour. Only, with them, the middle circle is white and the other two are black. Often you’ll see members of our own Council of the Unenhanced here in Outer Haven with the same badge. With them, of course, it’s the outer circle that’s white, proof of their more lowly standing.

      Overall, it’s a quick and easy way to determine what class a particular city servant or official belongs to.

      Even without the insignia, however, I’d know this man was a Savant. It’s in the eyes, pale blue, showing no emotion at all. His expression, flat and cold, even when looking upon a scene of such devastation, makes it clear that this man has little empathy for what’s happened here.

      Yet, this sort of attack is unprecedented, and so here he is. Only when something extreme happens do any members of the Court appear, sent down here by the Consortium to ensure that public order is maintained. This man, however, is not from the Consortium from what I can tell. Within the class of the Court, their own hierarchy is determined by the colours of their clothing. Wearing light grey signifies that he’s high up, but not at the top of the tree. If he were, he’d be draped in the purest of whites, the blank, colourless attire reserved for those of the Consortium.

      Never before has one of their rank come here to Outer Haven. As far as I know, they remain at the summit of the High Tower, and rarely even venture out into the streets of Inner Haven. For them, even meddling with members of the Enhanced is probably deemed an act of impurity. I can’t imagine what they’d feel like if they had to endure where I lived for a day or two.

      But of course…they don’t feel at all. How stupid of me.

      As I watch the man enter the square, I wonder what type of Savant he is. All Savants have supreme intellect, and all are members of the Court. Yet within their ranks, some rare specimens can be found, those with additional mental abilities that boggle a simple mind such as mine.

      I’ve heard of those who have the power of telekinesis, capable of moving things with nothing but their thoughts. Around here, they’re known as Mind-Movers, and exist as little more than rumours heard on the streets and among the youngsters of the academy.

      Others apparently have the gift of telepathy, the psychic ability to communicate with each other through their thoughts. I’ve even heard about them being able to read minds, sneaking into people’s heads and seeing their innermost thoughts play out in front of them. We call them Mind-Manipulators.

      Given that such powers exist in the mind, there’s no way to determine what other gifts a Savant might have purely by looking at them. Brutes are easy to spot for their colossal size and heavy, plodding demeanour. Hawks have intense eyes that glare and rarely blink. Savants – other than the detached and neutral expressions that adorn their faces – have no physical traits that call them apart.

      By the look of the man, however, his role is within the City Guard. Most likely one of their senior members, overseeing the various Brutes and Hawks and Dashers who keep watch over the residents of Outer Haven to make sure we stay in line.

      Mostly, they tend to do just that – watch – and not take an active part in dealing with most criminal activity. That is the domain of our own police force here, who are tasked with maintaining law and order. When a larger state crime occurs, however, the Enhanced and City Guard will get involved.

      Clearly, this is one of those.

      I find myself strangely transfixed by the Savant, so rarely are they seen. Tess, too, doesn’t utter a word as we just stand there, watching him passing along orders with a cold detachment. From around the square, other members of the City Guard rush over to update him on what’s been happening.

      One of them, who I recognise as the Dasher who briefly engaged with Tess and me, swiftly darts to his side. As he speaks, his eyes wash over the square, before landing on us. A finger quickly rises up and points us out, and the eyes of the Savant land squarely upon us.

      I feel my pulse quicken as I lock eyes with him. Even from this distance, it’s like looking into a void, a deep well, emptied out of any emotion or feeling.

      With a casual and yet efficient walk, he begins marching in our direction. I share a look with Tess. Is he coming to talk to us?

      Part of me wants to sink back into the crowd and disappear, but we stand our ground. As he glides in closer, his eyes never leave us. Try as I might to reciprocate, I can’t. I find myself looking away, his unblinking eyes making me strangely uncomfortable.

      When he arrives in front of us, he stops and attempts to raise a smile on his thin lips. It’s all wrong. The shape of his lips and the relentless, disconnected staring of his eyes is completely incongruous. As if the upper and lower parts of his face are reading from entirely different scripts.

      An attempt to humanise himself, perhaps, and display some emotion for our own benefit. Frankly, it doesn’t work at all. It merely makes him appear even more creepy.

      “Good afternoon, ladies. My name is Leyton Burns, Deputy Commander of the City Guard. I am told that you have been aiding us in the clean-up?”

      Arg. Clean up. Even his wording is off. He makes it sound like someone’s spilled a can of paint or something. Maybe it’s all that red blood…

      “Yes, Deputy,” answers Tess, putting on her ‘respectful’ voice. “We’ve been doing what we can.”

      “And we thank you for it,” says Deputy Burns, attempting to lift his smile a little higher. I cringe at the sight. The partial monotone quality to his voice is also rather unnerving. “I am told, too, that you witnessed the explosion?”

      “We did,” answers Tess.

      Deputy Burns nods, staring now directly into Tess’s brighter blue eyes. She frowns and recoils a touch.

      “Please, don’t move,” says Deputy Burns. “Stare right into my eyes. This will only take a minute.”

      I can see Tess struggling to do as she’s told. His odd, staring eyes peer deep, his entire body still as a statue. I watch on, unable to look away from the strange scene, as Tess’s breathing grows a little more abbreviated. Then, suddenly, Deputy Burns seems to come back to life, leaning back and nodding.

      “Good,” he says.

      Then he turns to me.

      “What was that?” I ask, noting the strange expression on Tess’s face, as if she’s just waking from a dream.

      “I searched her hippocampus to trace her memory,” he says. “It’s the centre of memory and emotion in the brain.”

      He looks to me, and then seems to remember he’s speaking with an Unenhanced. “To put it simply,” he adds, “I read her mind to see the event for myself from her viewpoint. Now, please be still.”

      Once more, his eyes seem to lock in place, going completely still as they stare right into mine. I feel like I’m involved in the most intense staring contest ever conceived, something that the kids play back at the academy.

      I was never very good at it.

      Right now, though, I have no choice. I hold my hazel irises on his pale blue ones, and try to ignore everything else that’s going on around me. Within seconds, my eyes begin to ache, and I feel a strange sense of constriction in my head, as if my brain’s being squeezed in a vice.

      It’s as though I can feel him in my head, poking around and searching for the right memory. It’s an invasive and unpleasant act that leaves me feeling a little violated. A person’s memory is the most sacred part of them. It’s what makes them who they are. No stranger should ever be invited in.

      Mercifully, it doesn’t last long.

      Slowly, the darkness that encloses my vision fades, and the world comes back into view. I look at Deputy Burns, and see the first sign of some expression on his face. A little frown hangs over his eyes, his otherwise pristine forehead ever so slightly wrinkled.

      “Tell me. What is your name?” he asks me, a curiosity in his voice.

      “Brie Melrose,” I say.

      “And where do you live, Brie?”

      “We both live at Carmichael’s Academy,” I say. “Her name’s Tess Bradbury.”

      His eyes move to Tess briefly, before coming back to mine.

      “I see. Well, I thank you both for your time today. Please, continue with your afternoons. We will take it from here.”

      He performs a courteous little nod, inspects me for just a second longer, and then turns on his heels and glides off again, accompanied by his two guards.

      We watch him go, and for the first time since he approached, I feel myself beginning to breathe normally again.

      “That was…weird,” says Tess. “I didn’t like that at all.”

      “Nor did I,” I say. “I feel like I need a shower.”

      Tess manages a chuckle, but quickly realises it’s completely out of place for this particular situation. Surrounded by corpses, this is hardly the place to be caught laughing. More than anything, though, it’s a chuckle of awkwardness. And I know exactly how she feels.

      Still standing there, a croaky call sounds behind us.

      “Girls! Girls!”

      We turn together to see Mrs Carmichael come shuffling along on her old legs, wearing a threadbare old maroon dress and scruffy leather jacket. Her eyes are in stark contrast to those of the Deputy, filled with turmoil and worry as she rushes on.

      “Girls, you’re OK! Oh thank God. I heard about the explosion…I can’t believe it…”

      She sweeps us both into her arms, locking us in tight, the stench of tobacco that she carries along with her briefly overpowering the odour of scorched flesh and smoke that continues to linger in the air.

      Releasing us, she quickly gazes upon the minor wounds we carry, before inspecting our eyes in a wholly different manner to Deputy Burns. Then, it’s to the man himself that her eyes move, turning to him as he continues to coordinate matters on the other side of the square.

      “Who was that man?” she asks intently.

      “Deputy Commander of the City Guard,” says Tess, looking at him once more with an element of fascination.

      “A Savant? A member of the Court?” asks Mrs Carmichael quickly.

      “That, and more,” Tess says. “He was a Mind-Manipulator.”

      A hint of concern shows in our guardian’s eyes.

      “He read your minds?” she asks, looking directly at us with a frown.

      “Yeah,” I say. “He wanted to see what happened from our viewpoint. Nothing major.”

      “That’s all?”

      “Yup,” remarks Tess. “It was kinda weird. It didn’t hurt or anything, it just felt, I don’t know, I can’t think of the word…”

      “Intrusive,” I offer.

      “Yeah, that’s it. Intrusive. Like finding some random person in your bedroom, rooting through your personal stuff.”

      Mrs Carmichael takes a breath, but continues to look concerned.

      “Is something wrong, Mrs Carmichael?” I ask.

      She seems to right herself, pulling her lips up into an awkward smile.

      “No, nothing. I’m just…as long as you girls are OK, that’s all that matters to me.”

      She pulls us into another hug, displaying far more affection than normal. Mostly, she’s fairly tough, not the type to cry or get emotional about things. It’s a symptom of the job, really. Half of those who come to the academy will end up back on the street later in life. Getting too attached to us isn’t usually part of the job.

      It’s clear, however, that those she’s known the longest are quite dear to her.

      She turns from the scene, seemingly unwilling to spend too long looking at it. Or maybe it’s the Deputy who she’d prefer to avoid. Her views on the Enhanced, and the Savants in particular, are fairly well documented around the academy.

      “Come now, girls. You’ve done all you can here. Let’s go back home. You can tell me all about it there.”

      With a rare haste – Mrs Carmichael doesn’t tend to do anything quickly these days – she ushers us away from the scene.

      Sparing one final glance at Deputy Burns as she goes.
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      That night, Tess and I are the talk of the town.

      Well, the academy at least.

      Our mere presence down at Culture Corner that morning during the explosion would have been enough to garner plenty of interest from the youngsters. The fact that we actually helped out, and spoke with a Savant – and a Mind-Manipulator at that – is likely the most exciting news to be shared around the occupants of Carmichael’s for many a year.

      Most of all, however, it’s the fact that we actually had our minds read that causes the biggest stir. Around here, the mere existence of Mind-Manipulators and Mind-Movers has always been considered little more than rumour. Now, we have definitive confirmation that such beings are out there, capable of mental feats that are, frankly, frightening.

      Sitting in the drab and dreary canteen at dinnertime, we find ourselves being constantly harassed by the ground floor dwellers of the orphanage. At first, we have no problem in telling our tale, recounting the day’s events as the children gather round, hanging on our every word.

      For the most part, I take the lead – Tess isn’t much of a raconteur – giving the kids the essentials of the story without going into too much gory detail. I know that Mrs Carmichael wouldn’t want them hearing of such things. And, well, I’d rather not think about them either.

      By the time I’m done with the first round, however, several others have gathered, some coming in half way through the story and others appearing right at the end. Naturally, I’m begged to tell it again.

      When a second telling turns into a third and fourth, however, I’m beginning to grow weary of it all. Each time, I provide less detail and skip through the events without much enthusiasm. Truth be told, it’s not exactly something to be enthusiastic about, seeing so many good, innocent people die.

      Yet, there’s no denying that it was exciting. Around here, little of note happens, years passing by without any sort of incident to rival what happened out there in Culture Corner. And for these kids in particular, such an event is likely to provide enough fuel for months of gossip and rumour and little re-enactments when it comes to playtime.

      The appearance of Mrs Carmichael, however, is enough to douse the flames, her mere presence bringing some semblance of order back into the room.

      “Come on now, kids, leave the girls alone. They’ve been through enough today as it is.”

      The kids scatter, giggling as they return to their old wooden tables and benches, tucking back into the gruel that is the most regular feature of our dinnertime diets. Occasionally, if we’ve had a good week or month, or it’s a particularly special occasion – such as a leaving party for one of our senior members after getting granted a housing licence – we will have a more hearty meal.

      Some nice soup for starters, perhaps, followed by a bit of proper cooked meat, like chicken, along with potatoes grown over in the agricultural district in the east of town. Then, if we’re really lucky, a bit of cake might be passed around. Chocolate is my favourite.

      But that’s rare. Mostly, it’s the processed gruel that we have to endure, tasteless and runny, but containing all the vital nutrients the body needs.

      Apparently.

      Given the self-sufficient nature of the academy, it’s the kids in transition who generally take charge of cooking and serving the food. They plod around, fetching our empty bowls when we’re done, some of them sneered at and mocked by the kids beneath them. Soon enough, some of those kids will reach working age. When they can’t find work, they won’t be sneering anymore.

      One of the transitioners, however, plods a lot louder than most. As Tess and I quietly discuss the day’s events, in private now, the sound of heavy footsteps behind us precedes his presence.

      Before he even reaches the table, I know who it is.

      We both turn to see his meaty hands reaching out to scoop up our bowls.

      “You done?” he asks, his voice like a foghorn.

      Tess quickly inspects the remains of her bowl and offers a look of disgust.

      “Yeah, Drum, I think we are.”

      Drum, of course, isn’t his real name. His proper given name is Josh, I think. Frankly, it’s been so long since I heard anyone call him that that I can’t be sure anymore. Even Mrs Carmichael uses his nickname.

      It’s his gigantic frame, you see. That heavy footfall of his, and the steady pace he tends to keep. Basically, it’s like hearing a drum beating as he walks, and you can always hear him coming before he appears.

      For a boy of 16, he’s simply gigantic. I swear there must be some old Brute blood in him, maybe from a good few generations ago. Surely, somewhere back in his family tree, a Brute got together with a regular Unenhanced, and somewhere down the line, Drum popped out.

      Really, he’s that big.

      It wouldn’t be too hard to believe, to be honest. Enhanced and Unenhanced have bred for generations, all the way back to when the Enhanced were first created.

      Back then, hundreds of years ago, they were simply the result of genetic engineering. Science experiments to create ‘superior’ beings for the military, humans modified for war. Soldiers and scouts and things like that. It’s in their blood, and that’s why the Brutes and Hawks and Dashers still primarily work in that same field today.

      The creation of Savants was just the next step. Areas of the brain were unlocked, creating people with supreme mental capabilities. From there, the sky seemed to be the limit, the human mind outstripping the pace of the natural evolutionary order, people playing God.

      Then, God fought back.

      Wars were raged with these new fighting forces. New weapons were constructed by the Savants. Cities were decimated. Biological warfare spread, leaving much of the world uninhabitable and toxic. Across the globe, billions died, and the world began to fall into a growing darkness.

      And yet, from the ashes, some remained, and even thrived. The Enhanced, led by the Savants, came together and the city of Haven was born, closeted in an area once known as America across a stretch of land unspoiled by the chaos that tore the world to shreds.

      They built the city up into its two component parts, giving Outer Haven to the Unenhanced, and keeping Inner Haven to themselves. A symbiotic relationship was formed. We perform most of the work, and they provide security and protection, keeping us safe from any outside threats.

      Truly, they need us as much as we need them, their main goal now to create a prosperous world once more. To clear the toxic wasteland beyond our borders, and rebuild the once great nation we shared.

      And it’s within that context that their devotion to logic comes to the fore. When the species is under threat, emotion needs to be taken out of the game. As rulers, that is their job, their role. But down here, in the bustling world of Outer Haven, our civil liberties and freedoms are maintained. And while they no longer enjoy such things themselves, they appear to understand that, for us, they’re essential elements of life.

      I suppose it’s necessary for them to humour us in that sense, given what we do contribute. I can’t imagine the Savants coming down here and growing the foods they eat, or performing the manual labour that needs doing. They think things up, and we put them into action. That’s the division of labour.

      Right now, the highest priority among their ranks seems to be clearing the nearby woods and forested regions outside our borders. To the west and south, vast swathes of land lie waiting to be cultivated and used. If, that is, they can be cleared of their toxicity. As it stands, they’re making some progress, but it’s slow, and much of the land outside of the city remains beyond our reach.

      Most striking, perhaps, are the mountains to the northwest. On clear days – of which there are few, owing to the mist that perpetually hovers over the lands – they can be partially visible, grand natural formations way off in the distance.

      Only from on high can you really see them, and for me that means hiking over to the eastern quarter, all the way on the other side of the city, where the land rises up a little. From there, the shape of the earth beyond our borders is more visible, something that’s always held a strange allure for me. A yearning, perhaps, to find out what’s out there.

      And then, when my eyes lift up to the High Tower, I feel that pang of jealousy. From up there, they can see far and wide, way over to the mountains and the forests and woods. Maybe even to the coast, far to the east, beyond the swamps and old relics of crushed cities that scatter the earth.

      It’s just another perk of life as a Savant. One that, ironically, they probably don’t even appreciate. Devoid of any deep emotion, I wonder what they feel when they see the towering peaks, and imagine how prosperous the world once was?

      Do they feel anything at all? Anything beyond a desire to see our species prosper? They may think they’re more evolved, more advanced, but that’s not how I look at it.

      To me, they’re handicapped. To me, they’re inhuman.

      As far as I see it, advancing the human race isn’t what they’re doing. Because they’re not human at all.
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      Before Drum can plod off with our half-eaten bowls of gruel, he lumbers onto the bench in front of us to take a break at our invitation.

      For all his physical strength and size, he’s rather lacking in the mental side of things. There’s a perpetual look of puzzlement on his face, something that’s certainly hindering his attempts to find work. Occasionally, he’ll perform some basic manual labour jobs – work for which you’d think he’d be ideally suited – but even those are few and far between for someone like him.

      As it is, his time at the academy is likely running short. He’s been of working age for over a year now, and with work in such short supply, Mrs Carmichael will have little choice but to offer his bed up to someone else soon enough when one of the youngsters comes of age.

      It’s a sad state, really. Aside from Tess, Drum is my favourite person here. I’ve known him for years, and from the first day I met him was endeared to his nature – despite his colossal size, he’s of a quiet and shy disposition, a gentle giant if ever there was one.

      Truth be told, he’s like a not-so-little brother to me.

      As he lowers himself onto the bench, his deep but quietly spoken voice rumbles from inside his cavernous body.

      “Are you OK?” he asks, finding it difficult to make eye contact as the question drops from his plentiful lips.

      I can’t help but smile at him. Not one of the other inhabitants of this place has asked us how we are, except Mrs Carmichael of course. All of them are far more interested in hearing about what happened, and none have even made reference to the cuts on my forehead, or the bandage wrapped around Tess’s upper right arm.

      His eyes, however, linger on our war wounds, growing tight with concern as they inspect us.

      “We’re both fine, Drum,” I say. “But thanks for asking.”

      “Yeah, it’s just a scratch,” adds Tess, tapping her fingers on her bandage to show that there’s no pain at all.

      A smile builds up on Drum’s face, and his dark brown eyes grow a little brighter.

      “Good. I heard the explosion from here,” he says. “I didn’t know you were down there, though. Was it…scary?”

      Now that is a question we’ve fielded all evening. I haven’t yet given a truthful response though, telling the kids that it was more exciting than scary. I guess that’s what Mrs Carmichael would prefer me to tell them. She won’t want any of the more easily frightened ones having nightmares.

      Drum, however, deserves the truth, and before Tess can offer up her usual bravado, I say: “I was scared, yeah. Had we been a few metres closer, we could both be dead.”

      Tess nods to my side. Drum’s eyes crinkle up a little tighter.

      “But it’s all OK now,” I make sure to add. “I’m sure it won’t happen again.”

      “You really think so?” asks Drum. “Was it the Fanatics?”

      “Yup,” says Tess. “But security’s going to be much tighter now. The Consortium will no doubt send more Enhanced down, more of the City Guard. More damn eyes on us.”

      “That’s a good thing though, Tess. More Hawks, in particular, to keep an eye on things,” I say.

      “Good and bad. We don’t exactly want loads of Enhanced wandering around do we? These are our streets, not theirs.”

      I shrug. “As long as it makes the people more safe, I’m on board. At least temporarily.”

      As we speak, Mrs Carmichael’s craggy old voice barks from across the room.

      “Drum, break’s over now. Come on, there’s clearing up that needs doing.”

      Drum nods subserviently. “Yes, Mrs Carmichael. Sorry, Mrs Carmichael.”

      I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone as polite as he is.

      He rumbles to his feet and moves off, continuing to fetch more empty and half-eaten bowls. His hands and arms are so big he can accommodate many more than anyone else. If he wasn’t so large, finding work collecting plates in a restaurant might be easy. Unfortunately, his size makes him clumsy. I’ve lost count of the number of things he’s broken around here.

      Mrs Carmichael watches him closely as he gets to the point of overloading his arms.

      “Careful now, Drum. If you drop those, you pay for them.”

      “Yes, Mrs Carmichael,” he says again, before plodding off into the kitchen.

      “I’m not sure he’s long for this place,” says Tess, shaking her head as we watch him go. “I know Brenda has a soft spot for him, but she can’t give him special treatment.”

      Tess, unlike me, will occasionally use Mrs Carmichael’s first name, depending on the circumstances.

      I watch on wistfully, knowing she’s right. I doubt how long he’ll survive out there on his own. His size could make him a target. A lot of people have an intense dislike for the Enhanced, and a kid as big as Drum will only draw attention.

      As he disappears, Mrs Carmichael comes trotting over.

      “You must be tired, girls. I suggest you go and get some sleep.”

      “I’m happy to help clear up,” I say.

      “No need for that, Brie. You’ve been through plenty today, and deserve a break. I’ve made sure that your work tomorrow has been passed onto someone else.”

      “You mean, we get a day off?” asks Tess excitedly.

      “You’ve earned it. Just relax, and hang out here at the academy.”

      She breezes away, gathering up the youngsters in a bid to send them off to their dorms. Unlike us, they stay in groups of 6, squashed into tighter quarters. It’s a good way of getting more of them off the streets, but sure does lead to some raucous behaviour.

      Tonight, I suspect, they’ll be discussing the events down at Culture Corner long into the early hours. It’s something not even Mrs Carmichael can police.

      As she struggles to round them all up, Tess and I begin making our way upstairs to wash and get to bed. Physically, I feel exhausted, and yet mentally there’s a freshness that I’d rather wasn’t there. Any time a period of quiet dawns, my mind is once more filled with the sounds of screams and the sight of blood and the smell of charred flesh and suffocating smoke.

      Most of all, however, it’s the strange feeling of having another person inside my head that lingers the most. The sense that my private thoughts, something that no one should ever have access to, have been violated and inspected.

      I’m sure that Deputy Burns merely looked for my memory of the attack. Nothing else would be of interest to him. But still, it leaves an unpleasant taste in my mouth that I know a good night’s sleep won’t be sufficient to eliminate.

      Upstairs, Tess and I take it in turns to use the basic shower. It’s shared between all those on the top floor, barring Mrs Carmichael, and for the most part has a limited supply of hot water.

      Most evenings it’s a fight to get there first and make use of the warm water while it lasts. Tonight, Tess and I are given first dibs.

      “I could get used to treatment like this,” remarks Tess as she comes out, draped in a towel, her skin pink and glowing from the heat.

      I quickly take my turn, and enjoy the somewhat rare sensation of warm water trickling down my spine. After only a few short minutes, however, normality resumes and the water goes tepid, calling an end to my brief period of bliss.

      Back in our room, I find Tess already tucked up in bed. Her eyes, though, remain wide open as I brush my teeth and drag my nightclothes over my skin, before hopping into bed.

      Clearly, her mind is just as busy as mine.

      “So, what do you want to do tomorrow?” she asks.

      The first thing that comes to mind is: “Sleep.”

      “Yeah,” she laughs. “I could sleep for days I reckon.”

      “Same here,” I say.

      We’re both lying.

      Because as the lights go off, and we try to fall asleep, I know we’ll both find it hard. Tess, usually a light snorer – or heavy breather, according to her – makes it very clear when she’s sleeping. For several hours that night, locked in the darkness, I don’t hear a peep from her.

      I lie up against the wall, keeping my glowstick beneath my blanket to douse its light, and stare at my parent’s fading faces. I run through the usual routine that I have to perform before dropping off, which mostly sends me into the land of nod with cracked images of my long gone parents in my head.

      And of other things, of another life I might have led, a whole world of possibilities where my imagination can run wild.

      It’s a symptom of life for any orphan, especially those like me who know nothing of where they came from. A chance to escape reality, if only for a while, and live in the imagined world created by your subconscious.

      For some, it’s the only way to get through the day…just waiting for the night.

      Yet that night, my mind doesn’t conjure false images of some imagined reality. It doesn’t spend its time considering what my life might have been like had I grown up in a more conventional family.

      No. That night, it’s the sights and smells and sounds of the attack at Culture Corner that dominate. Each time I drop off, they swarm all over me, causing me to wake at regular intervals with my body drenched in a cold sweat.

      And while the youngsters down below might be excited by such an event, being there was a very different experience. One that, right now, I’d rather forget.
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      The morning brings with it a chill that’s more bitter than any I’ve felt in a while. Peeling off my blanket and sodden nightclothes, I’m quick to dress in my warmest winter attire, before sitting back down on the bed.

      A few minutes later, Tess stirs, breaking from a sleep that was probably just as troubled as mine.

      “What time is it?” she coughs, shivering underneath her covers.

      I scoop up my old watch from the bedside table.

      “7.30,” I say.

      “Arg…why does my stupid body wake me up so early.”

      “Habit,” I mutter, as she rolls over and tries to get some more sleep.

      I don’t do the same. Frankly, I’m happy to be up, and would rather not give myself over to my subconscious again, keen as it seems to be to torment me with the carnage from yesterday.

      Damn subconscious…

      Instead, I leave Tess to her rare lie-in, and head downstairs for breakfast to find Drum hard at work in the kitchen, utilising his mighty strength as he stirs a giant pot of porridge. This week it’s his turn to prepare breakfast each morning.

      “Need some help?” I ask him breezily.

      He seems surprised to find me down there. Recently, I’ve been starting work too early to make breakfast, and have been dining out on those tasteless protein bars instead.

      The porridge isn’t any better, but at least it’s warm.

      “Hey Brie,” he says, showing off his ginormous gnashers through a smile he reserves for me. “You should rest. This is my job. But thanks for asking.”

      “Really, Drum, I don’t mind. I’ll serve. How about that?”

      After a brief bit of haggling he agrees, and I begin ladling portions of porridge into bowls. As I do, the noise outside in the canteen begins to grow as the kids come pouring in with an excessive amount of energy.

      It’s obvious they’re even more excited and talkative than usual.

      As Drum scoops up a few bowls to serve, I tell him to stay and that I’ll handle it. I know he gets teased by the kids, and when they’re in this sort of mood, they’re only going to be more irritating.

      As I emerge from the kitchen, however, I realise that perhaps I haven’t thought this through. Immediately, I’m harassed again for further retellings of the previous day’s events, something I’m completely unwilling to relive.

      This time I’m not so polite. I tell them in no uncertain terms that they’ve heard all they’re going to hear from me on the matter.

      Thankfully, I hold just enough authority around here to calm them, only one or two throwing lacklustre obscenities my way for my trouble. I eye up a particularly difficult child, Brandon, who’s usually the chief stirrer among the louder boys, as a couple of swear words drip off his youthful, 13 year old lips.

      “I heard that, Brandon,” I say, glaring at him. “Don’t make me tell Mrs Carmichael on you.”

      That’s enough to shut him up. Mrs Carmichael has a strange aversion to swearing, especially among the younger members here. The younger they are, the worse her reaction.

      It’s ironic, really, because she’s not short of the odd curse word herself. Especially after a glass or two of whiskey.

      I try to keep busy that morning. Once breakfast is all over, I help Drum with the washing up, and we chat a little about his working prospects.

      “I heard they need more workers on the outside,” he says. “You know, clearing the woods…”

      “Drum, no way are you doing that!” I say. “You know why they need more workers for that?”

      He shrugs.

      “Because workers die all the time,” I say. “It’s dangerous out there, you know that.”

      Work outside of the borders of Outer Haven is notoriously dangerous, and mostly considered a last resort for those in desperate need of money or rations. Generally, it involves clearing the toxic woods and lands beyond our borders, labour that the Unenhanced see to. Monitored, of course, by the Enhanced.

      Even inside protective suits, people regularly get sick and end up dying from the suffocating toxic fog. And that’s not all they need to worry about. Outside of the city, other threats linger too…

      It’s upsetting that Drum’s even considering it.

      “Promise me you won’t go down there and sign up,” I tell him. “We’ll find something better for you. And you’ve always got Tess and me. You know that, right?”

      He nods.

      “Say the words, Drum.”

      “I promise,” he mutters.

      I step in and give him a short hug, failing as usual to wrap my arms around his gigantic trunk.

      As I return to my room later that morning to take my pills, I make a note to talk to Mrs Carmichael about Drum.

      Again.

      Unfortunately, it’s a conversation I’ve had with her many times before. Try as she might, she’s found it hard getting him any sort of regular work. His size, clumsiness, and general simple-mindedness make him unappealing to most employers.

      Back in the room, Tess appears to have roused herself. Looking fresh, and dressed up warm, her eyes sparkle with the promise of having the remainder of the day off.

      “Let’s go out,” she says.

      “Mrs Carmichael said we should hang out here,” I counter.

      “Screw that. I wanna go back down to Culture Corner, see what’s going on down there.”

      “You want to go back?” I ask, quite surprised to hear it.

      “Yeah, sure. There’s not much else to do is there?”

      She’s got a point. The entertainment around here is sorely lacking, and what there is will almost certainly be occupied by the increasingly annoying youngsters.

      Just thinking about their incessant pestering is enough to get me to agree.

      “Fine, I guess we could go,” I concede. “I’ll go check with Mrs…”

      “Forget it, Brie. Don’t disturb her. We’re 18, and can go where we want.”

      She rushes towards me, grabs my arm, and drags me straight out into the corridor. Before I know it, we’re moving out of the building and onto the street, the world rushing with an endless stream of activity outside.

      It’s a clear day, which is quite rare, clear enough perhaps to get a good view of the western mountains from the higher ground of the eastern quarter. I ask Tess about going there instead, but she has less interest than me in the view, or in imagining what it must be like hiking up in the mountain valleys and passes.

      Even the rumours about the mountain dwellers don’t seem to interest her.

      “Nonsense, that’s all it is,” she says. “Those mountains are dead and empty.”

      Tess can be quite the downer when she wants to be. She finds joy in so few things.

      I don’t argue, but instead make a mental plan to head eastwards later that afternoon, with or without her. Truth be told, without might be better. Looking upon those mountains is something I like to do alone.

      As we make our way towards the Conveyor Line, I make note of the increased presence of the City Guard around the streets. Up on the tops of buildings, hidden behind neon signs and transparent holograms, Hawks sit and spy on the world below. At larger intersections, heavyset Brutes stand primed for action, and Dashers await their orders, finding it hard to stay still for too long.

      Seeing such a collection of Enhanced, of course, has an impact upon the population, who eye them with a mix of suspicion and awe. There’s a wariness about the place, a strange energy. It seems as though people are walking more rigidly than normal, talking in quieter tones.

      At times like this, our collective behaviour needs to be impeccable. And we all know it.

      Seeing sentry and security drones isn’t so uncommon around these parts. And yet still, their own numbers have burgeoned and swelled, the sky almost as busy as the streets for sheer numbers of flying contraptions.

      As we reach a larger intersection, huge screens, usually filled with advertising, fill instead with news of the bombing. Video footage of the attack is played, provided by cameras hidden within high buildings and on drones, that give us a whole new perspective of it all.

      We stop for a moment and watch, and in the bottom left corner of the screen see ourselves. Standing beside the mural, I see Tess grab my shoulder and fling me to the floor, just as the wall of fire spreads to where we were standing.

      “Jesus,” I whisper. “I didn’t realise we were so close. You saved my life, Tess…”

      She shrugs. “Think nothing of it. Just instinct.”

      The scene continues to play out, and the flames disappear as quickly as they spread, followed by the rush of dark grey smoke. It all seems to happen so much faster watching it, rather than being there.

      As Tess and I creep around the side of the mural again, and look upon the devastation, the camera appears to zoom in on us. It follows us as we stand for a split second, and then dart straight into the fray, quickly moving in to help. Then, the Dasher bursts as if from nowhere, issues his orders, and we’re seen tearing apart our jumpers and tending to wounds.

      At the bottom of the screen, a headline reads:

      Heroes of Outer Haven Save Lives…

      We look at each other in astonishment, before the camera angle changes, focusing on another brave soul who ran straight in to help.

      “Jeez…we’re famous!” laughs Tess.

      I don’t much like the idea of it. Thankfully, the camera angle was from above us, and our faces were largely obscured by the smoke and mist.

      Around us, plenty of other people are watching the screens. None of them, however, lend us a look. It’s enough to satisfy me that we shall remain nothing but anonymous heroes.

      Then again, I don’t see myself as a hero at all. Tess, maybe, for saving my life.

      But not me.

      We don’t linger too long watching the giant screens, and quickly jump aboard the Conveyor Line towards Culture Corner. As we near, it’s obvious that the entire area has been cordoned off, the line ending prematurely and not venturing towards the main square as it usually would.

      We step off and continue on foot, working our way through the bustling crowd. Soon enough, we’ve come to the end of the line, unable to move beyond a fence that’s been erected on the boundary of the square, guarded by our own police force from Outer Haven, known locally as Con-Cops.

      Rumour has it, they’re made up of criminals who have been ‘reconditioned’ by special therapies. Exactly what this means, no one seems to know. But suffice to say, when these criminals go away, they come back as very different people, most of them turning into very loyal and efficient policemen.

      It’s an effective method, I guess, of utilising those who have done wrong. They’d otherwise be eliminated, depending on the severity of their crimes, or sent for some other term of unpaid manual labour elsewhere. Those deemed appropriate for a life of service are instead made into Con-Cops, swapping a life of crime for one of protection.

      Here in Outer Haven, however, criminals are not treated with much leniency. Anyone caught causing any sort of public infraction can easily find their life changing, or even ending, overnight. The Court have no tolerance for such things.

      I suppose that comes with the territory when you’re cursed with total emotional detachment.

      It makes sense, then, that everyone is acting particularly carefully now, with the streets so filled with City Guards and Con-Cops. Even pushing and shoving to the front of the queue to get a good look into the square, as Tess and I are doing now, might not be the best idea.

      We do it nonetheless, and quickly realise that there isn’t much to see. The place has been swiftly cleaned up, all remains of bodies and old statues now having been removed, and the blood and dust washed away from the concrete floor.

      On the outskirts of the square, however, other venues are still being cleaned. Theatres and other works of art remain dusty and blackened, their owners working to clean them up as they once were. I suspect that, for the time being at least, Culture Corner will remain rather quiet.

      Still, the investigation appears to be ongoing. As we look forward, various officials appear in conversation. Tess taps me on the arm and draws my attention to one in particular.

      “Hey, check it out…it’s our friend Deputy Burns.”

      Amid the rabble, the Deputy appears, dressed exactly as he was yesterday and coolly managing the show. He appears to be addressing a group made up of members of the Council of the Unenhanced, as well as artists and venue owners most affected by the Fanatics’ crazed attack.

      Among them, I see Humphrey. I doubt the desecration of his beloved mural seems so bad now, given that the entire square lies in ruin.

      As I look at the Deputy, I feel the urge to sink away into the crowd again and disappear, my head starting to throb at the sight of him. I begin pressing back, and as I do so step on someone’s foot behind me. They yelp out loudly, and push me in the back.

      “Watch where you’re going will you!”

      I turn to see an aggressive looking woman glaring right at me, a redness around her eyes. I immediately wonder if she knew someone who died here yesterday, a thought that quells any desire to retaliate.

      The stern voice of a Con-Cop behind the barrier provides another compelling reason.

      “Hold up there, what’s the problem?” he asks firmly.

      “Nothing…nothing,” I say. “Just an accident.”

      The woman’s eyes redden further, narrowing.

      “First you barge past me, then you stamp on my foot,” she cries. “I’ve been through enough as it is…”

      She begins whimpering, confirming my suspicion.

      Perhaps barging to the front wasn’t such a good idea.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      The Con-Cop steps in closer, drawing out an immobiliser, a simple baton they all carry with them. Its end begins buzzing menacingly, and he points it straight at me. One little tap with that, anywhere on my body, and I’ll go completely rigid, paralysed for a good few minutes.

      Depending on what setting it’s on, it could be longer.

      “You’ll keep calm, or I’ll take you both in,” shouts the Con-Cop, close enough now to zap us both.

      Next to me, Tess tries to act mediator. It’s not a part she usually plays.

      “It’s all OK, officer. Really, we’re all OK, right ladies?”

      She turns to me, and the other woman, with glaring eyes. If she doesn’t shut the hell up soon, they’ll be hell to pay for us both.

      Clearly maddened by grief, however, the woman’s having none of it, her cries and accusations only growing louder.

      “Shut up!” I mouth to her. “Shut up!”

      She doesn’t.

      “One more peep out of you, and you’re getting stung!” shouts the Con-Cop right at her.

      She doesn’t seem to listen, tears starting to flow freely down her cheeks. The man doesn’t take any notice whatsoever in her distress, stepping closer now and preparing to strike.

      I look to the poor woman, and feel a surge of sympathy that compels me to act. As the guard’s arm coils up, I make my move, reaching out just as he’s about to strike and clutching at his wrist to hold him back.

      “Don’t,” I shout at him. “She doesn’t deserve it! She’s just grieving!”

      Behind me, I can feel Tess grabbing me, trying to pull me away.

      “Brie! What the hell are you doing!” she grunts.

      Unfortunately, it’s too late. I’ve acted now, and there’s no taking that back.

      Oh crap…what have I done.

      I look into the Con-Cop’s eyes, and see a menacing but cold stare. Like the Savants, there’s a look of detachment there, one that’s led to rumours that the therapies they go through are designed to suppress their emotions and make them more compliant.

      With a sudden thrust, however, he pulls his immobiliser away.

      “You’ve done it now, girl,” he growls.

      I can’t move, stuck in among the now chattering crowd as I am. I watch as the man lines me up, and prepares to strike. And just as he does, a call comes from behind him.

      “Hold on right there.”

      The voice is deep, precise and cool. It flows across from the square, and my eyes immediately rise up to see the lean figure of Deputy Burns come easing towards us, wrapped in his light grey suit and flanked by his towering guard of Brutes.

      “Officer, stand down. I know these girls,” comes his voice.

      The Con-Cop’s reaction is immediate. In one swift motion, the immobiliser shuts off and he swings it back to his belt, before taking a step back and standing as still as a statue.

      Deputy Burns speaks again as he nears, stopping a good way away so as not to get too close to the crowd of Unenhanced.

      How horrible it must be for him.

      “Officer, let them through.”

      The guard acts immediately, moving aside the barrier. Tess and I share a look, and step through. We’re been spared, saved by the bell.

      Unfortunately, it’s not a bell I want to hear rung.
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      “Well, well,” says Deputy Burns, once more attempting to bring that odd smile to his face. “Brie Melrose and Tess Bradbury. What a surprise to find you both here.”

      “Good afternoon, Deputy,” I say. “Sorry for causing a scene. It was a misunderstanding.”

      “Oh, I trust that it was,” he says. “Come on over here, girls. I have something to speak with you about.”

      We share a look. Tess’s eyebrows dip into a little frown, and mine do the same.

      He’s not going to get in our heads again is he?

      We move over towards him, and he hastily begins walking off to one side, away from the rabble of watching eyes. As always, his gigantic Brutes walk with him, holding their pace a little way behind at his order. They look alert, a constant vigilance in their narrow eyes.

      “It’s funny that you came here,” continues Deputy Burns. “It saves me having to send a postal drone to Carmichael’s. I suppose you could say it’s nicer to tell you this in person too.”

      Again, Tess and I glance at each other, wondering what he’s talking about. We wait for him to continue to get clarification.

      “Now, you’re aware that a small number of your population performed admirably yesterday immediately after the attack, yes?” he asks, stopping and rounding on us in a quieter part of the square.

      We nod.

      “We just saw some footage,” says Tess.

      “Footage of you?” he asks.

      “Yes, Deputy. They called us heroes.”

      “Ah, and I suppose you are. Your kind like to lift people up onto their shoulders during difficult times. They like to feel inspired. The Court understands this, and have decided to honour you.”

      “Honour us?” I say.

      “Yes. We will be holding a ceremony for those who aided us in the clean up.”

      Arg. Clean up. There’s that phrase again.

      “You two, along with several others, acted valiantly and bravely. These are traits that interest us, virtues that we believe are important. For an Unenhanced to act as such, with the burden of fear to deal with, is something we respect. And so we will provide you with a rare honour, the opportunity to come to Inner Haven, where the ceremony will be held.”

      “Inner Haven!” squawks Tess.

      Deputy Burns barely reacts to her sudden excitement. He merely stares at her with his usual bland expression, before nodding.

      “Yes. Does that sound good to you both?”

      “Erm, yeah!” says Tess, usually so placid herself. A visit to Inner Haven, however, is such a rarity that anyone would likely be enthused by the idea.

      “And you, Brie?”

      “Yes, Deputy,” I answer, maintaining my cool. “Will it take place in the High Tower?”

      My thoughts turn to the mountains again. From anywhere near the summit of the High Tower, that view beyond the borders of the city must be magnificent. Something I’ve yearned to see my entire life.

      The Deputy’s words, however, speedily douse my flames.

      “No, Brie. The ceremony will take place at the base of the High Tower, not within it.” He inspects me for a second, and I get the sense he’s looking into my mind again, uninvited this time. “You’re disappointed,” he remarks.

      “No, no,” I say quickly. “I’m honoured, sir, truly. I’ve just always wanted to see the view from up there, see the world.”

      “And why is that?” he asks.

      He doesn’t get it. That much is clear.

      “Curiosity, I guess,” I tell him. “I’ve heard you can see for miles across the mountains and forests, and even to the eastern coast from right at the top.”

      “That much is true, Brie. I wonder who your source is, though, on this information. Not even I have ever been right to the summit of the High Tower. Only members of the Consortium are invited inside.”

      “Just rumours,” I say. “Speculation, maybe.”

      “Right. Well, it appears that you’re both excited by the idea, given your expressions and your heart-rates.”

      Jesus…can he sense our heart rates?

      “Yes, sir, very excited,” says Tess.

      “Good,” he says, laying his eyes over our bodies, dressed in what he’d probably term ‘rags’. “I assume, given your current attire and standing here in Outer Haven, that you have no suitable clothing for a visit to Inner Haven.”

      He doesn’t mince words. Being forward and rude is just another side effect of lacking emotions.

      “What’s suitable clothing?” asks Tess.

      “Not anything you’ll see around here,” he says. “I’ll have someone sent to you to aid you in this matter. Remember, girls, this is an opportunity. I understand you’re both currently unattached?”

      “Unattached?” I ask.

      “Yes. Unmarried. Unpaired. Not betrothed to anyone?”

      We look at each other and can’t help but laugh. Neither of us have had much luck on that front. Living at Carmichael’s, finding a husband hasn’t exactly been top of our agenda.

      “I suspect your laughter means ‘no’,” he says.

      We shake our heads.

      “Well then, consider this an opportunity to impress,” he says. “I will send a liaison over to you tomorrow morning to take you through things. The ceremony will be the following day. Good afternoon, girls.”

      With a rather abrupt finish to the conversation, he turns on his heels and moves back towards the centre of the square, flanked once again by his gargantuan guards.

      Tess looks at me, and with a light in her blue eyes says: “We’re going to Inner Haven!”

      I’ve never seen her so animated. It’s oddly jarring, particularly given her occasional distaste and distrust of the Enhanced. Then again, even those who hate them would find the lure of Inner Haven a fairly attractive prospect, if only to see what life is like there.

      Buoyed by the news, we spend the rest of the afternoon over in the eastern quarter, navigating there by way of the Conveyor Line and walking through the large agricultural and food packing districts that dominate the area.

      Here, almost all of the food production for the city is managed. Within large warehouses, vegetables and fruits are grown and harvested, and herds of animals are bred and processed into meat. Chickens, cows, pigs, sheep, and various other types of animals are farmed, their lives short and unpleasant.

      With space at a premium, they’re packed in tight, fed and fattened before being slaughtered. I’ve always considered it completely inhumane, and never like getting too close to the slaughterhouses where living, breathing animals are so cruelly treated.

      Maybe I’m just soft. No one else seems to care.

      Tess is among them.

      “They’re just animals, Brie,” she says as I bring up the subject. “Who cares how they feel. They’re bred to be eaten.”

      “If you saw it, you might agree,” I say.

      I go on to tell her a story of how I had a job here once that involved cleaning out one of the slaughterhouses after a particularly busy day of killing. The amount of blood and gore was enough to put anyone off, but it was the look in the animals’ eyes that was the worst.

      Kept in a separate room, I wandered in during a break and saw them all, locked up so tight together in pens they could barely move.

      “When you see their eyes, you realise they’re flesh and blood creatures,” I say. “They should be treated better.”

      Tess still isn’t convinced.

      “People need to eat, Brie. If a few animals have to suffer, so be it. When we clean the world and make it habitable again, then they can run free. Right now, it’s us who need to survive, not them.”

      Survival. That’s the key word. And when survival’s at stake, people will do terrible things. And it’s not just the Savants either, it’s all of us. Those factories are run by normal people, people with emotion. And not one of them seems to batter an eyelid.

      Unfortunately, in order to reach the highest ground of Outer Haven, we need to pass through the food district. With Tess unlikely to agree with me, I give up the subject, and lead her towards the summit of an old warehouse in the northeast of the quarter.

      At the back, there’s a gap in an old fence that surrounds the building. Through we go, and towards a ladder fixed to the rear of the warehouse, taking us right up to the roof.

      “So this is where you go,” remarks Tess as we reach the top.

      It’s only a few storeys up, but there’s no better place in Outer Haven to look upon the view. From up here, much of the city is visible, from the wall dissecting the two parts of the city, to the wall on its periphery, built to protect us and littered with outposts that keep an eye on the world outside.

      Then, beyond those, the natural world comes into view. Only on clear days like this can much be seen, the woods and forests and marshlands to the east and south, and the hills and mountains that climb to the northwest.

      “You picked a good day to come up here,” I tell Tess. “It’s never this clear.”

      She stays silent, slowly surveying the scene. I smile as I look upon the wonder in her eyes.

      “I get it now,” she whispers. “It’s kinda…beautiful, isn’t it.”

      “Sure is. There’s a whole world out there. A vast, endless one.”

      We sit for a little while up on the roof, talking about the world beyond. I can’t help but feel somewhat vindicated by my decision to come up here. For a while, Tess has shown little interest in seeing the world beyond our borders, knowing she’ll never get to see it.

      “No point in knowing what’s outside when you live inside,” is her usual line.

      I suspect, after today, her interest in such things might grow.

      We stay there until the sun begins to set, drawing a gloomy blanket over the forests and mountains until they disappear entirely. As is often the case, the cooling of the sun and sky brings a mist along with it, descending from the heavens and hanging over the earth.

      It’s our cue to leave, so we quickly descend from the roof and work our way back towards the nearest boarding point along the Conveyor Line. From there, the quickest way back is probably around the northern side of the city, passing through the north quarter.

      Right now, before the light fades completely, it remains relatively safe. Mostly, it’s a residential part of town for the poor folk among us, with an old industrial district at its most northerly point that’s long been underutilised. When the world turns dark, however, it can be less than hospitable, and not somewhere to linger for too long.

      Thankfully, the Conveyor Line passes straight through it at its southern point, and doesn’t venture north where it’s more dangerous. Moving around the circumference of Outer Haven, we’re soon back in the western quarter and navigating our way down the tighter, narrower streets where we live.

      By the time we step through the doors of Carmichael’s Academy, we’re greeted with even more fanfare than yesterday. By the sounds of the chattering from the youngsters, the footage from the attack has been seen. And unlike the general public, the kids were quick to recognise our part in it.

      “You were awesome!” shouts one girl, Abby, looking up at us with wonder and amazement. “I wanna be just like you when I grow up.”

      Tess laughs and pats her on the head.

      “Good choice, kiddo,” she says. “Who better than us to emulate!”

      Abby doesn’t quite cotton onto her sarcasm, and merely beams as she’s patted like a dog.

      Another boy, Nate, usually so quiet, appears more animated than I’ve ever seen him. He bustles through to the front and grabs my hand.

      “I touched the hero’s hand!” he shouts, bringing whoops and calls from his little posse of friends.

      Clearly, it’s the younger ones who are most excited by it all. Those who have entered their teens aren’t quite so interested, standing back and trying to remain stoic as they watch on. Among them, the head bully, Brandon, sneers and shakes his head, apparently unimpressed.

      As a few other kids begin re-enacting our role in the attack, we start pushing through towards the stairs. They hold us back, though, and put on the little show. Evidently it’s for our benefit.

      For the next few minutes, we’re forced to politely endure their re-enactment, pulling all the right faces and trying to appear impressed. Only when Mrs Carmichael’s voice filters from the floors above does the show come to an end.

      “Brie. Tess. Come up here please, I need to talk to you.”

      Thank God for that. Saved by the bell again.

      With a few disappointed boos from the crowd of ground floor dwellers, we make our way upstairs and towards our patron’s quarters. There, we find her behind her desk with her usual glass of whiskey and cigarette on the go. The look of her ashtray suggests she’s been getting through a few more than usual.

      “Drink?” she asks as we sit down in front of her.

      She never invites us to drink…

      I decline. Tess accepts. It doesn’t surprise me.

      The offer of a cigarette, meanwhile, is declined by both. Tess takes a sip of her whiskey and coughs. I look at her like the amateur she is and she retorts with a glare. Our little face-off is broken by Mrs Carmichael’s husky voice.

      “I had a message today,” she begins. “I’m told you’ve both been invited to Inner Haven.”

      We both look right at her and nod.

      “We saw Deputy Burns again,” coughs Tess. “He says there’s a ceremony to honour us. How cool is that?”

      “Yes, well…firstly, I’m going to ignore the fact that you went out without my consent. I did suggest that you stay here today. I’m not sure returning to Culture Corner was a good idea.”

      We dip our heads in apology.

      “But,” she continues, “you’d have gotten the message anyway. At least the Court saw fit to tell me about it first. Apparently they do have some manners.”

      “Who came?” I ask.

      “No one. Just a postal drone with a message, stamped with the seal of the Court. They’re clearly aware that we have no interface here for video and holographic communication. And that’s to say nothing about the fact that they know where you two live…”

      “Oh yeah,” I mumble. “I told Deputy Burns yesterday. He asked, I couldn’t have said nothing.”

      “Yes, I understand that. It’s just unfortunate. I don’t want this place coming under any scrutiny. Their thoughts on orphans are quite clear, as you well know.”

      I am aware. The Court have little interest in charity for the most part. If someone isn’t able to offer value in some way or another to society, they’re deemed pointless. Occasionally, they’ll send out teams to trawl the northern quarter for Disposables if they become too much of a nuisance. When they’re caught, they’re never seen again.

      “Honestly, I don’t particularly like the idea of you two going there,” she adds. “It’s just another public relations device. You’re being used as pawns in a game, and it’s not on.”

      “Well, that’s a negative way of looking at it, Brenda,” says Tess.

      I gulp. Perhaps now isn’t the time to use her first name. That whiskey is clearly giving her courage.

      “I actually feel quite proud and privileged,” she continues. “Not many are invited in…”

      “Yes, exactly. Not many are, because not many are considered worthy. We’re people just like they are, my dear, and yet they look down upon us as little more than animals. And why? Superior intellect? Superior physical abilities and senses. None of that has anything to do with being human.”

      I fear she might go off on one of her rants. From time to time, she’ll let off some steam by rambling on against the ‘terrible doctrine’ of the Consortium, letting out a few of those swear words she doesn’t like to hear anyone else use in the process.

      These days, I’ve learned to tune most of it out. And it’s almost always after she’s had one too many whiskeys.

      Today, though, her eyes remain clear and her words aren’t slurring one bit. She really means this one.

      “It sounds like you don’t want us to go?” I ask calmly.

      Her eyes come to mine, and stare at me for a moment. I see the lightest shaking of her head, then a whisper drifts from her mouth.

      “I don’t…”

      She scoops up another cigarette and lights up. After a fresh gulp of whiskey she reacquires her composure and speaks again.

      “But you will go,” she says, a vibe of deflation in her voice. “If they want you to go, there’s nothing I can do to stop it. Just…make sure you’re careful with what you say. And what you think.”

      Those words call an end to the meeting. We’re dismissed, and return to our room, before going down to catch the end of dinner once the youngsters have finished up.

      And finding Drum there, the three of us enjoy a quiet dinner, free from harassment and chattering children.

      It won’t last long.

      As soon as we’ve been to Inner Haven, they’ll have a hell of a lot more questions for us.

      I guess I’d better enjoy this quiet time while I can.
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      The following morning, Tess and I wait anxiously for the arrival of Deputy Burns’s liaison. Given the company he keeps, we expect a boring old Savant to come wandering through the door. I can’t imagine a worse person to spend the morning with.

      When the door knocks, however, and we open it up wide, we’re surprised to see a beautiful young woman appear before us, perhaps only in her early twenties. I immediately scan the look in her eyes, and inspect the smile on her face, and conclude that the emotion in her expression is real.

      “Good morning,” she says, her voice velvety and sweet. “My name is Sophie Winchester. You must be Brie and Tess. Now, don’t tell me, you’re Brie, and you’re Tess…”

      She looks at me first, and then to my best friend.

      “That’s right,” says Tess.

      Sophie beams. “I was told that Brie had hair like mine,” she says.

      I look at hers, beautifully cut and styled in long brown waves, and shining under the light above, and consider the comparison completely unfavourable. For her, that is.

      Sure, my hair is the same colour, or thereabouts. But that’s about where the similarities end.

      I tell her as much, and she simply says cryptically: “Well, we’ll see how it turns out later.”

      Stepping into the reception hall of the academy, I see her nose crinkle at the smell and her eyes dart about the place with a measure of pity. I feel the urge to apologise for the stench. This woman appears to be very well kept.

      Adorning her slender body, a dress of light blue hangs, on top of which is a fashionable jacket of identical colour. I suspect she must be fairly cold, dressed so sparsely, but she offers no sign that she is.

      “So, this is where you live?” she asks, looking back to us.

      “Yup,” says Tess, a little bluntly. “This is home.”

      “It’s, um,” says Sophie, clearly trying to find something nice to say. “Well, um, it’s…”

      “A dump,” says Tess. “You can say it, don’t worry. But we’re used to it by now.”

      Sophie lets out a little breath.

      “Well, Inner Haven will be quite the shock to you then,” she says. “Now, I’ve been sent here today to get you clothed and briefed. So, shall we?”

      “Sure, lead the way,” I say.

      Parked outside of the academy, we find a sleek, light grey transport, curved from head to toe and deliciously streamlined. It looks pristine, something that you can rarely say about the vehicles that litter the streets around here. After a day or two in the smog and mist, few vehicles remain clean.

      This one, though, is obviously from Inner Haven, closed off from the elements. Inside, it’s nicely furnished and comfortable, fitted with four white seats that face each other in the back. The front, meanwhile, consists of nothing but an electronic interface, with no facility for an actual person to drive.

      “Take us to the southern quarter, Liberty Row,” says Sophie.

      Immediately, the vehicle comes to life, rumbling silently beneath us. Only rarely have I stepped foot in a transport of any kind. Mostly, I get around on foot or by use of the Conveyor Line.

      Somehow, I don’t particularly like the sensation of being driven by a computer. I sit uncomfortably for the first few minutes as the car sweeps onto the street, cruising in and out of traffic and avoiding pedestrians with great precision and skill. Computers are smart these days.

      Tess, on the other hand, appears to enjoy the ride.

      “Is this your car, Sophie?” she asks.

      “Oh no, this is a government car, used for official business. We have one, but not as nice as this.”

      “We?”

      “Oh, my husband and I. He’s a Hawk.”

      “A Hawk? And…what are you?”

      “Tess!” I say, cutting in. “Don’t be rude.”

      “I’m not being rude,” she says defensively. “I’m just asking a question.”

      Sophie laughs. “It’s quite alright, really. Actually, I’m not an Enhanced at all. I’m an Unenhanced, just like you.”

      “What the…really?”

      “Yes indeed. I was scouted by the Council of Matrimony and given an opportunity to ‘marry up’, so to speak. That was three years ago now. I’ve lived in Inner Haven ever since.”

      Tess seems overly surprised by the news, but it’s not completely alien to hear of such things. The Enhanced only have so many members, and frankly the risk of ‘inbreeding’ is far too high for them to only marry and procreate within their own ranks.

      As such, they send scouts out to find suitable people – mostly women, given the higher number of male Enhanced – to marry their own members and diversify their bloodlines. Naturally, to be selected you have to be a fairly impressive person.

      I suspect that Sophie’s beauty had some part in it, but it’s more likely that she’s very smart too. Frankly, only intelligent people are considered suitable, while other qualities deemed important by the Court are also beneficial. A willingness to be compliant, and a fierce ambition to step up, and conform, to a higher class, are two such qualities.

      Above all, however, is the ability to bear children who will themselves become members of the Enhanced. Given how not all children carry the unique gifts of their parents, that one’s something of a deal-breaker.

      With that in mind, I ask Sophie whether she has any kids of her own.

      “A baby boy, yes,” she says proudly. “He’s showing excellent signs that he’ll be a Hawk, like his father.”

      Lucky for her. If he didn’t, she’d most likely be relegated right back down to our ranks, whether her husband likes it or not.

      As the journey continues, I begin to forget that the car is driving itself, and spend my time grilling Sophie on her life in Inner Haven. As far as I know, members of the Enhanced can only marry members of the same type, or members of the Unenhanced deemed worthy. So, Hawks can marry Hawks, for example, but couldn’t hook up with a Dasher or a Bat, who have amazing hearing.

      This, apparently, is to prevent the illegal breeding of ‘hybrids’, genetic mutants who may carry several gifts and abilities.

      “Oh yes, they hate any unsanctioned hybrid children,” says Sophie. “Above all, it’s the one thing that’s not allowed.”

      “Why’s that?” asks Tess.

      “Well, it’s not for me to say…” mumbles Sophie.

      “And what do you mean by ‘unsanctioned’,” I ask. “So, as long as the breeding of hybrids is controlled, it’s OK?”

      “Let’s change the subject, shall we, ladies?” says Sophie briskly. “We’re venturing into the territory of rumours, and I don’t like to gossip.”

      Funny that. She looks to be the exact sort of person who’d love to gossip.

      Soon enough, the car is hurtling towards Liberty Row, and Sophie is preparing to step out. She probably hasn’t had dealings with two curious girls like Tess and me for a long while, and given her position as an adopted member of the Enhanced, she knows she has to bite her tongue and not add to the rumours that spread through the city streets.

      Personally, I don’t think I could ever ‘marry up’ as she’s done. They all seem like robots to me, people running on tracks like the Conveyor Line. All just doing their tasks, getting their jobs done, without asking questions or challenging the system.

      From down here, that’s all fine. We can whisper in quiet corners and moan and groan about the Court and the Consortium, and all the Savants who live and rule at the core of the city. But in Inner Haven, I doubt any such grumbling exists.

      How boring it must be…

      We step onto Liberty Row, not far south of Culture Corner, and Sophie leads us towards a shop called ‘The Inner Circle’. Inside, the place is dressed up with fine garments and clothes: dresses and jackets and suits and hats and all manner of other items. What strikes me above all, however, is that they’re all light blue, the same colour as the clothes Sophie is currently wearing.

      “Not exactly a rainbow in here is it?” remarks Tess, looking unimpressed.

      “Well it wouldn’t be, would it,” says Sophie. “Sky blue is the colour of all Unenhanced invited to live in Inner Haven.”

      “Ah…I get it. It’s a way of determining social rank, right?” I ask.

      “Well, yes, I suppose that’s right,” says Sophie. “This shop specialises in outfitting women, in particular, who are to ‘marry up’. And if you’re to visit Inner Haven, even for a day, you’ll need to be wearing the right colour.”

      I see Tess rolling her eyes, and feel a giggle rise up through me. Sophie doesn’t look impressed, but pushes on without drawing attention to it.

      Instead, she sets about speaking with the shop assistant, who quickly comes rushing from the back.

      “We need to set these two girls up in some fine dresses,” says Sophie.

      “Oh, congratulations,” says the shop assistant, turning to us. “When are the big days?”

      “Oh no, these two aren’t getting married,” laughs Sophie. “They’re merely visiting Inner Haven for the day.”

      I don’t enjoy the tone of her voice. It sounds like she’s looking down on us. Or perhaps it’s just my own insecurity. I can’t really tell.

      “OK, well one day perhaps you’ll get lucky,” says the assistant. “Come on girls, let’s get started.”

      Lucky. It’s not the word I’d use.

      The next couple of hours are simply torturous. When you grow up dressed in hand-me-downs and rags, shopping in a fine outlet such as this is hardly second nature. In fact, shopping anywhere would make me a bit uncomfortable.

      And yet both Tess and I are subjected to a dozen variations of outfits, stripped down and dressed up over and over again. The smile on Sophie’s face suggests she’s loving this, like we’re her personal play dolls. This is probably a rare bit of fun for her, given the mundane life she must lead.

      At the start, our opinions are asked for. After both Tess and I show an apparent lack and understanding of ‘style’, however, Sophie and the shop assistant begin making the decisions themselves.

      Eventually, after much deliberation, they come to a decision, and the shop assistant sets about wrapping up two identical dresses for purchase.

      “You do realise we have no money,” says Tess.

      “Of course. It’s all taken care of, don’t worry.”

      I choose not to look at the price tag to stop me from throwing up.

      After we’re done in the shop, Sophie leads us down the road to a beauty parlour. I know the women who parade around Culture Corner and the more expensive districts like to get all made up and looking pretty, but that’s never been my world.

      I guess I’m more comfortable in overalls and a pair of sturdy work boots.

      Still, my early discomfort fades away as a team of beauty specialists begin working on my hair and face and nails, scrubbing and cutting and massaging me as I lie back in a chair and stare at the ceiling.

      Sophie hovers about, pointing things out and giving the odd order. The women all acquiesce to anything she says, deferring to her higher standing if not her knowledge and expertise of beauty therapies. Any woman who has been known to marry up is certainly looked upon as special among our own class. Frankly, I just find her quite pretentious.

      Once they’re all done, the chair tilts back up and I look at myself in the mirror.

      The change is astonishing, my hair just as beautiful as Sophie’s now, my skin glowing, my hazel eyes popping. Everything has been trimmed and neatened up, the contours of my face clearer and more defined than ever before.

      I look over at Tess, and see the same transformation. She’s strikingly beautiful, enough to give Sophie a good run for her money. For a few moments, we stare at each other, as Sophie exclaims proudly: “You look positively stunning, ladies!”

      I hate to admit it, but part of me agrees.

      “Well girls, come on, what do you think?!”

      If it wasn’t for the many beauty therapists hovering around, longingly looking for approval, I’d probably just shrug and try to keep my reserve. However, I can’t deny the job they’ve done, even if I do look completely alien to my own eyes.

      “Brilliant,” I say. “Thank you so much.”

      Tess offers up some similar compliment. More than me, she seems quite taken by her new look, her eyes fixed to her reflection and refusing to look away.

      “Well, you’ll fit in perfectly in Inner Haven looking like that,” says Sophie. “Just try to make sure you don’t mess up your hair too much tonight. I’ll be able to touch it up tomorrow morning for you, but I can’t work miracles.” She turns to the therapists and distributes some money between them. “Thank you, ladies, for your fine work. I’ll see you again soon.”

      As we leave the parlour, I ask her whether she comes down here a lot, given her comment to the women.

      “Oh yes, my main role is to attend to women who are to marry a member of the Enhanced. Sometimes they need style and beauty tips, and to learn etiquette and such things.”

      “Why do they care about style and beauty over there?” I ask. “If you don’t have emotion, what does it matter?”

      “Well, that’s an interesting point, Brie. It’s true that the Savants are generally quite unemotional, but that’s not necessarily true of the rest of the Enhanced. And, the Savants still consider beauty to be beneficial if it means making the Enhanced happy.”

      “Sounds a bit superficial to me.”

      “It is, but there’s nothing wrong with that. You should embrace your beauty, Brie, and not question it. There’s nothing wrong with looking good if it makes you feel good too.”

      I can’t tell, at this point, if I’m just choosing to question her for the sake of it. There’s just something about her that grates on me, this air of superiority that she probably doesn’t even realise she carries around with her.

      Then again, can I blame her for that? If you’re specifically chosen to marry into the ranks of the Enhanced, you’re going to feel pretty special, right?

      The remainder of the afternoon involves a briefing about etiquette and the format of the following day’s events. We take up position in a little café, nestled in the corner of a quiet courtyard in one of the more prosperous parts of Outer Haven.

      There, Sophie gives us an extensive run down of our expected behaviours, things that anyone with common sense should naturally do anyway. Yet, given how we’re ‘nothing but Unenhanced’, the Court have seen fit to clarify the most basic of conducts and manners.

      Personally, I find it insulting.

      “Yes, I know it’s all rather basic stuff,” remarks Sophie, “but it’s my role to take you through it regardless.”

      I yawn, sit back, and zone out until she has something more interesting to say.

      That comes when she tells us how the ceremony will go.

      “It will take place at the base of the High Tower, upon a large open square. Now, there will be screens, and it will be televised, so be prepared to be famous.”

      Oh God…

      “Why are they televising it?” I ask.

      “Because it’s a ceremony to honour the Unenhanced,” says Sophie. “So, it stands to reason that the population of Outer Haven get to witness it.”

      “Well maybe they should have just had the ceremony in Outer Haven,” I suggest.

      A stupid suggestion. Like the members of the Court want to come down here…

      “That would defeat the purpose of it all. The honour itself is in visiting Inner Haven. This way, all the people get to see it.”

      “Great. The kids at the academy are going to have a field day with this,” I say to Tess, who laughs in response.

      And on Sophie goes, telling us about the rest of the day. The timings of the ceremony, the little tour we’ll get around the grounds of Inner Haven, the feast that will follow and the people who are likely to show up.

      Unfortunately, my mind is now busy with the thought of being shown across the entire city. At heart, I’m hardly the showiest of girls. And now, I’m going to be on display to the world.

      Sophie needn’t worry about me messing up my hair tonight.

      I doubt I’ll sleep a wink.
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      The morning of the ceremony follows a night of nerves.

      I’m exhausted.

      When I look in the cracked and partially stained mirror in my room, I don’t see the beautiful girl from yesterday looking back. My eyes are heavy and dark. My skin has lost its glow. Only my hair remains intact, although even that needs some tidying up.

      My mentality has changed too. Suddenly, knowing that I’m going to be seen by the entire city has made me consider my appearance more closely. Given how I’m at the age where I might start looking for a suitable husband, this could be an opportunity to make a good impression.

      More importantly, it’s an opportunity to not make a bad one. Knowing my luck, that’s the more likely scenario.

      When Tess wakes, she appears to be suffering from no such problems. Her hair, shorter than mine, looks like it needs no more than a quick comb and a bit of spray. Her eyes are bright and blue – they’ll surely look great with her dress – and her skin remains nicely clear and lacking in any redness or blemishes.

      It’s obvious that nerves aren’t a problem for her. That’s more my domain. She’s not the most social of girls, but she’s certainly got a deep well of inner confidence flowing through her. Rarely do you see her get flustered. Today will likely put that to the test.

      Sophie arrives early, as she said she would, in order to get us prepared for the ceremony before escorting us over to Inner Haven. She’s ushered into the academy by Mrs Carmichael, who leads her up to the second floor where we dwell.

      I find them out in the corridor, two women at either end of both the social and aesthetic spectrum: Sophie, all bright and beautiful, living her perfectly manicured life in Inner Haven; Mrs Carmichael, old and bitter, never more happy than when she’s sucking on a cigarette and drowning her head in whiskey.

      I do remember a time when she herself was quite easy on the eye. As a little girl, I considered her quite attractive, relatively speaking of course, especially given her advanced years. The death of Mr Carmichael, however, precipitated an already quickening decline into the haggard old lady who stands before me today, yellow of teeth and sallow of skin.

      I wouldn’t have her any other way.

      As I enter into the corridor, the two diametrically opposed women appear to be involved in a fairly frosty exchange. Mostly, the frost comes from my guardian, Sophie’s more buoyant nature insufficient to keep the cold at bay.

      It’s no surprise, given Mrs Carmichael’s feelings towards the residents of Inner Haven. She has no tolerance for any woman who thinks themselves above their station.

      “Ah, Brie,” says Sophie as she sees me, seemingly happy for the interruption. “Did you sleep OK?”

      “Does it look like I slept OK?” I ask sarcastically.

      “Hmmm, yes there’s some work that needs doing. Mrs Carmichael, if you’d excuse me. Thank you for allowing me into your home.”

      “I didn’t exactly have any say in the matter,” mumbles Mrs Carmichael, turning back towards her own room.

      Sophie ignores the jibe and breezily comes forward. I step back and allow her into my room. Tess sits up in bed, rubbing her eyes and yawning.

      “Hey, Soph,” she says after the long intake of air. “How’s my hair looking?”

      “Rather good, actually,” says Sophie, looking quite surprised. She looks to me again. “You need a little more work, Brie. Let’s get started, shall we.”

      Sophie moves towards my bed and lays down a briefcase. Opening it up, I see that she’s brought along a mobile beauty parlour of some kind, filled with all sorts of combs and brushes and other utensils, as well as make up and hair spray and various products used to turn an ugly ducking into a swan.

      I always find it amazing how people can alter their appearance so drastically with a bit of powder and paint. And not just the women. The more artistically inclined men down at Culture Corner will commonly dress themselves up too.

      Setting to work, Sophie rambles on again about the etiquette of the day as she puts me back in order.

      Mostly, we’re told to walk upright and straight, and to hold our hands neatly to our sides. Posture, it seems, is considered important in identifying higher class citizens. Anyone caught slouching or crossing their arms whilst in public are immediately reprimanded by ‘posture police’.

      Yes, they actually have those.

      Our expressions, too, need to be reigned in. Tess and I know as much from speaking with Deputy Burns that the Savants aren’t exactly expressive with their facial movements. The rest of the Enhanced, by the sounds of things, are required to adhere to that doctrine.

      “Smiling is allowed, of course,” says Sophie. “It’s considered a friendly expression, and so beneficial.”

      “Not so friendly when Deputy Burns tries it,” jokes Tess. “He looks seriously creepy.”

      Sophie laughs awkwardly.

      “Some Savants have trouble with it, although many of them look natural,” she says. “Especially the lower ranked ones. They’re usually less detached and have a little more emotion.”

      “So the higher up you go, the more cold and weird they are?” I ask. “I can’t imagine what the members of the Consortium must look like trying to crack a smile.”

      Tess laughs loudly. Sophie looks like she’s about to frown, but holds the expression back.

      “So, what expressions are disallowed?” I ask, struggling to ask the question in a serious manner.

      “I did go through this yesterday, Brie. Don’t you remember?”

      “I zoned out,” I admit.

      She sucks in an exasperated breath.

      “Well, OK then. Simply put, anything negative is undesirable. So frowning, gritting your teeth, shaking your head, things like that. Just smile and nod and everything will be fine.”

      “Must be exhausting,” remarks Tess.

      Sophie doesn’t counter the claim.

      Soon enough, our makeovers are complete. As expected, mine took a fair bit longer than Tess’s. We step to the mirror and admire Sophie’s work, my face once more bright and glowing and my hair suitably glossy.

      “OK, into the dresses please, ladies,” says Sophie.

      We slip into the sky blue dresses bought for us the day before. I wonder if we’re going to get to keep them after, but don’t ask. Frankly, I can’t think of a single occasion where I’d put this thing back on.

      Once dressed, Sophie brings forward some matching shoes. They look quite basic, flat on the sole and without any embellishments. I slide on my pair. They’re much too big.

      “Not to worry,” says Sophie, leaning down.

      She presses against the side of the shoe down by the big toe. Slowly, it begins to shrink in size until it fits perfectly.

      “Better?” she asks.

      “Um…yeah,” I say.

      I wasn’t aware that such shoes existed. If only my work boots had the same function.

      It doesn’t end there, though. At the rear of the shoe, she presses again, and a heel extends from the bottom of the sole. Up I go, gaining an inch in height, then two, then three. Soon, I’m struggling to keep my footing.

      “You have worn heels before, yes?” asks Sophie.

      We both shake our heads.

      She leans back in and takes the heel down a bit.

      “How about that? Try them out.”

      We both do a little walk around the room, then out into the corridor. A couple of the other residents of the top floor giggle as they watch our little catwalk display. I feel completely foolish, even here. I can’t imagine how I’m going to feel being watched by the entire city.

      After a few goes up and down, however, I manage to walk without falling over. Still, I feel like I must look like a deer on ice.

      Or Mrs Carmichael after one too many whiskeys…

      “You’ll get the hang of it,” says Sophie.

      Clearly she has more confidence in my abilities than I do. Tess, meanwhile, appears suspiciously adept from the word go.

      “You sure you haven’t worn these before?” I ask.

      She shrugs and smiles cheekily. “It’s all about balance, Brie. You’ll get it…eventually. Hopefully by this afternoon.”

      Her little wink is unwelcome.

      Damn you and your natural balance.

      Unfortunately, I have little extra time to practice.

      “Come now, girls, we need to get going. We’re already a good few minutes past schedule.”

      She sounds worried. Clearly keeping us right on track is her priority today, and if she doesn’t see through that function, there might be hell to pay.

      Before we go, however, Mrs Carmichael emerges from her den and looks upon us both with a smile.

      “You look lovely, girls, you truly do. You’ll make fine wives to two very lucky men some day.”

      “I completely agree, Mrs Carmichael,” says Sophie. “Looking like that, they’ll be sure to impress the residents of Inner Haven.”

      I’m not sure that was what our guardian was getting at. She doesn’t correct Sophie, though, and merely tells us good luck. Then, as Tess and Sophie begin making their way down the corridor, she steps in towards me.

      “Have you taken your medication today, Brie?” she asks quietly.

      “Oh..no!” I say. “I’ve been so busy this morning I forgot.”

      “Well, do it now, quick,” she says.

      I dash into my room, open my bedside table, and pop a couple of pills. My stocks appear to be running low, something Mrs Carmichael notes.

      “I’ll pick up some more for you at the black market,” she says.

      I don’t much like her going there. The black market exists in the northern quarter, a necessary location in order to keep it under the radar.

      I’m pulled into a very brief hug, as Sophie calls “what’s the hold up?” from down the corridor.

      Neither of us answer.

      Instead, Mrs Carmichael’s eyes narrow. “Be careful today,” she whispers. “Don’t trust anyone over there, do you understand?”

      I nod.

      “Of course, Mrs Carmichael. Don’t worry…I’ll be back later.”

      I leave her there, and wander down the corridor towards the other two. Her paranoia and distrust of Inner Haven, and the Savants in particular, isn’t something new.

      Still, they serve to make me even more nervous than I was before. Hardly the best pep talk, really.

      Downstairs, the residents of the academy have gathered to see us off. The girls swarm around us and tell us how pretty we look, as Sophie tries to stop too many of them from tugging at our dresses, slapping away grubby hands and ushering us quickly on.

      The little boys stand back, giggling, while the older ones look on at us admiringly. When I catch them staring, they blush and turn away.

      I lock eyes with Drum for a moment, who stands at the back with a sheepish look on his face. He flashes that smile that only I ever see, and mouths ‘good luck’, before returning his eyes to his feet.

      Before we even get to the door, I can feel the draft of cold morning air whistling through. When the door opens, and we step outside, it becomes evidently clear that these dresses are going to be woefully insufficient in keeping us warm.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll be fine in Inner Haven,” says Sophie, watching us shiver as we step into the car. It appears to be the same one as yesterday.

      This time, I’m not so daunted when Sophie gives the order, and the vehicle begins moving off of its own accord.

      “Western gate to Inner Haven,” she says.

      I feel a thrill at the words.

      From the centre of the western quarter, we begin moving eastwards towards the middle of the city. I’ve travelled these streets a thousand times before, and know them like the back of my hand. When I was young, I’d creep as close to the wall as I could manage, get right up to its base and imagine what the world was like on the other side.

      Today, I’ll find out.

      The wall isn’t overly tall, a couple of storeys high perhaps. It’s thick, though, and built from iron, a perfect circle surrounding Inner Haven with four entry points at the north, south, east and west. At each entry point, large gates provide passage to the two parts of the city, manned by members of the City Guard.

      We move beyond the colourful, vibrant streets of Outer Haven, drenched in neon and filled with life, and up a straight road that leads to the wall. Immediately, the transition becomes apparent, the street turning quiet and drab as it stretches towards the core of the city.

      When we reach the wall, a door to the side of the gate opens, and a Brute steps through, dressed in his armour and with the badge of the city at the top of his chest. He’s enormous, ducking his head slightly to move through the door, which clearly wasn’t built with such colossal men in mind.

      Sophie gives the order for the right hand window to open, and it swiftly retracts into the door of the vehicle.

      “Name and identification number,” says the Brute, his voice booming from his mountainous chest.

      “Sophie Winchester. I.D. HKW-193. I’m here to escort two Unenhanced to the ceremony this afternoon. They’re to be honoured for their role in the terrorist attack.”

      The Brute raises a monstrous arm and taps Sophie’s information into an interface on his inner forearm.

      Then he nods.

      “Proceed,” he says.

      He steps back, and the gate ahead begins to open, splitting from the middle and winding into the metal wall. I try to peer ahead to get a good look, but the front window is narrow.

      Sophie takes note and rectifies the situation.

      “Activate transparency mode,” she says.

      The vehicle’s computer takes action. Immediately, the external shell of the car seems to fade, the sleek grey seeming to melt into the air. I reach up and touch the ceiling to make sure it’s still there, and feel that the surface remains solid.

      “Hopefully that’ll give you a better view,” says Sophie, smiling. “In Inner Haven, there’s no need for us to hide.”

      I stare forward, the top half of the car now almost completely see-through, and get my first proper look at Inner Haven. As the car begins moving through the gate, my eyes are immediately drawn to the towers ahead, all of them the same height, same shape, same colour. It’s as if they were clones of each other, lined up along the street, clean and pristine and glimmering under the morning sun.

      “Activate tour,” says Sophie. “Follow the Spiral.”

      The car moves forward away from the gate, turning onto a wide and open street that curves around the boundary of Inner Haven alongside the wall. As we go, Sophie turns into a tour guide - a part she probably plays a lot with her clients – telling us about the structure of Inner Haven and its component parts.

      It seems it works in a spiral, something I wasn’t aware of. Here, the main street flows around the boundary of the city, curving gently in until it arrives at the High Tower right at the city’s core. It’s a simple structure, that allows for only one major street, with smaller ones spreading out in all directions from the core to provide quicker passage to the various districts.

      The spiral works, unsurprisingly, to help determine class. On the outside coils, the members of the Enhanced who marry Unenhanced live. Further in, you’ll find single members of the Enhanced, followed by Enhanced who have married partners of their same kind.

      The innermost coils, closest to the High Tower, are reserved for the more lowly Savants and members of the Court. The High Tower itself, however, is home to higher class Savants and Courtiers, with the summit occupied by the Consortium.

      Many floors of the High Tower, as well as many buildings across Inner Haven, are used for working purposes too. Here, the main trades are science and engineering, where the supreme intellects of the Savants are put to good use, ably supported by the Enhanced and their useful physical improvements.

      We drive around the main street, slowly but surely circling in. I look out at the streets and note that they’re fairly quiet and still. There’s no trash, no art, no colour. All the buildings are drenched in sleek tones of grey and white, so different from the vibrant melting plot on the other side of the wall.

      No advertising displays fill the sides of buildings, no neon lights spill down and saturate the air with their multi-coloured glow. What colour there is belongs to the Unenhanced who have come here, women like Sophie who drift about, upright and tall, in their sky blue dresses and suits.

      It’s like an alien world, one devoid of life. A place of order where everyone seems to wander to the beat of an imaginary drum, all walking at the same pace as they pass to work and back. Calm and serene, I feel like I’ve entered a weird dream just looking at the place.

      The look on Tess’s face suggests she’s thinking exactly the same as me. Truthfully, I don’t see how anyone who’s come from Outer Haven couldn’t.

      “It’s strange, isn’t it,” remarks Sophie. “Strange to your eyes.”

      We both nod together.

      “Everyone who sees it for the first time thinks the same. But there’s a charm to the quiet here, a sense of calm that I could no longer live without. Everyone comes round eventually.”

      Looking at the streets, I don’t see how that’s possible. I’d have to get a lobotomy to be able to stomach it here.

      We continue to circle, drawing closer to the core, the High Tower appearing between gaps in buildings and teasing us as it continually flashes and disappears. The buildings, too, most of them apartments, grow more grand, larger allowances of space provided to the higher ranked members of the city.

      “What’s the point of having all that space?” I ask Sophie. “The Savants don’t care for art. They’ll just have bigger blank walls to stare at.”

      Sophie gives a hint that she agrees. I see it in the twitch in her eye. Naturally, she has a pre-programmed response, though.

      “It’s a status symbol, Brie. It shows importance, influence.”

      Still, I wonder if that even matters to them. Where is the line drawn? So, they don’t feel emotions, and therefore can’t love, or hate, or feel fear or joy. So why does status matter? Status, surely, gives a feeling of pride, perhaps of superiority. Do they feel those things?

      I don’t bother Sophie with the query, since she’ll just give me a canned response. Most likely, they’re not entirely devoid of emotion, just severely lacking in it.

      I mean, surely if a Savant had to watch their parents die, as Tess did, they’d feel some grief at the loss, some anger at the perpetrators, some desire for revenge?

      And if they don’t, then surely they can’t be human. Some higher evolution in their own minds, perhaps. Higher in some ways, lower in others.

      For me, it’s culture that sets us aside from the rest of the birds and the beasts. If it’s just survival and proliferating the species that matters to them, then they have more in common with cockroaches than they do with us over in Outer Haven.

      As my mind rumbles on, the car does so too, albeit as silently as the streets around us. Soon, Sophie is drawing our attention to the front as the car curves around the final bend.

      Ahead, the High Tower comes into full view for the first time, stretching up to the heavens. It looks so much more imposing up close, its base wide and circular, its domed roof disappearing into the low hanging clouds.

      The street finally goes straight as it leads towards its foundations, set up with towering stands with tiered seating on either side. Between them, a stage awaits, sitting within an open square before the many glass doors that lead into the building. And all over, huge screens have been erected, ready to broadcast the ceremony across the city.

      Above the stage, several storeys high, a balcony extends out from the High Tower, looking down upon the world below. White chairs adorn it, waiting to be occupied by only a dozen men and women.

      And in the middle, one stands out more distinguished than the rest.

      “Who sits there?” asks Tess, staring at the balcony, her eyes dazzled by the scene ahead.

      “Oh, didn’t I tell you?” says Sophie. “The Consortium will be in attendance, watching from up there.”

      My heart thuds. I had no idea they cared…

      “And the middle chair…” continues Sophie, bristling with excitement. “Well, that will be occupied by Director Cromwell, the Consortium’s senior member. I hope you girls know what an honour that is.”

      I look upon the scene again, and the word ‘honour’ doesn’t register.

      Fear. Nerves. Deep anxieties.

      Those are all far more appropriate.
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      “I didn’t even realise the Consortium had a senior member,” Tess is saying as the car curves into an underground parking garage to the side of the road. “So, this Director Cromwell is their boss?”

      “I suppose you could say that,” says Sophie. “He’s their elected leader. The members of the Consortium are all the most prominent people in the city, leaders of its various committees and operations. His job is to oversee them all.”

      We pull to a stop against a wall, sliding up against other similar looking vehicles. As we do, the walls of the car once more take shape, losing their transparency.

      “So, what now?” asks Tess.

      “Now, we wait. The ceremony will be beginning soon enough. But before then, let’s take a stroll. Give you a closer look around.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      I follow the two of them out as they continue to converse, Tess seeming oddly undaunted by what we’ve just seen. Frankly, I can’t even begin to imagine what it’s going to be like out there when the stands are full, and all eyes are on me.

      I shudder and send the thought to the rear of my mind as I jog to catch the others up.

      When we emerge outside of the parking garage and onto the city streets, it quickly dawns on me how warm it is. Outside of the academy, it was freezing wearing only this dress. Here, it feels like a regular spring day.

      “Underfloor heating,” Sophie says, tapping her heeled foot on the ground. “It’s the same across Inner Haven. The temperate is based on scientific evidence for the ideal heat for happiness and productivity.”

      “I’m starting to see the appeal of living here,” jokes Tess, a vocal hater of the cold.

      Oddly, though, the warmer air feels out of sync with the surroundings. The entire aesthetic here is cold and lifeless, a place that fits in perfectly with the detached demeanour of the Savants. It’s clear that this place was designed by, and for, such people.

      I actually feel sorry for the rest of the Enhanced who have to endure it. At least in Outer Haven, for all its problems and dangers, there’s some vivacity and soul to the streets and districts, a lived-in feel that serves to animate the world. Here, it’s dull and empty and there’s a cold that no amount of underfloor heating can fix.

      We wander a little closer to the High Tower, and from various avenues and side streets I see people beginning to gather. All wear similar clothing: men in suits similar to that worn by Deputy Burns, women in dresses with cardigans and jackets. The colours range from dark tones of grey to light, with plenty of sky blue on show as well.

      I immediately feel some affinity with those wearing the latter, knowing they were once, like me, living across the wall. Those with the darker tones of grey I can get on board with too – they’ll be regular Enhanced, modified and evolved, but still human.

      Those in light grey, however, are the aliens to me. Savants with their detached eyes and cold stares. How I’d like to get inside one of their heads and have a fiddle about, see what the hell they’re thinking.

      As the people gather, and begin hovering into position, it becomes evidently clear that the concept of hierarchy and class are once more at play.

      Like with the living arrangements here, the Unenhanced are afforded the worst viewing positions at the rear of the stands, furthest from the stage. Then, the order is once more based upon an Enhanced’s particular worth, with Savants of the Court given the best positioning, and their most esteemed members right at the front.

      The show of colour, or lack thereof, is actually quite fascinating. From the sky blue at the back, to the darker tones of grey, all the way to the lightest of greys at the front. It’s one of the only things I’ve seen here that’s actually quite striking and beautiful.

      It does draw a question to my lips, though.

      “Can Unenhanced marry Savants?” I ask. “Or do they only marry among themselves?”

      Somehow, their natural air of superiority makes me think it’s the latter.

      “No, Unenhanced can marry them,” Sophie informs me. “However, it’s usually quite rare, and only the most exceptional of Unenhanced are given such an honour.”

      Honour? Being married to a cold, heartless Savant is hardly what I’d consider an honour. Jeez, they’ve really done a number on Sophie over here, haven’t they…

      “Naturally,” continues Sophie, “given the limited numbers of Savants, breeding with Unenhanced is something that’s unavoidable. However, mostly they try to manage with what they have.”

      “Can’t they just, I don’t know, make more Savants?” asks Tess. “You know, like they did hundreds of years ago, when they were first created. Why do they bother breeding them naturally?”

      “Because, as far as I know, the natural resources aren’t available for such things,” answers Sophie. “I’m sure if they could simply create modified people they would. It would certainly be a lot easier.”

      “Well, lucky for us they can’t,” I say. “If they could do that, I’m sure we’d eventually become extinct…”

      For a brief second, Sophie’s eyebrows drop into a questioning frown. Then, remembering herself, they rise up again and that inane smile returns.

      “Enough of that talk, Brie. Let’s change the subject, and please, make sure you smile and don’t frown so much. Remember what we talked about.”

      I plant the biggest smile I can on my face and look straight at her. She rolls her eyes and shakes her head.

      “Ah, caught you!” I say. “No negative expressions, Sophie…remember!”

      Tess laughs loudly. Sophie struggles to prevent her expression from turning even more sour. And for the first time, my smile becomes genuine.

      As the square begins to fill more quickly, Sophie leads us over towards the right where I notice a few other men and women, all dressed in sky blue, have gathered. Our guide appears to know several of them, quickening her step – in a suitable manner, and maintaining perfect posture, of course – to meet them.

      As we mesh into a group, it becomes clear that these are the other Unenhanced here to be honoured, along with their guides. By the looks on the people’s faces, it’s obvious which are which.

      The guides are all very much like Sophie, smiling constantly and holding their posture perfectly. The rest are more like Tess and me, staring around in awe and looking quite out of place.

      As we stand there, the various guides perform some quick introductions. I shake hands and try to see if I recognise anyone. One man stands out from the video footage. If I recall correctly, he went charging straight into the fray at about the same time as Tess and me.

      Brave souls, all of them.

      Truth be told, the honour today is not in being invited here to Inner Haven. Nor is it in meeting any of the luminaries I’m sure to encounter later. Certainly, I have no feelings whatsoever about being looked down on, literally, by the Consortium and Director Cromwell.

      No. For me, the true honour in today is meeting these brave people. It’s a trait that the Savants seem to admire, but can never possess.

      Because to be brave, you need to first feel fear.

      As we stand in our huddle, watching the huge square fill with a sea of people, a familiar face appears.

      “Good to see you all here today,” says Deputy Burns, wandering towards us from near the front stage.

      Immediately, the guides stand up even more firmly and turn completely still. One or two of the Outer Haveners attempt to do the same. The rest of us just stand there like normal human beings.

      “As you will have been told, I will be presenting the ceremony today, seeing as I’ve met you all already. You will be called up, one by one, and presented with a ceremonial plaque. I may also invite you to answer a question or two…”

      Jesus Christ. Did I zone out during that bit too?

      “Now, I can sense a lot of nerves among you. There is no need for them. This is your day, and you should enjoy it. Your seats are reserved for you over to the right of the stage, set out in alphabetical order.”

      I glance at Tess. With a surname like Bradbury, she might well be up first.

      Better to get it out of the way early, rather than endure the wait.

      “Well, good luck to you all. And remember, the world is watching.”

      Great. What a way to sign off to a bunch of nervous people. I thought these Savants were meant to be super-smart?

      Deputy Burns moves off, now without his guard of Brutes - here, there’s no such need for them – and moves towards the side of the stage. With a little prodding from our guides, we follow, moving right to the front and a little section of seating set out beneath the stands.

      “OK girls, this is where I leave you,” says Sophie. “I’ll be seeing you after. Good luck!”

      Off she goes, along with the others, leaving behind a rather confused trail of ten or so Outer Haveners. We move towards the seats, and see that our names are laid out on them. I glance to the front to see that Tess is, as it turns out, up first.

      “Nervous?” she asks me.

      “I’m fine,” I lie. “Don’t set the bar too high up there.”

      She laughs as she wanders over to take her seat, and I drop into mine about two thirds of the way down the line.

      From the shadows beneath the stage, we’re pretty much out of sight of the crowd above. I’m happy for that. I had a vague idea that we might all be seated up on the stage, all lined up for so many thousands of eyes to inspect.

      Instead, I just need to get my time on stage out of the way. Then I can relax. A bit of socialising here, some chit-chat there, and I’ll be back home before I know it.

      From our position, however, the stage is visible, straight off to the left. We all watch as Deputy Burns appears, walking towards a little podium in the same efficient yet rigid fashion that everyone here seems to adopt.

      He attempts another of his odd smiles as he goes, his lips rising but his eyes remaining flat. When he reaches the podium, he stands straight and turns his head to the left, then right, like some sort of robot.

      Behind him, a giant screen shows a close up of his face, giving those at the back a better view of his awkward attempts to display emotion. I just hope the more easily frightened kids aren’t watching this back at the academy. It’s the sort of thing that will give them nightmares.

      “Good afternoon to you all,” he begins, his voice booming through a microphone hovering above the podium. “To all of you present here, and to all of you watching across Outer Haven, I offer you a warm welcome. Today, we are here to celebrate ten brave men and women who acted valiantly in the face of adversity, and to further extend the hand of friendship across the two parts of this great city.”

      He pauses suddenly for dramatic effect. It’s jarring. And yet the crowd begin to applaud, clapping in unison, prompted to do so by signs that light up with instructions on either side of the stage.

      When the signs turn from ‘Applaud’ to ‘Stop’, the clapping ends abruptly. It’s unnatural and odd, but very much in keeping with what I’ve seen around here.

      Deputy Burns continues as soon as a complete silence has fallen once more.

      “Before we meet our special guests, let me introduce you to our most esteemed members of the Court. Please welcome, the Consortium.”

      More canned applause begins as I look up and see several men and women appear at the balcony above, several storeys up from the stage. They line up, all dressed in pure white, looking down upon the crowd with empty eyes. They appear to have little interest in attempting a false smile.

      It’s such a rare sight to see them, these people behind the curtain who pull all the strings. It speaks volumes of this event that they’re here, displaying themselves to the public in a show of solidarity. It suggests that they’re taking the threat of the Fanatics seriously.

      In their centre, I see the man who must be Director Cromwell, his hair neat and short and almost as white as his suit. Like all men I’ve seen here, he has no facial hair, his skin pale and yet strikingly smooth given his age.

      In fact, were it not for his elderly hands, wrinkled as they are, I’d consider him a much younger man. The same goes for many of the Savants, their faces so lacking in expression that wrinkles are less inclined to develop.

      There’s little to differentiate him from the other members of the Consortium but for the small letter ‘D’ that sits within the centre of his insignia. Like all city officials and servants, he wears the badge of Haven below his collar, the inner circle coloured white to indicate that he’s a Savant. On his badge, however, there’s a little ‘D’ in the middle, while the rest of the Consortium have the letter ‘C’.

      For a brief moment, the cameras show them all, standing up on their balcony, displayed to the whole of the city across the giant screens that dot it. I look closely at the huge screen behind Deputy Burns as a fresh applause greets their entry, inspecting them closely before the cameras once more centre on our presenter for the day.

      The applause dies again, and Deputy Burns continues.

      “Three days ago, a terrible atrocity was committed in Outer Haven, at its centre of art and music. We here in Inner Haven are all horrified by this event, and are here today to not only celebrate those who acted so bravely, but to assure you all that everything is being done to prevent any further loss of life.

      “This city stands alone as a beacon of hope for all people. Here, we are dedicated to the sole aim of rebuilding this world that has seen so much chaos and turmoil. The fate of the people living here is paramount to us. We will not tolerate wanton acts of destruction and murder.”

      He stops, and turns his head to the left, his eyes levelling on us all hidden away in the shadows.

      “Now, without further ado, let me introduce our first special guest. Please welcome, Tess Bradbury, a labourer from the western quarter.”

      I feel my heart thud as Tess stands up. The world goes deathly silent for a second. Then, when Tess steps into the light, the signs come to life with the word ‘Applaud’, and the artificial clapping fills the air again.

      I can barely watch as Tess wanders up to the stage, moving with grace given the unfamiliar heels she’s wearing. She looks calm and assured, her face glowing bright with a smile on the big screen as the cameras follow her towards the podium.

      When she arrives at Deputy Burn’s side, he reaches out with his hand and she takes it. Then, from the other side of the stage, a young woman appears carrying a small commemorative plaque. It’s passed to Deputy Burns, who hands it straight over to Tess.

      “Congratulations, Tess. It’s quite fitting that you are first up, seeing as you were one of the first on the scene to help. Tell us all, how did you feel when you saw the devastation?”

      The little microphone hovers over from Deputy Burns’s mouth to Tess’s. She seems to think for a moment, but somehow maintains her smile, fading a little but still clinging to her face.

      Then she speaks, breaking the short silence.

      “I felt…like I needed to help,” she says, her voice spreading and echoing down the wide street. “There was blood everywhere. People were screaming. I wanted to help wherever I could.”

      Deputy Burns nods.

      “And you did. Bravo. A fantastic job.”

      This time, the crowd appear to begin applauding before the signs have lit. Tess smiles again, brighter this time, and the camera zooms closer onto her gorgeous face.

      “And can I just say,” she calls over the din, “that it’s such an honour to be invited here to your wonderful city.”

      The applause grows louder. Deputy Burns’s smile threatens to become genuine. And with a little bow, Tess cups her plaque to her chest and is ushered from the stage, soaking up the adoration, false or otherwise, of the masses as she goes.

      I shake my head, happy that Sophie isn’t there to reprimand me.

      Damn it Tess, I told you not to set the bar too high…
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      Before it gets to me, four further Outer Haveners are called up to the stage.

      I barely focus on their introductions, and the very brief interviews that Deputy Burns conducts. I’m too nervous right now to do anything but focus on myself.

      By the time the middle-aged man next to me steps up into the limelight, my chest has gone as tight as a drum, and my heart is pulsing with such ferocity that I fear it might well break free from its confines.

      My eyes shift in all directions, and my breathing rattles along at a frightening speed. Through my muddled hearing, I’m just about aware of the voices on the stage, and the applause of the crowd.

      I focus as hard as I can, take several deep breaths to control my rapid intake of air, and blink hard several times in an attempt to reacquire my vision. Then, as the latest applause fades, I look to see Deputy Burns turning to look at me.

      “So, who’s next,” he says. “Ah, yes, we met the charming Tess Bradbury a few minutes ago. Now, it’s her partner in crime, Brie Melrose.”

      A new applause begins, and I stand shakily to my feet. Suddenly, my heels feel like they’re about ten inches high, my body trembling as I take my first steps towards the light.

      Come on, Brie, get it together.

      Just act like Tess did. You don’t want to look a fool, do you?

      My little internal pep talk has some effect. I stop for the briefest of seconds in the shadows, take a final breath, straighten up my posture and plant a smile on my face.

      Somehow, it seems to do the trick.

      Then, I step into the light, and around the corner the wide street and high stands come into view. A sea of faces greet me, all melting into one and spreading far into the distance.

      Above the stands, large screens televise my every move, some providing wider angles as I walk, others zooming closer to my face. I note the nerves in my eyes and attempt to lighten up my smile, before turning my attention straight on Deputy Burns ahead.

      I manage to reach him without tripping or falling over. I consider that a small victory.

      I’m greeted by his unnatural grin, although I’ve seen it enough by now to not be put off by it. At least he’s trying, which is more than can be said for the Consortium above, casting their dull eyes down on me as they trace my steps.

      I take Deputy Burns’s hand as I arrive at the podium, and the applause begins to quieten as my plaque is brought out and presented. I take it, happy to have something for my hands to do, and see that it’s nothing but a basic sheet of metal with an engraving of my name on the front, along with the date and location of the attack, and the number of people I helped.

      Apparently, it was 8. I hadn’t realised.

      When the applause dies, an eerie silence follows. I turn again to look at the crowd, and notice how still everything is, how quiet. Even from towards the back, the tiniest shuffle can be seen and heard.

      My eyes shift up again, and I see my giant face plastered across the screens. My smile appears to have evaporated. I quickly revive it, but it doesn’t look as natural and relaxed as Tess’s did.

      Deputy Burns’s voice breaks the strange calm.

      “Well, Brie, congratulations. How does it feel to be here in Inner Haven? Are you as enthused about the place as your friend?”

      I nod, and try to speak, but my words fail me. A second attempt brings a nervous croak from my throat.

      “I am,” I say. “It’s an honour to be here.”

      “The honour is ours,” says Deputy Burns magnanimously. “Now tell us, Brie, what life is like in Outer Haven?”

      I take a breath, and try to hold my trembling body together. My mind rushes fast. I don’t know what to say.

      In the end, I give these people what I think they want.

      “It’s loud and busy,” I say. “Not calm and tranquil like it is here.”

      “I can attest to that,” adds Deputy Burns. “The two parts of this city are very different, and have their own unique charms.”

      Damn, why couldn’t I have put it like that…

      “It sounds like you’d like to live here one day,” he adds. “Do you think you’d fit in?”

      I’m in a corner here.

      “I hope so,” I say. “But that’s not for me to decide.”

      “Quite right. However, I’m sure there are many young bachelors here who would love to wed a brave and beautiful girl like you.”

      Another silence. I see my stupid, awkward smile on the big screen. The camera seems to be drawing in closer, picking up every little detail, every tick and movement of my eyes.

      “It would be an honour,” I manage to say.

      “That it would. Thank you again, Brie, for your courage and cool head. I hope you enjoy the remainder of your time here.”

      He extends his hand again, and I unpeel one set of fingers from my plaque.

      As I take a grip of his rigid digits, however, a strange sound of static begins to crackle.

      My eyes drift to the nearest screen to see that the image of my face has lost its focus. I turn to the other screens to see that they’re similarly afflicted, the images fading and turning an odd, distorted mix of grey and white and black.

      A murmur begins to spread through the crowd as all eyes pick out one screen or another.

      “What’s going on?” asks Deputy Burns away from the mic, looking to a technician just off the stage.

      The man shrugs, before tapping away at an interface in an attempt to decipher the problem.

      “Apologies for the delay, ladies and gentlemen,” announces the Deputy. “We appear to be having some technical troubles. We’ll have them sorted momentarily.”

      The crowd continue to murmur, whispering now among themselves. I stand there, still rooted to the spot, wondering if I should move away or not.

      Suddenly, the hissing and buzzing grows louder, biting and scratching at my ears. I grimace at the sound and shut my eyes.

      It ends abruptly.

      The square goes silent once more but for the collective hum of the audience. My eyes open and turn again to the screens. A ripple of confusion swells.

      What’s going on?

      On the screens now, all is dark. But in the centre, a silhouette remains, blacker than the background, and in the shape of a man.

      I turn to Deputy Burns, who looks at the image with the bare whisker of a reaction. But there’s something there: a little frown, a sharper glint in his usually detached eyes.

      Then, rumbling out from the screens, a strange, modulated voice echoes.

      “I speak on behalf of the Nameless,” it says loudly. “And I speak directly to the oppressed, to all those living across Outer Haven.”

      From the corner of my eye, I see Deputy Burns march off to the side of the stage. He talks sharply to the technician, barking orders.

      “Your lives are a lie,” continues the voice. “Your freedom is false. Do not give in to fear. The Fanatics are not who you think they are…”

      More static burns in my ears. The Deputy hovers over the technician, who taps furiously on the interface.

      Through the static, the voice continues, more difficult to hear now as the technician works to sever the connection.

      “We are your friends. We are your salvation. The day of reckoning is coming…”

      Across the stage, I hear the technician announce: “Got it.”

      As he does, the screens all fade to black once more, cutting off the mysterious voice. Then, flickering, they light up bright. And fill again with my face.

      I’m still staring at the screen as my face reappears. I’m certainly not smiling anymore. I’m just staring, and looking pretty dumb, with a heavy frown cutting off half my eyes.

      It takes me a moment to properly see myself. I turn to look at Deputy Burns, who comes hurrying back over to me. His weird smile is even more forced than usual.

      “Sorry for the interruption, ladies and gentlemen,” he says. “We have been having problems with pranksters recently…”

      A flurry of voices sound down by the stage. The crowd still remain in a slight state of confusion, an incessant murmuring and whispering filling the air.

      “Excuse me again. One moment,” says the Deputy.

      I look to see the same technician beckoning him over, accompanied by several others, as well as some members of the City Guard.

      He rushes towards them, and this time I find myself drawn along too. Frankly, I can’t bear it up on that stage alone anymore.

      As the Deputy reaches his men, I hear the technician say: “We’ve traced them to the communications mainframe, sir. We think they’re hybrids.”

      I note a quiver of rare anger rise up Deputy Burns’s face.

      “Send out the Stalkers,” he says.
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      As I stand there, hovering on the edge of the stage, Deputy Burns’s eyes flash back to mine.

      “Ah, Brie…perhaps you should step down now,” he says, quickly returning to his usual calm countenance.

      I don’t need to be told twice.

      With a quick step, I’m off the stage and shuffling into the shadows on the other side. Around me, various technicians dart and run, and members of the City Guard tap on their forearm interfaces or talk into little microphones in their helmets.

      By the little titbits I manage to pick up on, the hunt for the perpetrators of the communications hijack is getting into full swing. Clearly, these are anything but pranksters.

      As I hurry further on, I hear Deputy Burns behind me, trying to continue on with the ceremony as if nothing’s happened. With only a few more of us to get through, I imagine he’ll be hurrying to the end as quickly as he can.

      Down the short tunnel below the stage, I find Tess with the other Outer Haveners. They seem to be whispering together in a little group, speculating as to what’s just happened.

      “The Nameless,” I hear one young man say. “Who are they?”

      Several of the group shrug and shake their heads. They should be glad there are no posture police around to admonish them.

      A few options are postulated as I join them and Tess brings me into the circle.

      “They’re probably the Fanatics,” one says. “Just trying to mess with us all.”

      “That’s dumb,” counters another. “They’re Disposables. Who else can they be?”

      “Disposables?! That’s ridiculous. They couldn’t organise something like that!”

      A bout of bickering ensues. It’s drawn to a close by a middle-aged woman with a stocky build and stern eyes.

      “Be quiet, all of you,” she mutters. “You shouldn’t talk about such things here. But for what it’s worth…I think they’re hybrids…”

      Her words bring a short silence to the group.

      Hybrids…that’s what the technician said.

      In the background, a muted applause rings out again, and we all turn to see another one of our group dropping down from the stage and coming our way.

      “Jeez, that was quick,” says Tess.

      “This isn’t going to last long,” I mutter. “We should find Sophie, get her to take us home.”

      “But there’s a banquet later.”

      I shake my head.

      “Somehow, I get the impression that it’s going to be called off.”

      Less than ten minutes later, we get confirmation of exactly that. Once we’ve all gathered, Deputy Burns joins us from the stage once more.

      “Many apologies to all of you for what happened, especially those who came after the interruption,” he says. “And Brie, to be caught up in that was quite unfair. However, I have some more disappointing news. I’m afraid the banquet is to be cancelled. At this time, it isn’t deemed safe…”

      “Safe?” says Tess. “Why isn’t it safe?”

      “Well, it’s just precautionary, Miss Bradbury. Whether there’s a threat or not, it isn’t logical to gather in large groups. However, there’s no reason why your time here should be cut completely short. Your guides have been instructed to take you to their homes, where you can get a better appreciation of life here in Inner Haven.”

      I can see a hundred questions in the eyes of the Outer Haveners. Clearly, however, the Deputy has far more pressing things to attend to. With a courteous little nod, he thanks us again for our participation today before moving off towards the doors of the High Tower.

      Tess looks at me.

      “Good instincts,” she says. “Did he tell you the feast would be called off?”

      I shake my head.

      “Like you say, just instinct.”

      As we wait in our little group, our guides appear one by one and begin scooping up their charges. Sophie appears a little late on the draw, arriving last of all.

      “Sorry girls, it’s rather busy out there. Have you been waiting long?”

      “Not really,” says Tess. “So, apparently we’re going to your place?”

      “Yes indeed. Let’s get to the car, shall we?”

      She begins leading us off down the street behind the towering stands and screens above. People swarm everywhere, returning to their days as the square quickly empties. By the time we reach the garage and drive back out onto the streets, the roads are predominantly clear once more.

      Sticking primarily to the Spiral, we circle back out of the city, moving towards its boundary. Given her standing as an Unenhanced, Sophie and her husband occupy an apartment on the outer circle of the Spiral, close to the partition wall that cuts the city of Haven in two.

      Naturally, our minds are filled with queries about what just happened. Sophie, meanwhile, appears keen to avoid the subject.

      “Oh, just pranksters as Deputy Burns said,” she tells us. “It’s not something to worry about.”

      It’s obvious she’s hiding something. Try as she might, she can’t conceal her emotions like a Savant. The pitch of her voice, and her refusal to engage with our questions, is evidence enough that something’s going on here that we’re not privy to.

      Soon, the car is slowing and turning into one of the many identical buildings that line the border of Inner Haven, disappearing underground. It slides into a specialised parking spot, clearly allotted for her use. When we climb out, Sophie leads us towards a lift that rises up through the centre of the building.

      Up we go, shooting towards the fourth floor and stepping out into a lifeless corridor lined with doors on either side. Each one is identified by a number – 408 in Sophie’s case – and opened by use of a scanner that swiftly examines Sophie’s unique fingerprints and hand shape to provide us entry.

      “Beats carrying a key,” says Tess as we follow her inside.

      The apartment carries the scent and signature of the city. In other words, it’s clean, pristine, coloured in chrome silver and white and has a slight, but noticeable, aroma of chemicals.

      I’ve noticed that it’s the same just about everywhere, probably owing to the relentless efforts taken to ensure that the entire city is perpetually spotless. It’s only faint, though, and is probably something that you quickly forget when you spend any time here.

      Continuing her function as our tour guide, Sophie takes us on a quick circuit of the apartment. Each room is as dull as the last, lacking any life or vibrancy of any kind.

      The bed, however, does look comfortable. I’ll give it that at least.

      The place is also equipped with some mod cons that I’d rather like back at the academy. Everything appears to be voice controlled and activated, just like the car, and exclusively triggered by Sophie’s voice.

      I assume her husband can also issue commands. But knowing Sophie as I now do, I can’t be one hundred per cent certain.

      She invites us to take a seat in the spacious and airy sitting room, and orders for the outward looking wall to turn ‘semi-transparent’. Again, like with the car, the wall half fades away, providing us with a view over the city streets towards Outer Haven.

      From here, it’s just about possible to peek over the wall and get a feel for the more diverse architecture and structural patterns that define Outer Haven.

      “Do you ever miss it?” I ask, looking towards and beyond the wall.

      “Outer Haven?” asks Sophie.

      “Yeah.”

      She delays a second before answering.

      “Perhaps I would a little if I only ever stayed here,” she says. “But I go there often for my work, so I suppose I have the best of both worlds.” She smiles warmly. “Now, how about some drinks? Tea, coffee?”

      I’m hardly a prolific drinker of either.

      “Just water for me, thanks,” I say.

      “Got any whiskey?” asks Tess.

      Clearly, her tipple with Mrs Carmichael has given her the taste.

      Sophie laughs and wanders off, ignoring her.

      “I was serious!” says Tess, turning to me with a frown.

      I chuckle as I drop back down onto the smooth sofa, wondering how long exactly we have to be here. And why.

      As Tess and I prepare to re-enter into a discussion about the day’s events, Sophie sweeps back into the room, carrying a tray with flasks of water and a plate of biscuits.

      Her offer to take a couple is quickly accepted by the both of us, although neither stop at just two. Biscuits are luxuries where we’re from. This is not an opportunity to be missed.

      For a little while, the tasty cookies are sufficient to distract us from our conversation and questioning. Perhaps that was the idea all along. As the sugar fades, however, Tess’s keen mind jumps back into action.

      “I didn’t actually see the screen,” she starts, gathering the final crumbs from the plate. “I only heard the voice – that was weird, by the way. What did the guy look like?”

      She turns to Sophie, but quickly moves her eyes to me, knowing I’m more likely to answer.

      “He was just a silhouette,” I say. “I dunno, could have even been a woman. That modulator would change anyone’s voice.”

      “It wasn’t a woman,” says Sophie, a little out of the blue.

      We both turn to her.

      “How do you know?”

      She smiles awkwardly, and shuffles her posture a little on the sofa.

      “Well…it just didn’t sound like a woman, did it?” she says hurriedly.

      I peer closely at her. What is she afraid of?

      Suddenly, an alarm sounds on the wall. Her eyes flash and turn to it, and she darts towards the electronic interface. She presses a button, and through an intercom comes the sound of a crying baby.

      “Sorry girls. That’s just my son, Maddox.”

      “You left him here alone?” I ask.

      “Oh, good God no. He’s well looked after by our techno-nanny. I could leave him, but a mother’s touch is always best. I won’t be long.”

      She moves off again down the corridor, and we hear a door open and close.

      “This place is sooo weird,” says Tess. “They even let robots look after their kids!”

      “I know. Did you hear Deputy Burns’s questions for me on stage, asking if I’d like to live here? I didn’t know what the hell to say.”

      “You did well, I thought. We all did. I dunno, though. This place might grow on you if you actually lived here. Like, if you were in Sophie’s position, going both ways. Let’s be honest, life isn’t exactly awesome over at the academy.”

      “Better than here.”

      She shrugs.

      “Maybe. I’m not going to judge it on a few hours. You heard what Sophie said. It grows on you, this place…”

      “Yeah well, I’m not going to trust Sophie on this. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone so vapid…”

      “I’d be careful what you say about my wife.”

      A voice, deep and firm, reverberates from the hallway behind us. We turn quickly to see a man standing at the entrance to the room, down the corridor from the front door.

      He’s young, perhaps Sophie’s age or a little older, and has the same haircut as every other man here: short and neatly cut. The colour is jet black, though, and his eyes are piercingly dark, focused and intense.

      It’s the same for all the Hawks.

      He takes a pace in, his eyes unblinking as they survey us.

      “You must be Sophie’s husband,” I say. “I didn’t mean anything…”

      “You meant every word, Brie,” he counters.

      “You know my name?”

      “Of course I do,” he says smoothly. “Everyone in the city knows both your names now.”

      He moves around the sofa, and extends a hand. We both stand quickly to our feet.

      “My name’s Rycard, and yes, I am Sophie’s husband. Nice to meet you both.”

      His shake is firm and quick. After the brief introduction, he steps back and takes a seat, and we return to ours.

      “So, you were at the ceremony today?” asks Tess.

      Rycard leans forward and takes a flask of water, gulping down half of it before answering.

      “I was on duty,” he says. “I work for the City Guard.”

      “Oh, wow, do you get to work over in Outer Haven much?”

      “Quite often, yes.”

      “And is that how you met Sophie?”

      “No, that’s not exactly how it works. She was scouted along with other suitable girls. We met at an official function here for Enhanced bachelors.”

      “Like a matchmaking ball?” I ask.

      “Pretty much, yes. Perhaps you’ll get to experience one soon, going by the Deputy’s line of questioning.”

      I frown and recoil at the thought, which I only later realise is probably quite insulting. Both to him and Sophie.

      “Can I deduce that you’re not keen on marrying up,” he asks wryly.

      I don’t answer.

      “And how about you, Tess? Surely we Enhanced aren’t so repulsive?”

      “No, you’re not repulsive at all,” she says eagerly.

      Jesus, Tess…the guy’s wife’s in the next room.

      “Well, that’s very nice of you to say,” he says, smiling for the first time and revealing a set of straight white teeth. “Where is Sophie, by the way?”

      “Oh, she’s just checking on Maddox,” I say.

      The name of his son brightens his smile.

      “I see. Well, while she’s gone, if you have any questions for me, fire away. I know you’re probably curious about how certain things work around here.”

      I look to Tess and smile. She has the same idea.

      Before she can speak, however, I blurt out a single word.

      “Hybrids,” I say.

      Rycard frowns, thin eyebrows dipping over his penetrating gaze.

      “What about hybrids?” he asks.

      “I heard a technician saying that the perpetrators earlier were hybrids. That they were the ones responsible. Is that true? Is that who the Nameless are?”

      It’s obvious that Rycard wasn’t expecting such a line of questioning. He sits back and considers things a moment, his eyes turning down the corridor to check that Sophie remains with the baby.

      “Yes, that’s true,” he says. “Hybrids are considered dangerous here. They’re seen by the Court as ‘anomalies’ and aren’t tolerated.”

      “But Sophie…she said yesterday that only unsanctioned hybrids are illegal. She didn’t say much else, but I got the impression that other hybrids were bred, but in a controlled way.”

      “Impressive,” says Rycard, smiling. “You have excellent intuition. There are certain types of hybrids that are actively bred for specific purposes.”

      “Which are?” asks Tess.

      “Well, hunting illegal hybrids, to put it bluntly.”

      “Stalkers,” I whisper.

      “Indeed. Now where did you hear that?”

      “Deputy Burns,” I answer. “He told the technician to ‘send out the Stalkers’.”

      “It’s the usual response whenever the Nameless rear their heads,” says Rycard coolly. “The Stalkers are our most lethal force and are ruthless hunters.”

      “So, the Nameless have appeared before?” I query.

      He nods. “They have, but today they took it to a new level, hijacking the video feeds. It’s obvious they’ve grown more organised and bold, and used the ceremony as an opportunity to reveal themselves to the masses…”

      “Right, can we pull back a bit here,” says Tess. “So, these hybrids, I assume, are mixed Enhanced? Like, if you married a Dasher?”

      “Precisely,” says Rycard. “If that happened, it’s possible that my kids could have both the physical traits and genetic qualities of me and their Dasher mother. So, in that case, they would be Hawks and Dashers.”

      “So…Hawkers?” asks Tess.

      “Actually, yes, that’s exactly what they’re called.”

      Tess grins, looking rather pleased with herself.

      “And, these hybrids are considered dangerous?” I ask. “Why?”

      “If you knew Savants like I did, you’d get it. They don’t like anything they can’t control. I mean, it’s not even that hybrids are dangerous. They’re just different. It’s more that the Court have made them dangerous by outlawing them, unless they breed them themselves.”

      “And now they breed their own hybrid super-soldiers in order to hunt other hybrids,” says Tess. “That’s screwed up.”

      Rycard doesn’t disagree.

      “Anyway, how do illegal hybrids even come about?” I ask. “I mean, if relationships between different types of Enhanced are illegal, why do people take the risk?”

      “Love,” says Rycard quickly. “And, I suppose, lust plays its part too. Either way, these sorts of emotions are too strong to deny for some people, regardless as to whether something is illegal. I mean, over in Outer Haven, people get murdered, right?”

      We nod.

      “Well exactly. People know it’s illegal, and they do it anyway, because of anger or passion or hate or jealously. Emotions like these can cause a lot of pain.”

      “And the Savants don’t understand all that,” I say, nodding. “They should just stop everyone feeling emotion if that’s what they want…”

      Rycard raises his eyebrows and purses his lips.

      The room goes silent for a moment, and from down the corridor, the sound of a crying baby spreads.

      “I should go check on them,” says the Hawk, standing to his feet.

      “Just…one more question,” I say, stopping him before he can retreat.

      He turns his deep eyes back down to me, and waits.

      “These Nameless, these hybrids…where exactly are they?”

      Rycard looks towards the semi-tranparent wall, and sends his sharp gaze over the city. I wonder just how far he can see with those augmented eyes of his.

      And as he looks, scanning the world, he answers.

      “Look around you,” he says quietly. “They’re everywhere.”
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      As Rycard disappears down the corridor, I turn to Tess and see that her eyes are tracing the Hawk’s steps. She doesn’t turn back to me until he’s disappeared completely from view.

      “Well, that was revealing,” she says. “He was a little more candid than his wife, wasn’t he?”

      He sure was. Certainly, coming here has turned out to be more profitable than going to the banquet. I suspect that such an event would have been nothing but another opportunity to parade us in front of the members of the Court.

      “And…gorgeous too,” she adds with an impish smile.

      “Tess…”

      “Oh come on, I’m only human. It’s the eyes. There’s something about them that draws you in. Tell me you see it too?”

      “I guess so. You’ve seen plenty of Hawks before, though, around Outer Haven.”

      “Yeah, but never up close, and I’ve never spoken to one. Having them look directly at you…let’s just say I can see why Sophie chose him.”

      “I doubt it was like that,” I huff. “I imagine it was him who chose her, not the other way around.”

      “Well, whatever. She’s lucky, that’s all I’m saying.”

      Personally, Rycard’s penetrating eyes aren’t what intrigue me most about him. It’s his frankness, his willingness to chat openly about these hybrids and the Nameless and the Stalkers who hunt them down.

      Perhaps around here they’re a common topic of conversation, a current affair that the people discuss. And with him being a member of the City Guard, I guess it’s probably a fairly large concern right now.

      Still, I haven’t heard a peep about any of this over in Outer Haven. I guess, until now, it’s been kept under wraps over on this side of the wall. Now, with the cryptic words of the mystery hijacker being televised across the city, everyone’s going to be talking about it.

      Those words, though…I wonder what he meant.

      I rack my brain and try to remember them.

      He called us the oppressed. That our lives were a lie, that our freedom isn’t real. And that the Fanatics aren’t who we think they are.

      What the hell does that all mean?

      As I work to remember what else was said, I hear a door opening once more down the corridor, followed by two sets of footsteps.

      I turn to see Rycard and Sophie emerge together, looking like quite the dashing couple. It looks like Maddox has been soothed back to sleep, his cries no longer audible.

      “Sorry about all that, girls,” says Sophie. “But I’m glad it gave you an opportunity to meet Rycard. I hope he didn’t bore you too much.”

      She grins, showing a bit more of her human side for the first time. I wouldn’t pin her as the playful type, but I’m happy to be surprised.

      “Not at all,” I say. “Quite the opposite, actually.”

      “Well that’s a rarity then,” jokes Sophie again.

      Rycard rolls his eyes just a little. I suspect he gets this a lot when Sophie has guests over.

      “Anyway, Maddox is sleeping now, so no more distractions. How about you stay for a bit of dinner? Your passes to Inner Haven won’t expire for a little while yet.”

      Were she to have asked about ten minutes ago, before Rycard’s arrival, I’d have probably declined. Now, however, I’m only too happy to accept.

      Tess also nods keenly. Her excitement at sticking around is for another reason entirely.

      “Excellent,” says Sophie. “I’ll prepare the dining room. Rycard, fetch them some more drinks would you?”

      She breezes off, leaving the three of us alone again. I find it amusing, and rather surprising, that she appears to rule the roost around here. Despite her more ‘lowly’ standing, in this apartment, she’s the boss.

      Perhaps it would be different in other households. I can’t imagine a Savant ever being ordered about by an Unenhanced, for example, and many regular Enhanced would probably balk at the idea as well.

      I get the impression that Rycard isn’t like the rest. Other than his exceptional sight, he just seems like a regular man, one who commonly mixes with the people of Outer Haven and has gone so far as to marry one.

      He’s proof that the divide isn’t really between the Enhanced and Unenhanced. More likely, it’s between all of us and the Savants…

      As ordered, he offers us a drink. I tell him that water is just fine, and grab a flask from the table. Tess once more applies for a glass of whiskey, hoping it’ll work this time. Rycard appears more amenable.

      “If we had some, I’d happily offer it to you. Unfortunately, we don’t.”

      Tess crinkles her nose in disappointment.

      “But we do have some apple wine, how about that?”

      “Yes please!” says Tess.

      It’s as if a single glass of whiskey has turned her into a raving alcoholic.

      In order to not feel left out, I also accept the glass.

      “It’s quite strong,” Rycard tells us, “so go easy.”

      Tess appears to take the advice on board, and then goes straight ahead and guzzles down half the glass. The effect is fairly speedy, her attention on Rycard growing steadily more uncomfortable for me to witness.

      Thankfully, he doesn’t appear to notice – odd to say for a man with such vision – and nor does Sophie when she returns and calls for us to follow her to the dining room.

      Inside, the room is fitted with nothing but a basic table and chairs. Even the cutlery and tableware are bland. The food, however, is rather more tasty than I’m used to, owing perhaps to Sophie’s culinary skills.

      “Around here, not many people cook for themselves,” she tells us as we eat a quite delicious stew. “Most food comes in packs that simply require heating, but I like to add my own personal touch. It’s a symptom of growing up in Outer Haven, I suppose. They cook a lot more over there, darling,” she adds, turning to Rycard, who attempts to look interested.

      As we eat, I wait for an opportunity to further grill our hosts on what we heard today. I find it strangely odd that the subject isn’t being discussed already, and that no one has yet brought it up.

      Presumably, that’s down to Sophie, who seems to adopt a ‘head in the sand’ mentality.

      My curiosity, however, will not be held at bay for too long.

      “Can we talk about what happened earlier?” I ask.

      I assume bringing it up in a polite manner will make Sophie more cooperative.

      The table goes silent.

      “Oh, you mean the prank?” asks Sophie, sipping on her wine. “What’s there to talk about?”

      “Well, the fact that it wasn’t a prank,” I say. “Rycard told us as much earlier.”

      Her eyes widen briefly, before narrowing to a threatening level, guided like a heat seeking missile at her husband. For those few moments, they’re even more intense than his.

      “I was just answering a few of their questions, Soph,” he says. “No harm done.”

      “There might be harm done,” says Sophie through gritted teeth. “We shouldn’t be talking about this, Rycard.”

      “Why not?” I query.

      She turns to me.

      “Because the Court doesn’t like rumours, Brie. I told you this yesterday. There’s no surprise why you haven’t heard about all this before…”

      “Yeah, but now there’s no hiding it. Everyone across Outer Haven will be discussing it, there’s no way of getting around that now.”

      “She’s right, Soph,” says Rycard. “You can’t quell curiosity…it’s a powerful force.”

      He offers me the tiniest of winks, almost indiscernible but just about noticeable, and fills up his wife’s wine glass.

      “Have a little more of that, darling. It’ll loosen you up a bit.”

      Her glare grows fiercer.

      I feel I have their attention now, at least.

      “So, what did the guy on the screen mean then?” I ask. “All this talk of us living a lie and being oppressed. And what else did he say…something about a reckoning.”

      “It’s nonsense!” exclaims Sophie. “It’s just fear-mongering. Clearly, my husband can’t keep his mouth shut, so you’ll know that these Nameless are hybrids. They’re just running scared and causing a fuss, that’s all.”

      I look to Rycard for confirmation.

      “That’s one way of looking at it,” he mutters.

      “It’s the only way,” says Sophie. “They’re nothing but a bunch of rebels trying to destabilise things. They have no real power.”

      “They have some power,” counters Rycard. “Look at what they did today.”

      “Oh, hijacking a video feed. It’s hardly a revolution.”

      “It’s a start,” he says. “I work for the City Guard. I know that the Nameless are being treated as a serious threat. It’s not quite as simple as you’re making out, Sophie.”

      “And…this day of reckoning?” asks Tess. “What does that mean?”

      This time, Rycard doesn’t seem to have an answer. He shakes his head and swills on his wine.

      “I honestly don’t know. I suppose they have some grand plan, or something…”

      “Do you think we’re in danger?” I ask. Memories of the Fanatics’ attack, only days before, murmur in my mind. “Will they follow in the Fanatics’ footsteps?”

      Rycard is quick to douse such concerns.

      “I don’t believe so. In fact, for my money, it’s the Fanatics who are the greater threat to those in Outer Haven. The Nameless are rebelling against the Court and their doctrine. The Fanatics, however, are against the civil liberties the Unenhanced enjoy. They’re warring against emotion, and see the Savants at divine figures. If there’s anyone to worry about, it’s them.”

      “But they’re linked, aren’t they?” comes Tess’s voice. “The guy from the Nameless…didn’t he say something about the Fanatics not being who we think they are?”

      Again, Rycard appears a little lost on that one.

      “He said that, yes. All I know is that the Fanatics are regular Unenhanced who worship the Savants. They agree that logic is the only way forward, and that emotion should be eliminated. Clearly, the attack the other day was intended to spread fear, and to get more people to side with their beliefs. It’s them who concern me far more than the Nameless.”

      I had no idea that all this was going on beneath the surface. This supposed utopia of Inner Haven isn’t quite what is seems. If what Rycard says is true, these Nameless are everywhere, hidden in plain sight.

      It’s like they’re the opposite of the Fanatics, Unenhanced who are rebelling against the lives and culture and freedoms of their own people. Hidden among the streets of Outer Haven, performing regular jobs and seemingly, on the surface at least, just normal citizens.

      Are the Nameless the same? Are they to Inner Haven what the Fanatics are to Outer?

      Unfortunately, rather than loosening her up, the apple wine seems to be having the opposite effect on Sophie. I can see her growing visibly aggravated by the conversation, something that Rycard isn’t oblivious to himself.

      To temper the storm, he suggests that we drop the discussion and turn our attention to other things, namely other aspects of life here in Inner Haven that might be of interest to us.

      As we begin talking about how the two of them met, Sophie appears to climb back out of her shell. Tess, too, pricks up her ears and sets about learning the procedures involved in marrying up and finding a husband among the Enhanced.

      Her affections for Rycard have now become abundantly clear to all, only made more pronounced by regular gulps of wine. When her glass is empty, she asks for another. Sophie and Rycard, operating on the same wavelength now, tell her they don’t have any more.

      The look they share suggests to me that it’s a fib. And a smart one, given how Tess is acting.

      The dinner concludes soon after, Sophie announcing that our passes are to expire soon and that we need to pass back across the wall. She leads us to the door, where we get the opportunity to say goodbye to Rycard.

      As he shakes Tess’s hand, she takes her chance to step in and give him a hug. He laughs as Sophie prises her away and leads her out of the door, saying ‘come on, let’s get you home’, as she goes.

      Standing alone with Rycard now, I thank him for his hospitality and generosity, putting emphasis on the final word. I hope he gets that I’m talking about the information he provided.

      The smile on his face suggests he does.

      Before he ushers me through the door, however, he inspects me a little closer. His eyes intensify and I notice his pupils, hidden within his dark brown irises, begin to dilate and expand.

      They stare straight into my eyes, unblinking, in a manner that reminds me of Deputy Burns. And as he does, a little frown begins to hover.

      It only lasts a moment, and then he seems to snap out of it, smiling once more.

      “Have a safe journey home, Brie. I’m sure I’ll see you around Outer Haven sometime.”

      With a little nod, he turns and shuts the door, as his wife beckons me from down the hall.
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      The journey home is swift, my mind occupied.

      We return to the self-driving car – a merciful function given the amount of apple wine Sophie has drunk – and cover the short stretch towards the western gate of the perimeter wall.

      As before, the same Brute appears at the window and takes the necessary details from our guide. Confirming everything to be in order, he lets us pass, the gate once more splitting down the middle and revealing the western quarter of Outer Haven ahead.

      As we re-enter the world I’m so intimate with, I look upon the streets with a slightly different eye. Partially, that is to do with the comfort of home, the feeling you get when returning to the place you know from somewhere that’s so alien.

      Yet it’s more than that. I feel different now, a slight change in me, brought about by the events of the day and the ensuing revelations. You might say that a paranoia is burgeoning in me, a concern that this city isn’t quite what it appears.

      I imagine that maybe Mrs Carmichael’s had it right all along. That her deep-seated wariness and distrust of Inner Haven, and the Savants in particular, isn’t founded on mere bitterness, or even rumour, but a more profound knowledge of how things operate around here.

      I’m so preoccupied with the thought that I hardly notice it when Tess’s stomach heaves and she threatens to throw up.

      “Not in here you don’t!” says Sophie, calling for the car to stop.

      It does so abruptly, and Tess is shunted from the vehicle and down a dirty side-street – the sort of place where an ample coating of vomit will do little to alter the décor – where she manages to regain her faculties and spare her own blushes. In the end, the alleyway is denied the contents of Tess’s stomach.

      As she climbs back into the car, telling us she’s ‘OK’ in a queasy manner that’s completely unconvincing, I consider that no one in Inner Haven would ever act in such a fashion.

      We continue on, the neon lights brightening as we enter into the busiest district in the quarter. The streets are filled with pedestrians, a not wholly unusual thing to see at this time. And yet, their numbers are certainly more dramatic than usual, swarms of them all staring skyward with arched necks and wide, unblinking eyes.

      I search for the source and quickly find it: large screens operating across the city are already re-showing footage of the ceremony. The local passion for rumour and speculation – something the Inner Haveners evidently don’t share with us – will be being put into action. And no doubt both my face and Tess’s will now be known from the far reaches of the north to the deep recesses of the south.

      I suspect that my visage, however, will be more memorable, owing to nothing more than the fact that it was me up on stage when the interruption came. Hence, these replays will naturally feature me each time.

      As such, I prime myself for a barrage of questioning as the vehicle works its way back towards the academy. When we arrive, Sophie is quick to push Tess out of the door, her stomach once more beginning to churn and lurch.

      “OK girls, it was wonderful seeing you again,” she says. “Don’t be strangers now…”

      Her voice is cut off by the door closing. Then, without delay, the car shoots off again.

      I usher Tess inside, warning her as we go to sharpen up in case Mrs Carmichael is there. As with her intolerance of swearing – a great irony given her penchant for such things – our guardian has a similar dislike of seeing any of the residents of the academy drunk, a state of mind that she regularly enters.

      She’ll forgive the odd slip, and the occasional bout of tipsiness, but full inebriation is generally off-limits. That’s a benefit that she reserves for herself alone.

      When we pass the threshold – or stumble, in Tess’s case – into the academy, we find that the front hall is empty. It’s a blessing, and one I don’t intend to waste.

      With a sudden haste, I guide Tess up the winding stairs towards the second floor. As we go, I hear the distant sound of chatter coming from the common room on the ground floor. Given how that’s where the only small television is, I assume everyone is in there now, glued to the screen and frantically formulating conspiracy theories.

      The twisting shape of the staircase is too much for Tess’s stomach, which finally gives way. With her wits hanging on by a thread, she cups her hand to her mouth to hold back the putrid tide, and I rush her along towards the communal bathroom.

      It’s empty. Thank God.

      I thrust her in, and recoil as she finally lets fly, clinging to the toilet bowl for dear life.

      “Jesus, Tess,” I say. “You didn’t have that much wine…”

      “It’s the food…” she says between heaves. “Too…rich…”

      “Sure, the food…” I laugh.

      The next few minutes are an unpleasant affair as I hover outside, listening to her retching and heaving beyond the door. When she’s finally done, I escort her back to our room, and set about seeing her to bed.

      “Brie…you’re not my mum,” she mutters as I make sure she brushes her teeth – that one is particularly important – and tuck her under the covers, her dress now discarded.

      It seems that Sophie didn’t ask for them back, suggesting we get to keep them. I make a mental note to take mine straight down to the market to sell on, peeling it off and hanging it up as carefully as I can on the end of my bed. Then, I pull on a pair of jeans, t-shirt, jumper, and jacket – clothes I feel far more comfortable in – and leave the room.

      It’s still quite early, so I have time to kill. I consider going down to join the others in the common room, but know that doing so will open me up to a full on interrogation. It’s not something I want to deal with right now.

      Instead, I move down one floor and head to Drum’s room, which he shares with two other boys of similar age, Ziggy and Fred. Like Drum, they’re at risk of losing their beds here. With a host of youngsters speeding towards the working age of 15, room will have to be made to accommodate them when they level up from the ground floor.

      I knock on the door, and hear no response. I knock again, before opening the door to make sure they’re not inside, just sleeping.

      The room is empty. They must be down in the common room.

      Unusual for Drum. He doesn’t like crowds, let alone one filled with the nastier youngsters who comprise Brandon’s posse.

      Much as I’d like to catch up with him, however, I’m not willing to enter into that particular den of piranhas.

      Instead, I speed my way downstairs and back towards the front door. Pulling the hood of my jacket over my head to place my face in shadow, I move back out onto the street with a mind to taking a walk. Remaining anonymous is crucial.

      I start by wandering towards the large intersection to the south, where the neon advertising boards are larger and brighter, and the screens more prominently displayed.

      Even before I get there, the feel of a carnival atmosphere spreads through the air, hundreds of souls loitering around across the large square as the news of the ceremony plays on loops. It’s a common thing to see whenever there’s any major news, people gathering here from the nearby districts to catch up and gossip.

      Seeing as owning a personal television, even an old archaic set like we have at the academy, is a rarity around here, this is the easiest and best place to keep abreast of all major citywide developments.

      When I reach the square, I’m greeted by the sight of my enormous face, and cringe within the shadows of my hood. Fixed to high pylons and the sides of buildings, various screens show various angles, displaying the moment the video feed was hijacked in real time.

      I stand and watch, squashed among the masses, forced to endure my awkward interview again before the mystery man appears.

      I look ridiculous as I muddle my way through the interview, sucking up to the residents of Inner Haven as I tell them what an honour it is to be there.

      Around me, the crowd appear to agree with me.

      “She’s lying, just telling them what they want to hear,” one murmers grumpily.

      “Sell-out,” grunts another.

      “Well good on her,” says a woman in my defence. “I think she holds herself well. And looks beautiful.”

      I blush at the comment, and allow myself a little smile. A few more harsh words, however, have me moving off to a different section of the throng.

      By the time I stop again, the crowd have gone silent. I watch as the screen crackles and distorts, and the mystery man appears, his ominous words once more booming out across the square.

      There’s a nervous energy around. Everyone listens intently. When his words begin to fade, and he’s cut off, a short period of contemplation follows, before that chattering of debate once more ensues.

      I listen for a while, hoping for some nugget of insight, but all I hear are wild theories and conjectures. Mostly, though, the theme is of agreement with Deputy Burns: that it was merely the work of pranksters, and nothing more.

      I move off, squeezing my way past bodies and keeping my face low. One or two appear to notice me beneath my hood, but have the nous to realise I’m trying to remain incognito, and are polite enough to leave me be.

      Soon, I’m leaving the square behind and stepping down quieter side roads and alleys. It’s dim, the light fixings here unreliable, and yet I feel no fear or nerves.

      Crime in this quarter isn’t so common, especially when the streets are so busy, and only second in its safety records to the southern quarter (although, after the attack at Culture Corner, those particular stats will have been skewed). Were I to be strolling at night through the alleys of the northern quarter, I wouldn’t be quite so at ease.

      Still, as I wander into more idle parts, seeking the comfort of my own solitude down deserted roads, I get a sense that someone is watching me.

      It’s that strange sensation that people often talk about, a sort of sixth sense. An ancient instinct to avoid danger, perhaps, that emanates from our long deceased ancestors from eons ago.

      It has me turning around as I walk, searching the dim passages behind me for the shape of silhouettes and glowing eyes. The few remaining people on the streets wander past, and I spy them closely, turning an accusing eye to anyone who glances in my direction.

      Not one of them appears interested in my presence.

      I pass it off as mere paranoia, and return to my stroll, moving off once more at a slightly brisker pace and with narrower eyes beneath my cloak. With my heart beginning to throb just a little harder in my chest, I lose my desire for solitude and work my way back towards the light.

      Cutting through an alley, I see another burgeoning square await me at the end, the bustling crowd beyond a suddenly welcome sight. I move swiftly along, my stroll turning to a jog. I hear a sound behind me, and twist my neck back.

      A shadow looms, right at the end of the alley, hovering under a broken light. A shiver darts up my spine, and my eyes turn back.

      Too late.

      I crash straight into a large garbage bin, appearing as if from nowhere. My forehead connects with its metal surface, sending my brain rocking inside my skull.

      I stumble back, and slip, dropping to the floor. Scrambling in the dirt, my eyes return to the figure in the distance. He’s not in the distance anymore.

      He’s closer now, moving towards me, hidden within a large black jacket that obscures his frame and features. I blink, and feel the first drop of rain tap on the top of my hood.

      Then, building from a low wail, the sound of an alarm spreads from the square beyond. I turn my eyes back to the crowd and see them beginning to rush and disperse. Jackets are tightened up and hoods are drawn over heads, and anti-toxic umbrellas opened up as the rain begins to fall.

      I swing my gaze back to the darkness, and blink as the air fills with precipitation.

      The man is gone.

      I let out a breath, and then, right next to me, hear a voice.

      “Are you OK there?”

      It makes me jump. I turn my eyes up to see an elderly man looking down at me. He holds a wide umbrella in his hand, protecting him from the rain.

      “You need to get under cover,” he says. “Come on, take my hand.”

      I nervously reach out and grab it, and he helps me to my feet.

      Over in the square, I see one of the large toxic sensors changing colour from amber to red. This rain will burn skin in an instant.

      The man clicks a button on his umbrella handle, and the canopy above spreads a little wider, stopping any errant drops from landing on me.

      I turn back again down the alley, and see once more that it’s empty. No shadow looms. No figure hovers in the darkness.

      Did I just imagine it all? It has been a long day…

      “Are you alright,” asks the old man again. His eyes scan my forehead, and for the first time I feel the trickle of blood dribbling down the side of my nose. “That needs seeing to. What happened?”

      “I slipped,” I say. “It’s nothing, I’m OK.”

      I wipe my forehead, smearing the blood, but feel only a glimmer of pain. Adrenaline can have the effect of suppressing such discomfort. Sliding my index finger over the cut, I feel that it’s only small, and not deep. It probably looks worse than it is.

      “Are you sure,” asks the man. “It’s not good to be out in this weather. Where do you live? I can help you home if you want.”

      “No,” I say abruptly, still bubbling with suspicion. “Thank you for the offer…but it’s OK. My skin’s covered.”

      The man doesn’t seem so sure.

      “Really, it’s no trouble. My umbrella will protect us. There’s no need to damage your clothes…”

      “Um…they’re damaged enough as it is,” I say. “Thank you anyway.”

      With my head still a little woozy, I step away from the stranger and head towards the square. It’s deserted now, protective awnings and blinds quickly extending out from buildings, offering cover for the large screens and shop windows and anything else that might be under threat from the poisonous rain.

      Many spread over the pavement, providing shelter for pedestrians caught with nowhere to go. They huddle there, looking to the skies, dark and brooding and rumbling with thunder.

      Nearby, a shelter awaits for such situations, dug into the ground beneath the city streets. They litter the city, providing temporary refuge for when the acid rain falls. Down the street, I see a few people rushing towards the nearest one, disappearing through the entrance and into the shadows.

      I have no interest in joining them.

      Covered as I am in a thick jacket and hood, and not far from the academy, I turn on my heels and run, thrusting my exposed hands in my pockets as I go to shield my skin.

      I splash through quickly forming puddles of poison, and see more people frantically search for sanctuary. Most are fully protected. Some aren’t, foolish enough to leave their homes without sufficient clothing, the rain assaulting any bare areas of skin and flesh as they sprint for the nearest shelter.

      I aim my sight on home, though, only a block or two away, running as fast as I can manage without falling.

      And as I do, a long way away, right on the other side of the city, I hear a booming sound. Heavy, deep, shaking the concrete beneath my feet.

      It’s not the alarm warning of the deluge. And it’s not a crack of thunder from the stormy skies.

      It’s something else entirely. A sound I recognise from only days before.

      It can only be one thing…

      The Fanatics have struck again.
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      When I arrive back at the academy, my jacket is sizzling.

      I rush through the door, the night now growing late, to find the main reception hall deserted and dark, only the soft glow of a security light on the ceiling providing any illumination.

      I shed my jacket and give it a quick shake, shifting any remaining droplets of acid rain. As I do, a couple make contact with the backs of my hands, bringing about an immediate sensation of pain. I’m quick to rub them dry, but the acidity of the rain is enough to leave a mark.

      I make a mental note to add a fresh coating of anti-toxic wax to the coat. I haven’t done so in a while – hence the smell of burning that rises from the fabric.

      It was, however, sufficient enough to prevent any water from penetrating through to my under layers of clothing. I hang the jacket over on a hook in the communal closet, and note that a couple of other jackets appear to be shining wet.

      I recognise them both.

      One, made of black leather and capable of repelling the most lethal of downpours, is owned by Mrs Carmichael. The other, less durable and yet with enough fabric to be made into a sizeable tent, can only belong to Drum.

      Cleary, both were caught out in the rain, and both have returned recently. Perhaps they were out together? Maybe she’d escorted him to a job interview of some kind?

      My mind, however, has no space for such queries right now. Not with everything that’s gone on today. To say it’s been the busiest and most intriguing of my life is quite the understatement. And now, a fresh new concern is bubbling…

      Have the Fanatics set off another bomb?

      With the ground floor now cleared of youngsters, I hurry towards the back of the hall and enter down a short corridor. Through a door on the left are the canteen and kitchen. To the right is the common room.

      I turn right, opening the door to find the room dark and deserted. I flick on the light and move towards the old television set in the corner. It’s about as old a model as you’ll find in the city, nothing like the larger screens and holographic projectors the wealthier residents can afford.

      I tap it on and set it to the only televised channel, which broadcasts noteworthy news and that’s about all. It’s more of a public service tool than anything to be used for entertainment, updating the citizens on important notices that the Council of the Unenhanced need us to hear, or notifying us of any doctrinal alterations the Consortium wish to pass down from on high.

      When I tap it on, it’s more in hope than expectation that there will be news about any latest attack, if that is in fact what it was. Mostly, news will filter down several hours after it occurs, with broadcasts and announcements only made when they’re worthy of being seen by the masses.

      My hope is slim, and quickly dashed. The screen is currently filled with nothing but re-runs of the ceremony earlier, something that I’m beginning to grow sick of already.

      Once more, I have to suffer the sight of my face plastered across the enormous screens. I’m quick to turn it off, unwilling to witness my embarrassing interview all over again.

      If there was an attack, I’ll have to wait until tomorrow to find out.

      Returning to the reception hall, I begin wearily traipsing up the spiral staircase, my head still aching from my encounter in the alley.

      When I reach the second floor, I step into the vacant bathroom and take a look in the mirror. My forehead is covered in dried red blood. I look utterly grim.

      I wash the blood away, before conducting a closer inspection of the cut. I’m no doctor, but it doesn’t look like it needs stitches. Just a bit of medical tape should do the trick, something my guardian is sure to have.

      Returning to the corridor, I set my sights towards the end. Beneath Mrs Carmichael’s door, a thin sliver of light cuts through the darkness.

      She’s still up.

      I move towards her room, passing my own on the left, and the sound of muffled voices reaches my ears.

      Curious. For all her eccentricities, Mrs Carmichael hasn’t been known to talk to herself. Not yet at least.

      The idea of her receiving a night-time visitor is equally dubious.

      I consider leaving it for now – the cut, I’m sure, will be fine if left overnight – but am drawn in by the familiar tones of the second voice in the room.

      Drum?

      I inch forward now, my curiosity piqued, and carefully set my ear to the door. The voices grow a little clearer, just about audible as my patron’s gravelly tones creep through the wood.

      “Now, Drum,” I hear her say, “are we all clear? You’re not to speak about what you saw to anyone.”

      “Yes, Mrs Carmichael.”

      “And particularly Brie,” she adds.

      My chest tightens as I hear my name.

      Silence.

      “Drum…promise me.”

      “Yes, Mrs Carmichael. I…I promise, Mrs Carmichael.”

      Another delay. I little puff of smoke spreads from beneath the door, wafting up my nose.

      “Good boy. Now, off you go to bed…it’s getting late…”

      My body reacts like a bolt.

      I step back from the door, retreating as quickly and quietly as I can manage. My hand feels in the dim light for my door handle, just to the left, and I open up and slip inside.

      I’m just in time. Shutting the door tight, I hear a few more muffled words beyond, growing louder as the door to Mrs Carmichael’s room opens. Then, the plodding sound that always precedes Drum’s presence, his heavy footfall slowly drifting by along the corridor outside the room.

      I don’t breathe until his footsteps have faded, descending down the staircase to the floor below.

      What was that all about? I wonder. What did Drum see?

      A coughing, spluttering sound breaks my thoughts and makes me jump for the second time that night. Behind me, over in her bed, Tess murmurs drunkenly in her sleep, her stomach still bubbling and grumbling. She groans and turns over in the pitch black, but doesn’t wake.

      I stand for a moment by the door, working out what to do next. My weary body and mind are now fully awake again, the mention of my name blazing my curiosity to life.

      I pace towards my bed and take a seat, the wooden frame creaking a little under my weight. Snatching up my glowstick from the bedside table, I twist its end and it begins to glow, growing brighter the more I rotate.

      I stop when there’s enough light to see Tess from across the room, her face twitching and contorted in discomfort as she sleeps. It serves her right, really, guzzling down that wine like she did and ogling Rycard in plain sight of his wife.

      Tess has a lot to learn about tact, that’s for sure.

      As I sit there, another waft of smoke filters up my nose. Mrs Carmichael must be on one of her chain smoking sessions in there, puffing away like it’s going out of fashion. I stand and move back towards the door, leaving the glowstick on the bed, and peek my head back out into the corridor.

      Her light is still on, a tobacco infused mist hanging around at the bottom of her door. Inside, I hear the faint sound of music playing, soothing tones aimed at guiding her towards her bed.

      But not yet.

      I make the decision, and move into the corridor and towards her room. I knock lightly, and hear the mixed confusion and concern in her voice as she answers. Anyone coming to her at this time can only be a bad thing…

      “Yes, who is it?”

      I answer by way of opening the door. She sits within a cloud of smoke at her desk, her fading blue eyes frowning at my interruption.

      “Brie? I thought you were sleeping?”

      She examines my body, and notes that I’m not wearing my nightclothes.

      “Have you been out somewhere?” she questions. Then she notices the cut on my head, which she presumes must be the reason for my midnight intrusion. “What happened to you?”

      The worry in her voice is immediately clear.

      I instinctively raise my fingers to where her eyes sit, touching the cut. It appears to be dribbling blood again.

      “Oh…it’s nothing really. I just knocked my head.”

      “Well, that much is obvious, Brie,” she says, standing from her chair. “Come in, let’s take a look at that.”

      I move in and shut the door behind me, coughing as I do. She darts to a little window on the wall and opens it up, before tapping on an extractor fan to help suck away the smoke.

      “Sorry, I wasn’t expecting company at this time.”

      That’s not strictly true. Drum was just in here…

      Opening up a drawer, she extracts a little pot of antiseptic cream and some medical tape.

      “Sit down here, lets get you sorted out.”

      As she begins mopping up the fresh flow of blood, she once more questions how the little wound was inflicted.

      “Like I say, I just knocked my head,” I tell her.

      My words are a little short. If she can keep secrets, so can I. Although, there’s nothing for me to really say on the matter anyway. Getting spooked and running into a large refuse bin is hardly an interesting story.

      She doesn’t push it as she continues her work. Once she’s done, she retreats to her chair and pours me a little glass of whiskey. I shake my head.

      “Drink it,” she orders. “It’ll help soothe the pain.”

      “It doesn’t really hurt,” I say.

      “Well, drink it anyway. After what you’ve been through today, you probably need it…”

      I scoop up the glass and take a sip, and an immediate sensation of burning follows in my throat.

      “Jeez…what is this, acid rain!” I cough.

      She laughs. “It’s an acquired taste.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      Some, like Tess, seem to acquire it quicker than others.

      Mrs Carmichael shuffles a little deeper into her seat, and sends a quarter glass of the burning liquid down her throat with no recoil at all. Then she fills another, before zeroing in on me again.

      “So, tell me about today. How was it visiting Inner Haven?”

      The question is innocent, yet I know what sort of answer she’s looking for.

      “Weird,” I answer truthfully.

      A little smile immediately creeps up her face.

      “It’s lifeless, colourless,” I continue. “The people walk about like robots, all smiling fake smiles and being polite. They even have these posture police who make sure no one’s adopting negative body language or expressions. Did you know about that?”

      “I’ve heard,” she says. “Nothing you’re saying surprises me, Brie. I know all about Inner Haven.”

      “Really? How?”

      She’s never really told me this before. Mostly, I’ve always thought her bitterness has come from hearsay, and the sort of negative gossiping about Inner Haven that fills the local drinking holes she frequents.

      “Oh, I’ve spoken with many people who have been there in my time. This line of work I’m in…I get to speak with all sorts. Outer Haven isn’t short of a few who know the workings of Inner Haven. If you keep your ear to the ground, you hear things.”

      “You probably know a lot more than me, then. I just got a superficial look, and I didn’t much like it.”

      “And Tess?”

      I shrug. “She seemed more enamoured than me…with one thing in particular.”

      The look in her eye requests I elaborate.

      “We met Sophie’s husband, Rycard. He’s a Hawk. Tess…well, she got a bit drunk and couldn’t keep her eyes off him.”

      “You got drunk?”

      “No, not me…only Tess. We had dinner at their apartment, and she overindulged in apple wine. Don’t worry, she’s paying for it now, I can assure you…”

      She frowns, looking less than pleased at the revelation. I wonder if I’ve said too much and got my best friend into trouble.

      Yet, her frown appears to be based on more than just Tess’s inebriation.

      “I thought you were meant to be going to a banquet or something?” she queries.

      “We were. It was called off after what happened.”

      “I see. It doesn’t surprise me. The ceremony was just for show, as I told you. After the, um, interruption, there would be no point in carrying out the banquet. I’ll bet they hated that,” she says with a grin.

      “The hijack?”

      “Oh yes,” she crackles gleefully. “Those Savants love their order. It must have been killing them that the Nameless took over their broadcast. Even they probably felt some anger at that…”

      “It sounds like you know who they are,” I say.

      Her eyes round on me. Her grin drops. She scoops up her whiskey again and, with the room now mostly cleared of smoke, lights up a fresh cigarette. It’s a ploy she uses when she wants to think…or delay.

      Eventually, when her answer comes, it’s hardly revelatory.

      “Not really. Again, just a few bits and pieces.”

      “Like what?” I question.

      “It’s not worth discussing, Brie. All I know is that they’re a resistance group of some kind who are opposed to the doctrine of the Consortium. You get these sorts of rebel groups all the time. They come and go.”

      She returns her attention to her cigarette. She knows more than she’s letting on. What she doesn’t know, however, is that Rycard has already spilled the beans.

      “So, you don’t know that they’re hybrids then?” I ask flatly.

      Her old eyes flash for the tiniest of moments, before regaining their cool poise.

      “I’ve heard that, yes,” she says. “Hybrids are outlawed, so it’s only logical that they’d fight the system. But…who told you that?”

      “Rycard,” I answer. “Sophie’s husband. He’s a member of the City Guard.”

      “A member of the City Guard? He shouldn’t be so loose with his tongue…”

      “I don’t see why not. All this cloak and dagger stuff…it makes no sense. Why doesn’t everyone know about the Nameless and who they are?”

      “Because, like I say, the Savants like to keep order. They don’t want people knowing about a group that could be a threat to them. After today, though, I guess there’s no stopping it. There are already rumours all across the city.”

      “I know,” I say. “I’ve heard them. I went for a quick walk when I got back, over to the main intersection. Most people think they’re pranksters, like Deputy Burns said…”

      “Most people are sheep,” she returns bitterly. “They don’t know how to think for themselves. I’m not sure going for a walk was a good idea though, Brie. It might be best to keep a low profile.”

      “Why? No one cares about me.”

      Her eyes turn a little shifty, and her voice deepens.

      “You never know who’s out there,” she says. “People have agendas.”

      My mind turns to the shadow in the alley.

      “What do you mean?”

      She seems to remember herself, her face brightening again.

      “Just…no, nothing. You know me, Brie…I’m in one of those moods. Just be careful, OK. Don’t go out alone, especially at night.”

      Her words send a shiver up my spine. More questions boil to the front of my mind, but she swats them away like flies, gulping down her whiskey and stubbing out her cigarette with a fresh haste. It appears that she wants this conversation to end.

      Then she turns to the little clock, ticking endlessly on the wall.

      “Wow, would you look at the time. It’s been a long day. Best get some sleep, hey?”

      I nod, the lateness of the hour forcing me to agree. Before I leave the room, however, I pose one more question.

      “Did you hear that boom earlier?” I ask. “I felt a rumble out in the streets.”

      “Just the storm, I’m sure,” she tells me casually. Clearly, she can’t have felt it like I did. “Now off you go, get some sleep. I’ll check on your cut tomorrow.”

      I do as she says, returning to my room to find Tess now snoring loudly. It matters not.

      Despite my weary limbs and tired eyes, I doubt I’ll sleep much tonight.
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      The following morning reveals the truth of what I spent the night obsessing about.

      I wake from a brief and broken sleep and immediately head for the common room, leaving Tess coiled up in the foetal position in her bed. Already, the academy is starting to come alive, the sound of voices spreading from the various avenues of the ground floor taken up by the youngsters.

      Thankfully, I find the common room itself empty. A few more minutes of peace before the bombardment begins…

      I flick on the television set and it gradually blooms into life. The sight that greets my eyes sends my heart pounding.

      “Devastation in the eastern quarter,” reads the headline at the bottom of the screen.

      Behind it, an image of a flaming warehouse fills the view, the building blown apart and being hastily cleaned up by a relief team. Towards the rear, dozens of body bags are lined up, with others being removed on stretchers or added to the growing pile of dead.

      A reporter stands in front of the camera, his voice grave as he speaks.

      “So far, the count of dead hasn’t been determined,” he says. “But it looks likely to rival the attack at Culture Corner only days ago. The warehouse behind me was operating on a night schedule, filled with innocent people just doing their jobs. Many are still being pulled from the rubble. So far, no survivors have been found.”

      As the man speaks, the door opens behind me and Abby comes in. She’s only 8 years of age, and this sort of carnage shouldn’t be witnessed by her eyes.

      “Hey Brie!” she says, her innocent face lighting up. She comes clattering over to me and gives me a hug. “You were amazing yesterday!” Then her eyes flow towards the television, and her demeanour changes. “What’s going on?” she asks.

      “Oh, nothing interesting,” I say quickly. “You should go to the canteen, Abby. Breakfast will be starting.”

      She frowns and squishes up her little features.

      “There’s been another bomb, hasn’t there?”

      I forget how perceptive kids can be, even though I’m only 18 myself.

      I shake my head and prepare to deliver a white lie, but she continues.

      “I felt it last night in my room. The ground was shaking. Did lots of people die?”

      I can tell there will be no fooling her.

      “Well….some,” I admit, noting that she’s already seen the body bags on the screen. “But it’s OK, it was right on the other side of the city. We’re safe here.”

      “Are you sure?” she asks softly, looking for comfort.

      “Of course,” I say, pulling her into a hug. “You think Mrs Carmichael would let anything happen to her academy? I don’t think so!”

      I draw a little smile from her face and quickly reach over to turn off the TV.

      “There, all gone. Now come on, let’s get some food.”

      I stand up and lead her out of the room and into the canteen. Some of her friends are there already, giggling in their group.

      “Go join your friends,” I tell her.

      “I’ll stay with you if you want,” she says.

      “No…I have work I need to get on with. It’s OK, go to your friends.”

      Her eyes scrunch up with concern as she looks at me.

      “But it’s not safe out there.”

      “Don’t worry. There are Con-Cops and City Guards everywhere. Nothing’s going to happen, I promise.”

      I’ve learned the word ‘promise’, when delivered by someone with authority, has the desired effect of settling nerves and dousing concerns. It’s a trick Mrs Carmichael taught me, herself a master at keeping the youngsters in order. More than a few times, in fact, she used that particular word to settle me down when I was a resident of the ground floor.

      Thankfully, it works, and after another quick hug, Abby rushes off to eat with her friends. They huddle round her as she comes, keen to find out what we were talking about.

      Sometimes, I miss the innocence of youth. Adulthood seemed to creep up on me so fast…

      Once she’s gone, I pop my head around the door in the kitchen to see if Drum is still on duty. With a new week beginning, it appears as though his run is up, another of the transitioners having taken on the role.

      He looks at me with a bit of shock as I appear, eyes popping and his arm fixing to stone as he stirs a large pot of gruel.

      “Don’t mind me,” I say. “Carry on.”

      I guess I’m going to have to get used to being looked at like that, what with my newfound celebrity status and all.

      Leaving the kitchen and canteen behind, I find myself accosted by a fresh batch of youngsters pouring down the corridor to breakfast. I brace for the storm of questions and they duly oblige, a dozen voices flooding towards me at once.

      “I guess you saw it all on TV?” I ask them all, referencing the previous day’s events.

      They all nod and chatter.

      “Of course! We’ve seen it, like, a hundred times!”

      A round of laughter follows.

      “Well then,” I say, “I’ve got nothing to add really. You saw what I saw, didn’t’ you?”

      They appear disappointed.

      “But…what else happened, away from the camera? Come on, Brie, tell us, tell us!”

      “Nothing,” I lie. “I just went there and came back. Now off you go to breakfast. I’ve got things to do.”

      I hear them grumble as they move down the corridor, one kid saying: “Maybe Tess will tell us.”

      I laugh inside at the idea. They’ll be in for a rude awakening if they try to bother Tess today.

      I spend the next hour attempting to gather more intel about the latest explosion. The reports on TV only give me so much, but I learn that it was a production and storage warehouse for food products that was destroyed.

      It hardly makes sense. Up to this point, the Fanatics have been spraying their graffiti over art installations, primarily in the southern quarter. The attack at Culture Corner, terrible as it was, made sense: it was a public attack, an attack on art and emotion, an escalation of their war against our civil liberties.

      But this? Blowing up a food warehouse over in the eastern quarter at night. It doesn’t exactly fall in line with what they appear to be about.

      Fresh evidence, however, points the finger squarely at them. As the flames are extinguished and the scene investigated, the same graffiti we’ve seen elsewhere begins to appear, scattered over broken bits of wall. As the macabre puzzle is put back together, it becomes clear that the Fanatics were, in fact, to blame.

      I guess it could have been no one else. It must simply be that their hatred of our liberties is now extending to our consumption of food. I suppose it’s another expression of freedom and pleasure, creating all manner of foods that the wealthier residents enjoy. If they had it their way, we’d all be on gruel and nothing else.

      As I sit and watch the latest reports, Mrs Carmichael appears through the door.

      “Ah, Brie, I thought you’d be in here…”

      “Have you heard about this?” I ask hurriedly.

      “Yes, I have. I guess you were right last night. I wish you weren’t.”

      She looks at me, my eyes glued to the screen.

      “Now don’t be getting any ideas about going over there, Brie,” she says. “I know what you’re thinking.”

      “I wasn’t thinking that,” I say, honestly. “I have work to do, right?”

      According to my rota, today was supposed to be a clean up job at an office not far from here.

      “Oh, no. I’ve assigned that to someone else. You and Tess should take a couple of days off, let things die down a bit. You’ll only be harassed out there.”

      “So…stay here at the academy? I’ll be harassed just as much here as anywhere. Probably more.”

      “Yes, well stick to your room and you’ll be OK. Now let me check that cut.”

      She comes in and quickly inspects my wound. There’s little point. It’s absolutely fine. Frankly, she’s been acting overly caring recently, a far cry from her usual stoic self.

      Before she leaves the room, she pulls a little bag from her pocket.

      “Here you go, fresh supplies,” she says, handing it to me.

      More pills.

      Then she’s off, disappearing to deliver fresh orders for the day to the youngsters, always keen to maintain a tight ship. She’ll have them doing chores, running errands, learning some of the core skills that will hopefully help them find employment when they reach working age.

      It’ll work for some, but not for others. That’s just the nature of things here.

      The thought brings Drum back into my mind. As the common room begins to fill with more bodies, I take my leave without being pestered too heavily. Given what’s happening on the TV, their attention is already moving off elsewhere.

      I move up the first floor and back to Drum’s room. When I knock this time, I receive an answer. It’s not Drum’s voice that calls back, but one of his roommates.

      I go in to find Fred, a small red-headed child with a face littered with freckles and a spindly frame that’s in stark contrast to his oversized roommate. He’s a nice kid, though, as is the third of their little crew, Ziggy, who appears to be absent.

      Mrs Carmichael has always put like-minded kids together where she can. Quite what happened with Tess and me I don’t know…

      I quickly scan the room and see that Drum is also absent.

      “He’s not here,” says Fred, without being prompted.

      “Where is he?”

      “Working. Clean up I think. Mrs Carmichael had two spots spare, she told us. Gave them to Drum and Ziggy.” There’s an air of resignation in his voice.

      “Ah, OK,” I say. “Chin up, Fred, you’ll get work eventually.”

      He nods feebly and dips his long nose back into a book on his lap. The poor kid looks upset. His days are very much numbered here.

      As I shut the door, however, I think it fortunate that Drum’s got some work. And it was clearly Tess and me who made way. If I could, I’d happily sacrifice half my work if it meant Drum got to take it on.

      With a smile, I return to my room to find Tess still curled up in a mess. It’s dark inside, the sharp light from the corridor cutting in across her bed.

      “Oh God,” she says, shielding her eyes. “Shut it…please.”

      I draw it to a close, nice and slow.

      “I’m never drinking again,” she mutters, pulling the blanket over her eyes.

      “That’s what they all say,” comes my standard response. “You’ll be happy to know that we have the day off, maybe more.”

      “Awesome…thank you Mrs Carmichael,” she groans. “What you been doing today?”

      She peeks from below her blanket, the room dim.

      I consider telling her the latest news, but deduce that she’s probably not in the best state to hear about it right now.

      So I merely shrug and tell her nothing, before slipping onto my bed.

      And set my eyes back on my parents, staring at me as a baby.
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      The following couple of days trickle by like a slow moving stream.

      Days off are rare enough. Having several in a row is unheard of, and something I’m not conditioned to. I can already feel myself getting restless.

      Under strict orders from Mrs Carmichael, however, Tess and I spend our time within the academy, keeping to our room for much of it and feverishly discussing the events of the previous few days.

      When I tell her about my little night-time walk after getting back from Inner Haven, she suggests that it was little more than my mind playing tricks on me.

      “Brie, you were drunk, it was probably just a shadow or something.”

      “I wasn’t drunk, Tess. That was you. And I think I can distinguish between a shadow and a creepy human under a coat.”

      “Fine. Just a Disposable then who’d come down from the northern quarter. You’re asking for trouble if you wander those alleys at night.”

      “You should have led with that,” I say. “Makes more sense than being chased by a shadow.”

      “Chased? Don’t be so dramatic, Brie. You just got spooked and ran into a bin. Serves you right for being such a wimp!”

      Her comment warrants a pillow to the face. I just wish it was something harder.

      Across the city, the latest attack sends a real shudder through the ranks of the population. A fear begins to spread, and we learn that people are beginning to stay in their homes, afraid of being caught in a blast. Mostly, it’s illogical to think like that – in a city this vast, the chance of being anywhere near an attack is extremely slim – and yet that’s the nature of fear.

      It warps the logical mind, wipes out rational thought.

      All over, reports come in that more City Guards are being spotted on patrol, and that the Con-Cops are truly out in force, casting their dead and Savant-like eyes across the city streets, vigilantly looking out for any hint of a new attack.

      The number of dead from the warehouse bombing is also reported. It’s the opposite picture from what we saw at Culture Corner. There, the number of dead was vastly outstripped by the number of injured. At the warehouse, however, more were killed, with only a handful of people left alive.

      Across the city, the regular sound of funeral bells can be heard, a sorrowful soundtrack that fills the air each day. From early morning until late evening, the bells are regularly rung, families and friends saying goodbye to the dead, their loved ones consumed by fire at one of the many crematoriums scattered throughout Outer Haven.

      Cremation is the only means of disposing of the dead now. There’s no space for burials, not even for headstones. Many years ago, such customs were lost. Now, it’s even rare for ashes to be kept, urns a rarity and found only in the homes of the more devout and spiritual families living here.

      It’s one of the many policies of the Savants that has spread among our own people. For them, the dead serve no purpose. They feel no sentimentality for those no longer able to contribute to the living world, their minds directed at nothing else but re-building the species, recolonizing the world; looking forward, not back.

      Now, even Unenhanced have learned to think in the same way. When the dead are gone, they’re gone. You honour them with a quick funeral, and then that’s that. Life goes on.

      Only, for some of us, we never got that funeral. We never got to know those we lost. Here at the orphanage, the concept of loss takes a different form. It’s what binds us all together.

      As our second day of captivity ensues, fresh reports tell of new waves of graffiti popping up across the city, the southern quarter in particular being besieged.

      Promises of new attacks are written in bold print, warning the people to change their ways or face the consequences. A spokesman from the Council of the Unenhanced comes forward and tells us that everything is in order, and that all is being done to apprehend these Fanatics and prevent any further atrocities.

      No one believes them.

      That night, I go in search of Drum once more. This time I find him, hunched on his bed, covered in dust and dirt. He’s alone.

      “Been keeping busy?” I ask as I enter, shutting the door behind me.

      Since taking over my job for the last few days, he’s been almost entirely absent from the academy, returning only to sleep and eat before setting out again.

      He nods wearily. A boy of his size will be expected to work hard. I’m sure his client is working him like a mule.

      “I made a few mistakes,” he mumbles. “Broke some furniture when I was moving it. They said they’d take it out of my pay.”

      “Is that why you’ve been working so late? To make up for it?”

      He nods again. I can tell he’s worried. He’s had a few jobs before, but the clients are rarely satisfied. This might just be his last chance.

      “I wouldn’t even have this job if it wasn’t for you,” he says. “When Mrs Carmichael lets you out again, I’ll be back here…I know it.”

      “You don’t know that, Drum.” I move in and lay an arm around his wide shoulders. “It’s good that Mrs Carmichael thought of you first…and who knows, maybe I’ll be stuck here a little longer.”

      “She only did it cos she owes me,” he says.

      He cuts himself off, twisting his neck to look a little away from me.

      “What do you mean, owes you?” I ask.

      It’s unlike Drum to say such a thing. He’s always been so grateful for being here, and has never spoken a word against our guardian.

      “Nothing,” he says, closing off.

      It’s not nothing. I know it’s about what he saw…

      “Where were you the other night?” I ask him. “When I got back from Inner Haven, you weren’t here.”

      “Oh, yeah…how was that, by the way? I haven’t seen you since then.”

      He’s trying to change the topic. He’s not usually so crafty.

      “Boring,” is all I say. “You were out with Mrs Carmichael weren’t you?”

      His bushy eyebrows lower.

      “No,” he says.

      It’s so obvious when he’s lying.

      “Drum, I can see right through you. I know you were out with her, because I heard you in her room. She told you to keep quiet about what you saw. Don’t lie to me now, Drum.”

      He shuffles uncomfortably, and the entire bedframe shifts a few inches across the floor.

      “I, um…fine, I was with her.”

      He stops short, trying to give himself time to form some sort of story.

      “I went to the black market with her,” he says eventually, suddenly speaking with more confidence. “She needed to get some things, and asked me to go too.”

      “You mean, to the northern quarter?”

      “Yeah, exactly. You know how she takes me with her sometimes. It’s dangerous there. She likes to have a bodyguard.”

      Now this isn’t a lie. In the past, she has been known to take Drum with her when she heads to the market. Mostly, it’s where she picks up her stocks of cigarettes and alcohol, as well as the diabetes pills she gives me.

      Carrying that sort of load home can make you a target for thieves, especially if you’re just an old woman. And taking Drum along for the ride is a way to deter anyone from mugging her.

      Personally, I’ve never liked it much. Drum, for all his size, is only a boy, and a timid one at that. When he goes along, it only means I have two people to worry about, rather than one.

      I’ve never complained to her directly, though. I mean, she’s getting my medication after all, so I can’t be ungrateful. I’d just prefer to go myself, to be honest, rather than putting either of them in harm’s way.

      “So, that’s what you were talking about?” I ask him. “In her room…that’s what she told you not to tell me?”

      “Yeah,” he says quickly. “She knows you don’t approve, and told me not to tell you. That’s all it was.”

      He’s lying.

      For one, he’s doing that shifty-eye thing that he does when he’s not telling me the truth, his murky brown eyes dancing around the room, looking at just about everything but me.

      Secondly, it just doesn’t make any sense. Sure, she knows I don’t approve of her taking Drum, but that’s never stopped her before, and it won’t in the future. Frankly, she does what she deems right, and doesn’t care two hoots for anyone’s opinion.

      “So, you two just went to the market, that’s all?” I ask. “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you Drum? You know you’re like a brother to me, don’t you?”

      I lay on the sentiment nice and thick. I can see the battle raging behind his eyes.

      “I’m…I’m not lying, Brie.”

      “Promise me.”

      “Promise,” he mumbles, looking at his giant feet.

      I have no choice but to accept it. Frankly, if it were that important, Mrs Carmichael would surely tell me.

      More to the point, I heard Drum promise to keep the secret, and don’t really want to make him break it. In a way, it’s nice to know that he can be so loyal to the woman who gave him sanctuary.

      And on top of that, I suspect that he’s only got this job right now because he’s willing to prove that loyalty. If he should tell me, his last chance at keeping his spot here might well be gone.

      And above all else, that’s the last thing I want to see happen.

      So I accept, and tell him I believe him. The relief in him is obvious, a long breath let out from his lips.

      I guess, if I want to know, I’m going to have to find out another way…
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      “I’ve had enough of this. I’m going out for a walk.”

      I’ve reached the end of my tether. I can only stay cooped up inside for so long.

      “You can’t,” says Tess. “Brenda said…”

      “Oh…really, you’re going to use that line now!”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you didn’t seem to mind last week when we went down to Culture Corner. You were all for just going and not telling Brenda then…”

      “That was different. We’re all, you know, famous now. It might be dangerous.”

      “Dangerous? How? It’s daylight! And since when did you care about that?”

      She shrugs, all snuggled up in bed with her nose in an old book. Clearly, she’s just being lazy. Unlike me, she’s been thoroughly enjoying this time off.

      “Look, I’m not asking for your permission, Tess. Just…cover for me if someone comes calling. Unless you wanna come too?”

      I don’t know why I bother asking. She looks about as comfy as it’s possible for a person to be, and outside it’s bitter cold.

      “I think I’ll stay here,” she says, to no one’s surprise.

      “Suit yourself.”

      I pull on another jumper to protect against the cold, and head downstairs to grab my jacket from the closet. Since being blasted by the acid rain several nights ago, I haven’t taken a look at the damage. Other than a few extra burn marks where the anti-toxic wax had worn off, it’s not too bad.

      With the hall clear, I quickly slip out and pass onto the street, the surge of cold air immediately wrapping itself around me. Dragging my hood over my head to ensure I remain hidden from prying eyes, I set off on a stroll towards the market, several blocks west towards the boundary wall of the city.

      The market, unlike the black market in the northern quarter, is an official place of trade, and is therefore heavily monitored. As I go, I note the additional security on the ground, and in the air, Con-Cops and City Guards stationed at populous areas, and armed security drones buzzing about in the sky.

      It’s all on another level from what I saw the day after the attack at Culture Corner, an impressive show of strength for sure. Yet, it begs the question of just how these Fanatics are operating under their nose.

      Surely, with such a presence, a few crazed Unenhanced should find it impossible to function? You can barely walk more than a few metres without coming under the scrutiny of some sentry or security drone, hovering above your head and scanning the world below for any hint of revolt.

      It certainly makes one thing clear: these Fanatics are far more organised and dangerous than anyone gave them credit for.

      And in my head, the words of the mystery man once more spread.

      The Fanatics are not who you think they are…

      I press on, sucking in cool air from underneath my cowl, noting how the streets have changed in my brief absence. It’s not a physical change, per se, but one of atmosphere. It’s as if there’s a blanket over the city, trapping in the sense of fear that shivers and hovers about the streets.

      People walk around with wary eyes and sunken faces, checking and re-checking anyone who appears suspicious. There’s a questioning, probing ambiance, no one quite sure who might be a Fanatic or where another attack might come. Even with such security measures on show, that sense of fear remains fixed to people’s hearts and souls.

      And as I walk, I feel their worry seep into my own veins, the city suddenly so claustrophobic, so cloaked in dread. And with that feeling comes another.

      I’m being watched again…

      It’s different from last time, though. The streets are busy, the sky bright if a little misty. The neon signs glow and the holograms dance and entertain us as they jump from their projectors. It’s completely unlike the dark alley, the quiet solitude.

      And yet, I feel the eyes on my back, and turn to inspect my surroundings.

      So many people, so many moving bodies. An impossible task to check them all.

      I press on, walking a little faster, working my way towards the usually burgeoning market. Not today.

      Today, it’s quiet and slow, almost as many police as there are customers and merchants. A marketplace, of course, is yet another signal of our apparent greed, a place to buy all manner of goods to provide pleasure and joy.

      I hadn’t really thought of that. It’s a prime target for the Fanatics.

      I hover around the edge and don’t go in, feeling stupid for forgetting to bring that blue dress to sell on. The market fills a large open square, set up with dozens of little pop-up shops that are packed and unpacked by their owners each night. Here, a lot of the food produce that they manufacture over in the eastern quarter is sold, along with the various other products deemed ‘appropriate’ by our masters in Inner Haven.

      Unfortunately for Mrs Carmichael, cigarettes and alcohol aren’t among them. With our species so under threat, products that have the capacity to kill you are generally considered to be outlawed.

      Still, they clearly don’t understand the human psyche. Take something away from us, and we’ll continue to make it on the sly. It’s the very reason why the black market continues to do such a good trade.

      Quite why Mrs Carmichael gets my pills there, though, I’ve never worked out. Medications are readily available throughout the city at a number of places, although I suspect that they’re a little more expensive when bought ‘over the counter’. Buying them at the black market is probably just a money saving exercise.

      As I do a quick circuit of the market, still hidden under my hood, I note a few Con-Cops looking at me in a funny way.

      “You there, come here,” one tells me.

      I have no option but to obey.

      “Why are you hiding under that hood? Take it off.”

      “It’s cold, sir,” I reply.

      “Do it.”

      I pull back the cloak and reveal my face.

      “I know you,” says the man, his dull eyes moving from my chin to my forehead like a robot. “You were at the ceremony.”

      “Yeah…and I’m trying to keep a low profile.”

      He glares at me through his shark-like eyes. All Con-Cops have them, black and sleek. It’s a side-effect of the therapies they go through, turning them into loyal drones with more in common with the Savants than us.

      “Well, you can’t go hiding your face like that,” he says. “Not at a time like this. You could be mistaken for one of them.”

      “A Fanatic?”

      “Yes. Please remove it.”

      “But I told you…I don’t want people seeing me. I just want a quiet walk…”

      “Do it,” he says, cutting me off.

      A breath of exasperation escapes me.

      “Fine…you’re the boss,” I say sarcastically. “I bet your life was better when you were a criminal…” I add under my breath.

      “What did you say?” he growls.

      I roll my eyes and slide my finger across my lips.

      “Nothing,” I say flatly.

      An ominous buzzing sound crackles down by his waist. My eyes sweep to the source and an immobiliser appears from behind his inner jacket.

      “Say one more word,” he warns, “and I’ll zap you. I don’t care who you are.”

      I stare right into his black eyes, open up my lips, and mouth one of the curse words that Mrs Carmichael is so keen for us to avoid.

      Then I step back, smile smugly, and turn away.

      A rushing noise behind me has me turning straight back. I look down and see his arm outstretched, the immobiliser only inches from my body. There’s a hand around his wrist, gripping tight. I follow it to a tall frame, and then up to a face, and see Rycard staring right at the man.

      “Now, officer, let’s not go causing any unnecessary problems,” he says calmly, his piercing eyes cutting right into the Con-Cop’s black ones.

      The Con-Cop is quick to draw back his arm and fix his immobiliser to his belt.

      “Sorry, sir,” he says. “I am only acting under orders.”

      “And what orders are those?”

      “To act upon anything suspicious. She was wearing a hood and acting disrespectfully.”

      “Hard to act respectful to a guy like you,” I challenge. “For all I know, you’re a murderer or a rapist.”

      The man doesn’t respond or react. If the rumours are true, not even he’ll know what he did to deserve this life of servitude. Apparently, the criminals have their memories altered to make them more subservient as part of the process.

      So, he could be a murder or rapist, or he might have just stolen some food to feed his family, a family he won’t remember.

      I regret the comment immediately.

      “Sorry,” I say. “I know you’re just doing your job.”

      The man nods but doesn’t speak. Behind his eyes, I can see him searching for the truth, some fragment of his past. It’s no use. There’s nothing there anymore.

      “Right then, all’s well that ends well,” says Rycard. “Come on, Brie, you should be going home. You know it’s not safe around these parts.”

      He leads me away from the Con-Cop and over to the other side of the market. When we get there, he stops around a corner, his face crinkled into a look of admonishment.

      “Brie, what are you playing at?” he asks forcefully. “Don’t give me that look, I saw what you mouthed to that man. How did you think he was going to react?”

      “I know…it was stupid. I just hate those guys. They’re brain-dead.”

      “They’re here to protect you, Brie. Cut them some slack.”

      I try to not roll my eyes. It’s too hard. I fail miserably.

      Rycard shakes his head at me.

      “You do realise that you’d have been zapped in the back if I didn’t intervene? And you know what that means?”

      “They’d take me to holding…”

      “Exactly. They’d take you to the edge of town, throw you in a cell, and work out whether or not to let you go. I’ve seen people turned into Con-Cops, or worse, for a lot less.”

      I huff, not believing him. I mean, I know the Consortium are strict, but seriously…

      “How did you see me anyway?”

      “Brie, I see everything,” he answers matter-of-factly. “You need to screw your head on properly. It’s dangerous around the streets now, and you don’t want to draw attention to yourself by acting stupid.”

      “FINE! Jeez, Rycard, I get it. I’m just in a funny mood, that’s all.”

      “Well, as long as that’s all it is. Look, I need to get back on duty. Can I trust you to get back home on your own?”

      I sigh and shut my eyes, take a deep breath, and tell myself not to rise to his taunt. When I open my eyes again, there’s a little smile on his face.

      “Good,” is all he says. “I’ll tell Sophie you said ‘hi’.”

      Before I can remember how to be polite, and thank him for his intervention, he’s gone.

      Why is it that every time I leave the academy, something crazy happens?

      Thinking it better that I just return to my room and never leave, I begin making my way back again. Hardly the most successful of walks, but at least it got me out of that damn room and away from Tess’s snug smugness for a little while.

      It doesn’t take me too long to navigate my way home. As I go, the light starts to fade as a heavy blanket of cloud swamps the fading daylight, bringing about a premature darkness.

      I make certain to check all the toxicity posts I pass to ensure that they remain a vibrant green, which they do. Still, some people consider the clouds a harbinger of an impending deluge of acid rain, so quickly retreat home.

      I see a couple looking anxiously to the skies, their faces scarred and burnt from previous exposure. They must have been caught out real bad before.

      Soon enough, I’m walking back down Brick Lane, the academy about half way down. The little residents and shops are closing up for the night, the darkness now bringing a deathly silence to the streets. I see a couple of the older kids from the academy step over the threshold, and make sure to hide beneath the cover of my hood again.

      If I can avoid it, I’d rather Mrs Carmichael didn’t know about my little prison break.

      Once the coast is clear, I creep back into the academy, shed and hang my coat, and make a hasty return to the second floor by way of the winding staircase.

      When I reach the long corridor, I see a little figure hovering outside my room. I take a few paces forward and the cute button nose and baby blue eyes of Abby come into view.

      “Abby, what are you doing up here?” I ask her. “You know you’re not meant to go above the ground floor.”

      “I…um nothing,” she says, dipping her eyes and hurrying straight past me.

      I watch her go, shuffling on short spindly legs towards the stairs and circling her way down.

      Odd.

      I open the door to my room, expecting to find Tess inside. She isn’t, the room empty and her bed a mess. She must be in the shower, making use of all the hot water, no doubt, before anyone else can take advantage.

      I shut the door and move towards my bed. Unlike Tess, I like to make my bed impeccably, rarely happy until there are no wrinkles in sight.

      But there are. Towards the top, by the pillow, it’s obvious the bed has been tampered with.

      I step forward and pull back the blanket. And beneath it, lying on the sheet, see a letter.

      In the silence of the room, I reach down and pick it up. It’s an old fashioned type, not the electronic notes that are usually delivered by the drones. This one’s made from paper, and can only have been hand-delivered.

      My fingers curiously open it up, ripping at the edges and revealing a folded paper note within. I draw it from its sheath, and read the interior.

      The first words send a strange chill down my spine.

      I’ve been watching you, Brie.

      I read on, my eyes scanning the sparse words written in old ink.

      I’d like to meet you, alone.

      Come to the shelter in your district at midnight.

      Don’t tell anyone, not even your friend Tess.

      And don’t be afraid, Brie. It isn’t me you need to fear.

      Holding the note in my hands, I hear a footfall outside the door. Then, suddenly, it opens wide and Tess appears in her bathrobe.

      “You’re back,” she says, drying her hair with a towel. “How was your walk?”

      I don’t answer.

      She rounds on me.

      “Are you alright? You look like you’ve seen a ghost?” Her eyes find the letter in my hands. “What’s that?”

      The words within echo in my ears.

      Don’t tell anyone, not even your friend Tess…

      “Erm, nothing,” I say, folding the letter back up and slipping it into my pocket.

      She looks at me quizzically.

      “Is something wrong? You’re acting weird.”

      “No…no, of course not. I just had a run in with another Con-Cop.”

      “Oh God, not them. What the hell happened?”

      I let out a little breath as she turns and takes a seat on her bed. It gives me an opportunity to shift my pose and quickly shove the empty envelope beneath my blanket.

      “He almost zapped me,” I say. “But Rycard was there to help…”

      “Rycard! You saw him again?! I knew I should have come. Right, come on, details please. Tell me all about it.”

      I settle more comfortably on my bed, as Tess does the same on hers.

      And while my mouth begins recounting my latest run-in with the authorities, my mind begins working on something else.

      Because in only a few hours, I need to sneak out once more.

      Dangerous or not, I need to know who sent this letter…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      Come on Tess, fall asleep…fall asleep.

      Most nights she’d have been out long ago. Early mornings and long days of hard graft will do that to a person.

      Recently, however, she’s turned sloth-like, keeping to her bed for the most part and only leaving it when it comes time to eat or go to the bathroom. Too many days off have turned her idle, her lie-ins growing longer and longer.

      And now, it’s half past eleven at night, and still she’s crowing on about how much she wants to go to Inner Haven again. Really, it was my fault for mentioning Rycard. Now, she’s got it in mind to go about marrying an Enhanced.

      “Those eyes, Brie, those eyes. So deep and gorgeous. I wonder if we can get in touch with Sophie, maybe she can put in a good word for us, see about getting us into one of those bachelor balls for the Enhanced.”

      I can’t help but bite.

      “Um, no thanks! We have very different ideas about that place, Tess. I still can’t believe you want to go back.”

      “Nor can I really. There’s just an allure to the place that drew me in.”

      “Or…you’re just not remembering properly because of all the apple wine you drank. Oh, and the fact that you’ve got a major crush on a Hawk. Who’s married, in case you forgot.”

      “Duh. I know he’s married. But I’m sure there are lots of other Hawks who aren’t. Do you think I’d be suitable to marry up?”

      Sheesh. Where’s all this sudden interest in marriage come from?

      “Tess, any man in this city would be lucky to have you,” I tell her.

      The room is dark, but I can imagine she’s probably grinning like a Cheshire cat.

      “Aw, thanks Brie. You really think?”

      “Yes,” I say, a little more bluntly this time. “Now stop fishing for compliments, and go to sleep!”

      She sighs wistfully across the room, and I can hear her changing position, her bed creaking.

      Please get to sleep…

      I check my watch, clicking a button on its side to make the face glow.

      Damn it. 11.36.

      For a few moments the rooms goes silent. I pray for the sound of snoring.

      My prayers aren’t answered. Instead, Tess’s voice rises into the room again, still buoyant and wide-awake. It’s obvious she’s not going to get to sleep for a while yet.

      Forget this.

      I slip out of bed and begin pulling on my winter clothes. Across the room, a side-light turns on next to Tess’s bed. Her eyes glare at me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Going to the common room,” I tell her. “I’m gonna do some reading.”

      “At this time of night?”

      “I’m not tired,” I say, pulling on a jumper. “Don’t mind me, Tess. You go back to your daydreams.”

      “Then why the boots?”

      I shrug, thinking on the spot.

      “My feet are cold…”

      She watches me curiously as I leave the room, but doesn’t have a chance to say anything as I pull the door shut as quietly as I can.

      Outside, the corridor is dark, no sliver of light visible beneath Mrs Carmichael’s door. I hurry my step downstairs to the hall, grab my jacket, and without delay creep straight back out onto the narrow confines of Brick Lane.

      I check my watch. It’s quarter to midnight.

      Just enough time to get there.

      With my hood over my head, I begin moving south, working my way through the tighter lanes that wind through this part of town. There’s no one around, the streets clear and dark, all of the neon advertising displays and holograms put to bed for the night.

      It’s a strange contrast to the bright, multi-coloured days. So rarely have I been out at night that the city seems quite alien to me. There’s a sinister, foreboding feel in the air. Every lane, every road I know so well now seems dark and dangerous.

      I know I need to be extra careful. Mrs Carmichael finding out is the least of my worries. After the recent spate of attacks, and with another thought to be imminent, there’s a curfew on the streets. If I should be caught, I’ll find myself in holding. It’s the last place I want to be.

      I’m vigilant as I go. Occasionally, I spy Con-Cops on patrol, or have to duck under cover as a sentry drone buzzes overhead. Thankfully, the latter are easy to see coming, their lights bright in the dark and visible from a distance.

      The Con-Cops, however, are more difficult to predict. Dressed in their dark costumes, they blend in well with the night, creeping about in search of stragglers.

      But the shelter isn’t far. And with only minutes to go before midnight, I see it awaiting me, its solid metal doors giving passage into an underground bunker. It’s one of the many across the city that provides refuge from the toxic rain. When the skies are clear, however, they’re almost always empty.

      Nearing it now, I take a deep breath and try to compose myself. There’s a pinch of fear inside me, adrenaline pumping through my veins. And yet, beyond the nerves is something more powerful: intrigue, curiosity. I need to know who this person is.

      Reaching the doors – they’re always left open, in case of emergency – I twist the handle and open them wide. They’re thick and heavy and low to the ground, forcing me to lower my head a little as I duck my way in.

      I stop on the threshold, and look down the short flight of stairs into the darkness. I’ve been here several times before, caught on my way home from a job and without suitable protection from a sudden storm. I know the interior well. It’s dank and smells of stale air, nothing but a cave with brick walls, a few old seats, a wooden table, and a separate bathroom for those who need to stay down here for a while.

      It’s also not a bad place to find a new book or two, a little stack of them on the table to help pass the time.

      As I stand there, staring in, I let my voice whisper into the darkness.

      “Hello? Is anyone in here?”

      I hear no answer.

      I ask again, and the same silence follows.

      Shutting the door behind me, I creak down the old metal stairs and flick a switch at the bottom. The shelter glows a sickly shade of yellow, a single light fixed to the ceiling and casting shadows from the table and chairs.

      I quickly look around and find that the place is empty.

      Then, seconds later, I hear a grinding sound above, the metal door being pulled open. I freeze on the spot and watch.

      Slowly, emerging from the top of the stairs, I see the shape of a man come into view. He wears dark clothing, his jacket rugged and equipped, like mine, with a hood that hovers over his head.

      I feel myself stepping back a little at the sight, and wonder if I’ve made a terrible mistake.

      “It was you,” I whisper. “You’re the one who’s been following me?”

      He doesn’t advance on me. His body language isn’t threatening. I watch as his hands lift up to his hood, and pull back, his face revealed to the light.

      Eyes of hazel, brooding and intense, stare out from beneath low-slung eyebrows. His hair is dark brown and long enough to be wavy, a few coils hanging over his forehead, the rest swept to the back of his head and down his neck.

      His features are symmetrical, handsome, his jaw stiff and tightly clenched. Above his left eye, I see a little scar, the only real blemish upon his youthful face.

      And it’s his age that’s most striking. He’s a young man, little more than a boy, perhaps about the same age as me.

      Most of all, it’s what helps put me at ease. Despite the penetrating nature of his gaze, there appears to be no malice in him.

      As he takes a small step forward, he speaks for the first time. His voice, like his face, tells of his youth. Neither shallow nor deep, it has a quality I like.

      “I’m sorry for the subterfuge, Brie,” he says. “And for what happened in the alley. I only wanted to talk, as I do now. I hope you didn’t hurt your head too badly?”

      His eyes dart to the little bit of medical tape still attached to my forehead.

      “Not at all,” I say. “It’s just a scratch.”

      His fingers feel for the scar above his left eye.

      “Let’s hope you’re not left with one of these.”

      He smiles at me, his eyes brightening, and comes a little closer. Moving directly under the light above, I see his irises even more clearly now. There’s a depth to them that appears in contrast to his youth.

      I wonder if he’s just some admirer, some opportunist. A young man who saw me on the big screen and wanted to meet me.

      “You said in your letter that you’ve been watching me. What do you mean?”

      “I’m sorry if the letter was confusing, or made you nervous. That’s not my intention. When I saw you on the big screen, I knew…”

      He stops short, cutting off his own voice. Then I speak again.

      “Tell me who you are,” I demand.

      He steps a little closer. His eyes grow deeper, scanning me in an unnatural manner. I’ve been looked at that way before.

      By Rycard.

      “You’re a Hawk?” I gasp.

      He shakes his head.

      “I’m more than just a Hawk.”

      And then it dawns on me. Then it becomes clear.

      “A hybrid?” I whisper. “You’re one of the Nameless?”

      “I am,” he says quietly. “I have been for many years now.”

      “So…you have no name?”

      He smiles and shakes his head.

      “That isn’t what the word Nameless means. I have a name, but it wasn’t the one I was born with. We take our own names on to shield our identities.”

      “And yours is?”

      “Zander. My name’s Zander.”

      I raise my eyes.

      “You had all the names in the world to choose from and you chose Zander?” I quip.

      “What’s wrong with Zander?”

      “I’m teasing,” I tell him, feeling oddly at ease in his presence.

      Still, he sees fit to present an excuse.

      “Look, I was only a kid when I joined up, OK. It was the coolest name I could think of.”

      He steps in closer, and extends a hand. I take it, our hands wrapping up tight for a moment before being cast apart.

      “A pleasure to finally meet you, Brie Melrose. You know, you’re just what I expected…”

      He moves back again, sinking into a dimmer quarter of the room, and pulls up a chair. I do the same, still wondering what the hell is going on.

      “So, you’ve been with the Nameless for years?”

      He nods.

      “And what have I got to do with all this? Is this because I went to Inner Haven? Honestly, I don’t know anything…”

      “It’s not about that,” he cuts in. “I’m here to tell you that you’re in danger, Brie. You may not be safe back at the academy.”

      “But I told you, I don’t know anything.”

      “It’s not about what you know, or don’t know. It’s about who you are.”

      “Who I am? But I’m…no one.”

      He shakes his head.

      “No, Brie…you’re not. You’re so much more than you realise.”

      My eyes scrunch up into a ball. Is this guy for real?

      “I, er, I think you might have the wrong girl, Zander. I mean, I live in an orphanage and work as a labourer and cleaner. I’m hardly special.”

      He smiles and searches my face again.

      “I respect your guardian, I really do. She’s done a great job hiding you.”

      “Mrs Carmichael? What’s she got to do with this?”

      “Surely you must know? Surely you’ve felt something?”

      I’m getting a little exasperated now.

      “Look, you’ve clearly got something to tell me, so go ahead and spit it out!”

      “Ah, there’s that fire!” he says. “It’ll serve you well. Think about it, Brie…why do you think I’m here?”

      “Honestly, I have no idea. Stop playing these games and tell me!”

      A little gurgle of laughter sweeps up through his throat. He’s making me feel like I’m being completely obtuse. It’s frankly insulting. I don’t know this damn kid from Adam.

      “OK,” he says, his voice turning serious again. “Clearly, you’re in the dark here, and that makes sense. So, what I’m going to tell you might come as a surprise…”

      For God’s sake…

      “Just tell me!”

      He fixes me with a tight stare. I return the look, watching his lips for movement. And then, out come his words. And they make no sense to me at all.

      “You, Brie, are just like me,” he says, leaning in. “You’re a hybrid.”
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      My laughter fills the shelter, running from one wall to the next and back again, its echo driving up the stairs and out onto the street.

      Zander just sits there, waiting for me to stop. Frankly, it’s probably the funniest thing I’ve ever heard.

      Eventually, when I begin to die down, his eyes linger on me for a while, and then he says: “You done?”

      “Um, for now, yeah,” I say, still chuckling awkwardly. “But, just to confirm, you are a madman, yes?”

      His face remains stony.

      “No,” he replies firmly, “I’m not a madman, Brie. What I’m telling you is the truth. I know it’s hard to believe, but you are a hybrid.”

      I want to laugh again, but don’t. Instead, I feel a sensation of anger climbing up from my gut. I don’t like my time being wasted like this. I don’t like being played the fool.

      I stand up, and shake my head.

      “Um, thanks for that, Zander. It was, well, illuminating. If you are truly a part of the Nameless – which I very much doubt – then I fear for your chances against the Consortium. I’m going to be going now…”

      I begin moving towards the stairs. A sweep of air flows behind me and I feel a strong hand fix to my shoulder. And then a voice in my ear: “Quiet. Don’t move.”

      Silent as a mouse, he moves past me, his eyes staring up the stairs. A frown deepens on my forehead as I watch him, standing now in complete silence, completely rigid.

      Then, his eyes change, widening slightly.

      “Your laughter,” he whispers. “They must have heard it. They’re coming…we have to go. Now!”

      “Oh come on,” I say, thinking it another prank. “Who’s coming exactly?”

      He turns to me.

      “Stalkers,” he whispers.

      “You mean, hybrid hunters?” I say, all too casually.

      “Yes,” he says, darting towards the back wall like a blur. His fingers begin moving along the brick, searching frantically, working in tandem with his keen eyes. All his movements are ferocious and hard for my eyes to see.

      It’s clear what else he is…he’s a Dasher too.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, watching him work.

      “They’re too close, right up on the street. We can’t go out that way.”

      “Look, enough’s enough. Joke’s over, Zander.”

      He stops his search of the wall and turns to me, eyes screaming now.

      “This is NO joke,” he growls. “If they find us here, we’re both dead.”

      “Dead…but what did I do?!”

      He doesn’t answer, his fingers moving quicker, eyes scanning faster. Then, suddenly, he stops, and a single brick pushes into the wall.

      With a croak and a blast of dust, a small doorway appears, the brick retreating a few inches before sliding to the side and revealing a passage beyond. Of all the times I’ve been down here, I never knew that was there…

      “Come on, Brie…we have to go!”

      He reaches out to take my hand, and just as he does so, the metal doors at the top of the stairs blast open.

      “Come on!”

      He grabs my hand and pulls me into the darkness, pushing the door closed behind us.

      “They’ll have seen it. It won’t take them long to figure it out,” he says, pulling a torch from his jacket and shining it into the blackness.

      A tunnel lights up, narrow and dripping and covered in filth.

      “What is this place? Where the hell are we?!” I ask breathlessly.

      “Old sewers. There’s a massive network of tunnels beneath the city, from hundreds of years ago when our ancestors had their own cities here. There,” he says, pointing forward as we emerge from the tunnel and into a much grander cavern. “They used to travel around their cities on underground trains. Now we use these passages to get around Outer Haven unseen.”

      I look to where his finger points, and see what appears to be a long, narrow building sitting on tracks. It’s only a few metres tall, but dozens of metres long, covered with moss and old underground shrubbery, its sides dark with generations of accumulated dirt.

      The tracks it lies on lead onwards into the darkness in both directions, the air freezing cold and filled with the clicking of strange insects and the chirping of bats.

      We move hastily down into the cavern and hit the concrete earth, the tunnel back into the shelter dug into the wall and stretching away behind us. From the other end, I can hear banging.

      They’re smashing the door down…

      Zander clearly knows it too. We reach the strange transport, built onto its tracks, and climb on. On either side are benches and seats, mouldy and eaten away by years of decay.

      Through we go, up towards the far end, before climbing through a broken door and back out into the tunnel. This one’s wider than before, seemingly never-ending.

      Zander begins pacing along, wrapping his arm around my waist as he goes. I can’t keep up, my legs spinning as quickly as I can make them, my lungs burning as I lurch and stumble and fall into the sodden, cold earth.

      He lifts me up again, his eyes now sharper than ever. Behind, more noise clatters, telling us that our pursuers have broken through now, and will be catching us up quick with their super-speed.

      “We have to get topside again,” says Zander fiercely. “They’ll chase us down in no time like this.”

      I know I’m slowing him down, my capabilities only human and nothing more. If only I was a hybrid, like he says…at least then I might be able to run faster.

      Wrapping his arm tighter around me, he sets his sights into the distance again.

      “There’s a route to the streets ahead,” he says. “Hold on tight, and try not to drag your legs on the floor…”

      Before I can ask him what he means, his body begins to grow suddenly warm and his legs begin to whirl. At first, I try to run too. Very quickly, however, I realise that I’m merely skipping on air, Zander hoisting me along as he powers into the darkness.

      Around me, the wind rushes and the world turns to a blur. His torch, which was illuminating the world ahead and giving structure to the tunnel, merely becomes a white glow, with nothing but blackness around it.

      I find myself struggling to breathe until, suddenly, he stops and the world comes back into view. I feel like I’m going to throw up.

      “This way,” he says, not giving me a second to rest or regain my faculties.

      He pulls me up onto a little ledge to the side of the tunnel, and through a door. A series of rooms follow, all as overgrown and infested as the rest of this place, before another tunnel appears. This one’s like the one that led from the shelter, more recently dug into the earth.

      By the looks of things, the Nameless have been creating a whole load of them all over the city. I wonder how many of them are secret. I wonder whether I’ve given the game away, luring the Stalkers to the shelter with my stupid, loud, laughter.

      The one thing I’m not wondering about now, however, is that Zander is definitely with the Nameless. And that our pursuers are definitely Stalkers. The sound of their feet, dashing along the dirt, only a little way behind us makes that clear. No one else could have kept up…

      Into the new tunnel we go, this one even narrower than the first. We have to duck and stay low to clamber through, before hitting what looks like a dead end.

      But it’s not.

      This time, Zander doesn’t need to feel about for a lock, not on this side of the secret door. Pushing forward, the door opens and we pile into what seems, at first sight, to be another shelter.

      When we move up another set of stairs, however, and emerge into a corridor, I realise it’s just a building up on street level. We dart through another door to the left, and find ourselves in a tight alleyway.

      “This way,” says Zander again, guiding me down the alley and onto another street.

      I look around, trying to get my bearings, but have little idea as to where we are, the darkness largely obscuring any landmarks I might recognise.

      After winding down a couple of roads, Zander stops and guides his laser-focused eyes to mine.

      “You need to go,” he says. “I’ll draw them off…they’re after me, not you, and we need to keep it that way. They can’t know who you are…”

      “Why not?” I hear myself asking, my voice high pitched and riddled with panic.

      “There’s no time to explain,” he says quickly. “Go back to the academy. Stay secret, stay silent. Say nothing about this to anyone.”

      Though the network of tight streets, voices are heard now. They’re on our scent again.

      “That way,” points Zander. “The academy is that way. Now run, and don’t look back. GO!”

      He pushes me off, forcing me to turn and run. I go, my heels kicking up grime as I launch myself at full speed away from him. And when I spare a glance back, he’s gone, speeding away in the opposite direction and drawing the Stalkers along with him.

      I turn again and don’t stop for some time, now barely caring if a Con-Cop should catch me, or a drone spy me from up in the air. My lungs call for oxygen as I thump the ground with my heavy work boots, barely knowing where I’m going until the streets become more familiar, and I naturally gravitate back to Brick Lane.

      Skipping from shadow to shadow, I finally arrive back at the academy with the night at its deepest and darkest ebb. I stop outside, and catch my breath up against a wall. My heart feels set to burst from my body. My lungs are on fire. My legs ache, trembling beneath me as they try to keep me standing.

      And yet, my mind is wild and charging with a thousand questions. Questions to which I need to know the answers.

      I hold myself outside under the cold night sky for a few long minutes, waiting for my heart-rate to return to normal, for my breathing to grow regular once more. Then, slowly, I creep back into the academy, stalking the place as I have so many times in recent days.

      Only now, it looks different. Just like when I returned to Outer Haven from Inner Haven only days ago, and the entire place took on a different air, a different feel. I felt like something had changed. I looked upon the streets in a new light, knowing that it wasn’t quite what it seemed.

      And now…now I’m doing the same here. As I move up the winding stairs, I wonder what secrets this place holds too. I wonder what lies have been whispered to me throughout the years. Is the academy really what it seems?

      But mostly, my mind lingers with another query. There’s something else that I look upon with new eyes, with a new mind.

      Myself.

      Reaching the second floor, I sneak into the bathroom and flick on the light. I step in front of the mirror, holding my eyes down. And then, I raise them up and meet my gaze, and see a different face staring back.

      Because if what Zander says is true, then I’m not the girl I thought I was. I’m different. Like the city, like the academy, I look at myself in a new light.

      And I see a stranger staring back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      I know the picture of my parents so well I could quite easily draw it from memory. The smallest of details are emblazoned across my mind, as familiar to me as the features of my own face.

      I’ve always felt some solace in the fact that, should the picture be lost, it shall forever remain fixed in my mind. If the academy should burn down, or some cruel child see fit to take the picture from my room, I’ve always known that it would not deprive me of looking upon it.

      That’s something only time, and the fading of my memory, can take away.

      Yet today, all that has begun to change. Now, the picture looks different. The one link that I have to the past, so long a mystery, has begun to grow clearer. All the theories I’ve come up with over the years have been swept away, replaced by a fresh suspicion.

      My parents were Enhanced.

      I spend the entire night looking at the picture, illuminated by my glowstick as Tess gently snores across the room. I look at it until the dawn comes and the academy rises and a new day begins to canter to life.

      And all the while, my mind tumbles and flows with so many questions. Questions about them. Questions about me. Questions about the truth that has never been so fiercely sought.

      But now, I will seek it out with everything I have. Now, it’s the only thing on my mind.

      As that day begins, I stay in my room, unwilling to leave. I make it clear to Tess that I had a bad sleep, my mood cantankerous and grouchy enough to get her to leave me alone.

      For the first time, too, I’m happy for being off work, happy for the total solitude of my room. Alone, I do nothing but think, desperately hoping that Zander managed to make it past the Stalkers alive. That he’s already preparing to seek me out again, to fill in the many gaps in my knowledge about who I am.

      For so long I’ve wondered why I was abandoned. Why my parents left me here to be raised an orphan. Now a firmer picture is forming. If what Zander told me is true, then it must have been for my own safety. And, surely, they wouldn’t have just left me with anyone.

      They must have known Mrs Carmichael…

      I think back to what Zander said.

      She’s done a great job hiding you…

      Hiding.

      Has she been doing this for my parents all along? Has she been keeping me in the dark all of my life, keeping my true identity a secret?

      If they were two different types of Enhanced, then their relationship was illegal. They’d be hunted themselves, and me even more so. So they hid me, left me in the care of Mrs Carmichael, destined to live without knowledge of who they were or what they did. Truly, I don’t even know if they’re alive or dead. I’ve always considered that the latter was most likely.

      I twist and turn down strange alleys in my mind, the hours of the day passing in a blur until night falls. Only then do I realise how hungry I am, my stomach churning and begging to be fed.

      Needing a break, I head down to catch the tail-end of dinner, the canteen mostly cleared and only littered with a few final stragglers. One of them is Abby, her little frame crouched at a table alone, absent-mindedly swirling her spoon around her gruel as she reads an old comic book from a bygone age.

      Fetching my own bowl from the kitchen, I go and join her.

      “Mind if I sit?”

      I seem to startle her. Her big, blue eyes widen at the sight of me, broken from the spell of the comic, a story of superheroes and people with weird powers. These days, that’s not such a fiction.

      “Hey, Brie,” she stutters. “Yeah…OK.”

      I sit down and note the strange awkwardness that pervades her. She needn’t feel that way. I know it was her who left the letter for me from Zander. I just want to know why.

      So I ask her, and she nervously recounts her tale.

      “He came to me outside the academy. I was just out playing, at the end of Brick Lane. I promise I didn’t go any further…”

      The youngsters here aren’t allowed to move beyond the confines of our narrow, busy street. Unless, of course, they’re accompanied by our guardian herself.

      “It’s OK. I know you’re a good girl. Go on, Abby.”

      “Um, well, I was just there, and the man came to me. He was wearing a jacket and a hood and he asked if I lived at Carmichael’s. I nodded, and he asked if I knew who you were.”

      “And then he gave you the letter?”

      “He said to put it on your bed, and to not let anyone else see. He seemed nice…and gave me some money. Did I do something wrong?”

      I reach over and give her hair a little stroke.

      “No, nothing wrong. You just passed on a message.”

      “So…do you know who he is?”

      “Sort of,” I tell her. “But I’m sure I’ll find out more. I assume he told you not to tell anyone about this?”

      She nods.

      “Good. And he’s right. This is our secret, OK Abby?”

      She grins a devious little look.

      “OK. You can trust me, Brie.”

      “I know,” I say, looking at the comic. “You’re like my little side-kick.”

      Her face beams.

      “Yeah, always!”

      I laugh, Abby’s energy and sweet disposition always helping to cheer me up when I’m having a bad day. I sit with her for a while, letting her tell me all about the comic she’s reading, about the good guys and bad guys and the battles they have together.

      For a while, I forget about my own struggles, looking upon her innocence with a smile on my face. Remembering what it was like when I was young and ignorant of all the terrors of this city, of this world.

      Confined to this academy, she knows little of what it’s truly like out there. For her sake, I hope that continues for as long as possible.

      When I leave her, however, the brief period of respite ends, and my mind fills once more with the questions that won’t budge. Not until they’re answered.

      It’s the appearance of Mrs Carmichael that draws the end to dinner, coming to check up on things. She wanders in, clapping her hands and telling everyone to clear up and clear out.

      As Abby scampers off, I look at the woman who raised me differently too. Everything I know, it seems, has now been cast in a new light.

      “Ah, Brie,” she says, coming over to me. “I wanted to have a word with you…”

      There’s some displeasure to her voice. Does she know I snuck out last night?

      “Yes,” I say bluntly, her presence, given the many questions in my mind, drawing some displeasure from me as well.

      “Hmmmm, I heard you were in a bad mood,” she remarks, noting the tone to my voice. “According to Tess you’ve been cranky all day. Anything the matter?”

      I shrug and look away from her, my heart beginning to pace. A large part of me wants to confront her now, find out what she knows, whether she’s been lying to me my entire life. But I don’t, heeding Zander’s words once more.

      Stay secret, stay silent. Say nothing about this to anyone...

      “Nothing,” I mutter. “I just don’t feel well.”

      “I see. Well a good night’s sleep will see to that. I just wanted to tell you, I need to pop out this evening, so I was going to put you in charge. However, given your state, perhaps I’ll ask someone else.”

      “No,” I say quickly. “No, that’s fine. I’ll take care of things.”

      “Are you sure? You know how unruly the kids can be when trying to get them to bed.”

      “It’s fine. I can do it. So…where are you going?”

      “Nowhere interesting. There’s a council meeting that I’m going to attend. It won’t last too long.”

      “How long? When…will you be back?”

      Her eyes narrow a little.

      “Not late,” she says. “It shouldn’t go much past 11pm.”

      I nod silently, my mind ticking over.

      “Remember, the youngsters need to be in bed no later than 9pm. Don’t let them run rings round you, Brie. They respect you, so use that authority.”

      “I got it,” I say. “Leave it with me.”

      She peers at me a moment longer, then appears satisfied that I can do the job.

      And when she leaves me, a smile creeps up in one corner of my mouth as I stand there, now alone, in the canteen.

      I don’t need to ask her for answers. I don’t need to confront her at all. No, I can find out what I need all on my own…

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The corridor is silent and still. The floors below equally so. The kids put up a bit of a fight, but in the end I got them all in bed a little past nine.

      Inside my room, Tess is drifting off, ignorant of my plans and everything that’s swirling in my mind. Soon enough she’ll know the truth. For now, she needs to be kept in the dark.

      Ahead of me, Mrs Carmichael’s office awaits. I creep forward and grip the door handle, pulling down in some vague hope that she’s left it unlocked.

      Of course she hasn’t.

      The handle stops half way down, the door fastened shut. I note the time – 10.15pm - and set about fiddling with the lock, quietly unscrewing the mechanism and removing it from the door.

      It’s old fashioned, and easy enough to figure out, if a little time consuming. One by one, the screws come loose, and eventually I’m able to get inside and manually open the door.

      I hear a little cough down the corridor and stop for a second in the shadows. The hallway is almost entirely dark as I stand there, watching as a door opens and one of the boys on our floor emerges. He turns the other way, moving towards the bathroom and disappearing inside.

      I let out a long breath, open Mrs Carmichael’s door, and slip inside. Then I shut it tight and wait for the boy to reappear. Only once he’s safely back inside his own room do I flick on the light and begin my search.

      The cluttered office lights up before me, stinking of smoke and stale air. I hastily move around to the back of the desk, a side I’ve never stepped foot, and take a seat in Mrs Carmichael’s chair. Before I do anything else, I scan the room carefully and note everything’s position.

      I cannot leave a single thing out of place. I can leave no trace of my presence.

      Once satisfied, I start by opening the drawers on the desk. I know Mrs Carmichael has files for each kid here, past and present, detailing where they came from, how long they’ve been here, their work duties and experience, and so on. When any kid leaves, she tends to continue to keep tabs on them, unable to let go as they fly the nest and strike off on their own.

      She’ll have a file on me, I know she will. If she knows anything more than she’s letting on, then it’ll be right here in this room.

      I go from drawer to drawer, sliding them open, gently perusing their interiors for what I’m looking for. The three down the left of the desk hold nothing of note.

      I move to the right and continue my search. This side of the desk is different. At the top is a drawer, which I open up and shut just as quickly. Nothing.

      Beneath it, however, is a little door. Behind it I find the safe that Mrs Carmichael uses to store her money, opened only by knowledge of a code. A code I don’t have.

      The desk, it would appear, isn’t going to yield what I’m looking for.

      So I turn my attention elsewhere, looking to the stacks of boxes that litter the floorspace to the left and right. For someone who has to manage so many kids, Mrs Carmichael’s filing system is, for want of a better word, shambolic. If she wanted, I’m sure she could afford one of the electronic tablets that would make her life so much easier.

      Yet, old fashioned as she is, she prefers to keep paper records, something that’s almost unheard of across the city. I’ve always thought that she did so, partly at least, because of her mistrust of the authorities. Paper records, after all, are physical. Electronic records aren’t, and can be hacked.

      Now, however, my mind grows with conviction that I was right all along. If she’s been hiding information about me, and perhaps others, then surely she wouldn’t want it floating around in cyber-space.

      As I renew my search of the boxes, I quickly check my watch once more. 10.32. Time is ticking.

      I have to act faster.

      Scrambling more frantically now, I begin working my way through the boxes, uncovering promising looking files than turn out to be disappointing. Mostly, they’re admin based, noting various jobs that have been completed.

      Soon, my confidence is waning as quickly as the clock is ticking. One box after another leads to dead ends. Decades worth of accumulated notes that might as well be chucked out but for Mrs Carmichael’s hoarding tendencies.

      Then, as my hope fades, a fresh spark ignites. Hidden towards the back of a stack of boxes, I look upon a bunch of more tidily separated files, lined up one after another. I brush away the dust and see the faded letters scribbled onto the front – Resident Files.

      Jackpot.

      I pull out the first that my fingers can grasp and check the front. Jack Lawson.

      I slide it back in and check the one next to it. Melanie Lester.

      Yes! They’re alphabetical!

      Now my heart is pumping, and my fingers are working at twice their usual pace. I flick along the list and come to the letter ‘M’. Pulling each file out, one by one to check the front, I quickly find a Phil Medvedev.

      I grab the next, expecting to see Brie Melrose, my eyes half a blur as they take in the name.

      A frown settles over my eyes.

      Emily Merchant.

      Huh…

      I check again. I must have missed one, must have missed my file.

      No, there’s nothing there. Medvedev to Merchant, with no Melrose in between.

      Did she file me under ‘Brie’ instead?

      I look to the Bs, pulling out another box that lists the first 8 letters of the alphabet. I work towards the Bs, but again find no file with my name on it.

      What’s going on?

      There’s no file for me. No records at all. It’s as if I don’t even exist…

      It’s no use, and there’s no time.

      I stand from my crouched position on the floor, my back aching as I rise up to my full height and turn back to the door.

      It’s open.

      How did I not hear her coming?

      “I thought this day would come eventually,” sighs Mrs Carmichael, shaking her head and looking at me through small, fading eyes.

      She steps in and shuts the door, her eyes turning to the dismantled lock and screws that sit upon her desk.

      “Sit down, Brie,” she says. “I think it’s time we talked.”
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      As I move back round toward the door and take a seat in front of her desk, she does the same, dropping into her chair behind it.

      Opening up the top drawer on the left, her spindly fingers emerge with a cigarette. Lighting it up, she opens another drawer and comes up with her whiskey. And two glasses.

      She fills them, and slides one over to me, despite knowing my distaste for the stuff. There’s a method to her movement that suggests I’m going to need it.

      I take a sip to settle my nerves, and find that the liquid doesn’t burn quite as badly as last time.

      An acquired taste indeed.

      “I suspected you’d try to break in here tonight,” she begins, a swirl of smoke drifting from her nose. “I know you better than you know yourself, Brie Melrose. You were ever so eager to know how long I’d be out.”

      Her choice of words is revealing. I’m sure she does know me better than I know myself…

      “And you lied to me?” I ask. “You knew you’d be back earlier than 11. I guess it wouldn’t be the first time,” I say bitterly.

      “And you believe yourself to be hard done by?” she asks. “Tell me, Brie. What’s prompted all of this?”

      I think again of Zander’s words, warning me not to tell anyone. Much as I’d like to, however, I can’t obey him. Not now. Not here.

      “I know the truth,” I say. “I know my parents were Enhanced. I know I’m a hybrid.”

      I watch closely for her reaction. She barely registers one, and that alone confirms what Zander told me.

      He was telling the truth.

      “How did you find out?” she asks.

      “Does it mater?” I counter. “You’ve been lying to me my whole life…”

      She shakes her head, still calm. As she said, she knew this day was coming. She’s spent my entire life preparing for it.

      Her croaky voice continues to break into the silence, smoke spilling from her lips and nose as she speaks. It’s the one thing that gives away the nerves inside her: her proclivity for smoking a little faster when under duress.

      And as well as she knows me, I know her too. I can see through her external poise to the growing turmoil within.

      “There’s a difference, Brie, between lying and withholding the truth. I have been doing the latter, and I’ve been doing it for your protection.”

      “My protection? You don’t think I can handle the truth?”

      “It’s not about handling the truth. It’s about staying safe. I’ve only wanted to keep you from harm, that’s all. The truth was only ever going to bring you pain.”

      “It’s my pain, Brenda,” I say. Her eyes widen a little at the use of her first name. “It’s not yours to keep. And neither is the truth. Now tell me…tell me everything.”

      My words fade into silence. A drawn out breath escapes her. I note the slightest tremble of her fingers as she raises her glass to her lips, and sinks its entire contents.

      Mine remains before me, untouched but for a sip. I merely stare at her, awaiting her voice, my heart growing oddly steady as she prepares to speak.

      “I knew your father,” she says finally. “He was a member of the City Guard, and would often patrol the streets around here. He was kind and friendly to the people, and was nice to the kids here when they were out on the streets. They were fascinated by him, as you would be...given his gifts. He was a Hawk. His eyes…they were just like yours.”

      I feel a swell of sadness grip at me as she speaks, his eyes appearing before mine, as they so often do.

      “And…my mother?” I whisper.

      She shakes her head.

      “I knew nothing of her. All I know is that she was from Inner Haven too, and that their relationship was illegal. Your father grew more interested in the academy as time went by, asking so many questions. I got the feeling he was trying to work us out, Derek and myself. Figure out if we were good people, good guardians.”

      She takes another swig of whiskey, her eyes growing moist with a glistening of tears.

      “One day, he came to us. He was…distressed. He told us about his relationship with your mother, something that they’d been trying to keep a secret. But…they’d been discovered, and had no choice. They had to give you up, Brie. So he brought you to me.”

      Now it’s my eyes that grow wet. It’s been so many years since I’ve shed a tear, my heart growing cold to such emotion. Not today. Today I feel my cheeks grow warm, salty brine silently sliding towards the corners of my mouth.

      “Your parents knew that you’d be hunted down if they discovered you. The last thing they wanted was to give you up, you must understand that. Your father made me promise to keep the truth from you…until you came calling for it. He knew, like I did, they this day would come.”

      Now I can’t hold back. I reach for my whiskey and let the burning liquid fizzle in my throat, distracting me from my grief, if only for a moment.

      “What happened to them?” I whisper. “After they gave me up?”

      “I don’t know for sure,” she says. “I…I never saw him again. But…”

      “You think they’re dead?”

      She nods silently.

      “And the picture?” I sniff.

      “Your father brought it with him. He wanted you to at least know what they looked like, if not who they were. It’s all he could do. Anything else could have put you in danger.”

      I take another sip of whiskey, and sniff away a few tears, wiping my cheeks with my sleeve. Mrs Carmichael reaches forward and refills my glass. I don’t object.

      Then my mind turns backwards, and I think of Mrs Carmichael’s dislike for Inner Haven, her hatred of the doctrine sent down by the Court and Consortium. Such things must be rooted in what happened to my parents, the fate they suffered because their relationship was deemed illegal. We here in Outer Haven think we’re hard done by, but truly the Enhanced have it worse.

      They’re little more than slaves to their masters, so entrenched in their world that they no longer know the benefits of freedom that we continue to enjoy. After so many years of indoctrination, they’ve learned to accept their place, living in an emotionless world of the Savants’ design.

      My parents broke those rules, and they suffered for it. It breaks my heart to think of their pain at giving me up, knowing what I’d become should I take on their gifts.

      But I haven’t. All my life I’ve been normal, human, just a regular Unenhanced living a regular life.

      I look to Mrs Carmichael, sitting silently and watching my mind tick over. A question bubbles to my lips, but before it can fall, a realisation does so first.

      “The pills,” I whisper. “I…I don’t have diabetes, do I?”

      My guardian continues to look at me, her eyes sunken and tired and old. Her head shakes.

      “The black market,” I continue. “You go there to get pills to suppress my gifts, to keep me human? You’ve been doing it all my life…”

      “I had to,” she says, her voice a croaky whisper. “I had to keep your abilities from emerging, I promised your father I would.”

      “And…is that what Drum saw,” I ask. “I heard you in here the other night, telling him to keep quiet. You’d taken him to the black market, hadn’t you…and he’d seen something he shouldn’t have.”

      Her frail fingers linger constantly around her mouth now, her lungs filling and emptying of smoke almost every other breath.

      “I suppose you might as well know now,” she says. “I’ve been getting your medication from the Nameless for years…they manufacture it to help keep people safe, and to shield their gifts from the Consortium. Drum saw me with them. I doubt he truly knew what was going on, but I didn’t want him saying anything. I never wanted you to find out about this…”

      “But I had to eventually,” I say. “What would you have done when I left this place and moved elsewhere, or found a man to marry?”

      “I guess I thought I’d keep giving you the pills. Keep track of you. I want better for you than what happened to your parents, Brie. If you go off your medication, your powers will manifest, and you’ll be found out. It might take a month or a year or more…but they’ll find you eventually.”

      She looks at me more closely again, the cogs ticking behind her eyes.

      “Unless,” she continues, “you’ve already been found. Who was it that told you, Brie. Tell me.”

      “I don’t know,” I say. “Just a boy…one of the Nameless. He’d seen me at the ceremony. He knew who I was…”

      “But how? I’ve kept you hidden from them. They never knew who the pills were for…”

      “I don’t know. We didn’t get to speak for long. We were…interrupted.”

      She grits her teeth and narrows her eyes.

      “Interrupted?”

      “Stalkers,” I say, almost guiltily. “They found us…but he got us away from them.”

      “Oh, Brie! That’s exactly why I didn’t want you going to that ceremony. I knew something was going to happen. I knew it would be a slippery slope…”

      “Something did happen,” I cut in. “I found out the truth. And I’m happy for it.”

      “You shouldn’t be. I can already see where this is going…you’re already falling deeper. You should forget all of this, Brie. Stick with your medication, forget who you are, and get on with your life. It’s what your parents would have wanted.”

      “No,” I say quickly. “No…if my parents were killed for falling in love, then that’s not something I can live with. I can’t just sit back and do nothing…”

      Mrs Carmichael drops her head, her posture deflating like a popped balloon. She looks older than she ever has before, more weary. As if she’s been trying to hold back this tide for so many years, trying to prevent the dam from bursting.

      But she can’t stay the flood forever. Something has changed in me now. There is no going back.

      And she knows it.

      “You’re going to try to find them, aren’t you?” she whispers, defeated. “The Nameless…”

      Her murky eyes lift again, resignation inside them. It’s a look of failure.

      She hasn’t failed.

      I stand, and move around the desk, and lean down in front of her. I take a grip of her fingers, wrinkled and sallow from her incessant smoking, and cup them warmly between my palms.

      “I love you, Brenda Carmichael,” I tell her. “I’ll never forget what you’ve done for me. And I don’t blame you for withholding the truth. You did what my father asked you to do, and you did what you thought was right. But I can’t go on as normal, as if nothing’s happened. These last few days, they’ve opened my eyes, my mind. I have to do my part. You had no choice, and neither do I.”

      She smiles weakly, and a trickle of tears work their way down the network of wrinkles across her cheeks.

      “What will you do?” she asks me weakly.

      “I…I don’t know exactly. I need to find this boy again. There’s still so much more I have to learn. After that…I guess only time will tell.”

      Her thin lips work into a smile, and she pulls me into a hug, her bony arms coiling round me and gripping me tighter than ever.

      “The northern quarter,” she whispers into my ear. “Go to the black market. Ask for Walter and tell him I sent you. If this boy is truly a member of the Nameless, he’ll help you find him.”

      I lean back, and see the fresh surge of conviction spread across her face.

      “You’re helping me?”

      “Sweet girl,” she says, laying her withered hand on my cheek, “I know you’re going to go anyway. The seed has been planted. There’s no stopping that now. So I will do what I can to help, and I want to make sure that this boy is who he says he is. Walter will know. Go to him, and he’ll help you find the truth.”

      She reaches into a drawer in her desk, and pulls out a pair of glasses. They’re simple, built from a thin, silver frame and with a light blue shade to their lenses. She hands them to me.

      “Take these,” she says. “The black market moves around to avoid detection. Go to district 5 in the centre of the northern quarter, and put these on. They’ll reveal the markings…follow them and you’ll get to the market.”

      I take the glasses from her, and slip them into my pocket.

      “I…I don’t know what to say.”

      “There’s nothing else to say,” she says. “Except that…your parents would have been so proud of you. Of the young woman you’ve become,” she croaks. “As I am.”

      I smile and pull her into another hug, a large part of me not wanting to let go. Wanting instead to take her advice, to forget all of this, to carry on living in ignorance of the truth. But I can’t now. I have no choice.

      And as I grip tight to her old body, I whisper into her ear again.

      “You are my parent,” I tell her. “That will never change.”

      I release her, and drift away. And with a final look, gaze upon this woman who raised me as her own. Kept me secret and safe. Fulfilled her promise to my father that she made so many years ago.

      But now, she’s done her part. She’s done everything she could to allow me to live a normal life. To stay safe from those who’d try to take me away.

      Those days, however, are done.

      And now, my world is set to open in ways I could never have imagined.
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      I pack in secret. Essentials, nothing more. A few bits of clothing, toothbrush, the glasses that Mrs Carmichael gave me. And, of course, the picture of my parents, folded up as neatly as possible and deposited in the inside pocket of my jacket.

      I don’t take much, partly because I don’t have much to take, and partly because, as far as I know it, I might well be right back here later tonight. My path ahead is far from clear. Truly, I’m running on nothing but instinct right now.

      But there’s a drive in me to act, and not to just wait around here for Zander to rear his head. It’s been less than two days since we met, and yet I feel an urgency to take the next step. For my entire life, I’ve been consigned to the shadows, kept in the dark.

      No longer. I’m seeking the light myself.

      My guardian’s suspicions also need to be considered. Right now, I don’t really know anything about Zander other than what he told me, and having complete trust in strangers has always been something that Mrs Carmichael has warned against.

      Seeing her contact, Walter, will help me confirm his story and association with the Nameless. It’s only prudent that I act upon her advice, given what she’s done for me.

      I decide not to tell Tess. Confronting Mrs Carmichael and learning the truth was one thing. Immediately relaying it all to Tess would be another. Right now, I need to strike out with no distractions at all, and involving my best friend is only going to complicate things.

      The same goes for Drum. I console myself with the thought that, should I be gone for long, he’ll be able to take some of the work left in my absence. But, like me, the last thing he needs are any distractions of his own.

      I act as normally as I can manage that day, sticking to my room for the most part. Only when Tess has left the room to fetch some food am I able to prepare my departure, hastily packing away my things before hiding the bag under my bed should she return.

      The removal of my parents’ picture will no doubt cause some confusion in her when she notices it’s no longer attached to the wall. By that point, however, I’ll be long gone, deep in the recesses of the northern quarter in my continued hunt for the truth.

      I suppose I’ve always been a curious girl, although never to this extent. For years I’ve found myself wondering about a great many things about Inner Haven, the nature of the Savants, the truth about exactly what’s going on beyond the borders of this city.

      Now, however, that curiosity has reached fever pitch, my own existence, my own past, thrust right into the centre of it all. It’s like a fire has been lit within me, the flames stoked and turned wild. My yearning for the truth – the full truth – is raging inside, a thirst only quenchable by venturing to some dangerous places.

      And the northern quarter is most certainly that.

      As the afternoon shifts along, and Tess once more disappears down into the common room, I decide to take my leave. Slipping my bag onto my back, I hastily wind down the stairs and head for the communal closet. I fetch my jacket, wrap myself up, and head for the building’s exit.

      With a final look upon the academy, I take a breath and disappear onto Brick Lane, quickly swallowed up by the stream of people working their way up and down the narrow street.

      I don’t look back as I work my way north, seeking the nearest boarding point for the Conveyor Line. There’s one handily situated at the top end of Brick Lane, a cluster of people queuing up to board as the standing transport slows at a certain juncture, allowing them to step on.

      I join the back, and am quickly climbing aboard myself, heading off in a northerly direction. With the afternoon quickly subsiding, the streets begin to grow a little clearer as I journey on.

      The boundaries separating the four quarters of Outer Haven aren’t immediately discernible. There’s no wall, for example, like the one separating us from Inner Haven. There are no checkpoints to clarify which part of the city you’re in.

      Instead, there’s a distinct feel, or flavour, to each area. The south is mostly determined by its art and culture, by its relative wealth compared to the other quarters.

      The west, where I reside, is the busiest residential area, the streets winding and bustling, filled with little trade shops and markets, and larger squares where the neon lights and advertising boards and giant holograms are at their most prominent.

      The east, where the shape of the earth rises a little higher, is known for its manufacturing and industry, large swathes of it given over to the factories and warehouses that chug away, night and day, to create the food and other commodities that the residents of the city need.

      Then there’s the north, characterised by its destitution and poverty, itself divided by its various districts. In the southern part of the quarter it’s largely residential, linking seamlessly with the tower blocks and other urban dwellings that dominate the western quarter. There, it’s relatively safe, if a little grim and dank and dirty, the neon glow of the advertising growing sparse and dim.

      Go further north, however, and you’ll find yourself in an old industrial area, no longer in operation and long since abandoned. Up there, where the Disposables dwell, law and order barely functions, the place mostly forgotten and avoided by the residents of the city.

      It’s a place I’ve never been, where remnants and relics of the old world still remain, the skeletons of ancient buildings still littering the cracked and broken streets. Venture there, and you’d better have a good reason. It isn’t a place for the faint of heart.

      The change in the light grows apparent as I go, cruising along the Conveyor Line and into the southern districts of the north. As the daylight starts to fade, bringing the first signs of night, so do the advertising boards, thought to be useless around here. After all, no one has the money to buy the products they’re touting.

      The multi-coloured drench that I’m so used to becomes non-existent, replaced by a dark grey palette that brings with it a threatening and ominous feel. A menacing atmosphere that only grows more foreboding the further north I travel.

      Soon, however, the Conveyor Line swerves off eastwards, reaching its most northerly point. I step off, and look upon older lines and junctions that once spread right to the northernmost part of Outer Haven.

      No more.

      Now, they’re nothing but relics themselves, left to wither and die in much the same manner as the streets and districts they used to service.

      I have no choice but to continue on foot, working my way through the gritty streets and towards district 5. As far as I know it, the black market remains hidden to those who don’t know about it, a necessary means to keep it concealed from the authorities.

      Only from district 5 can you find the markings that will take you there, hidden in plain sight and only visible through the special lenses Mrs Carmichael provided.

      The light continues to weaken as I go, the sun giving way to the moon and the grey sky to a black blanket of night. Around here, the streetlights are poorly maintained too, some flickering or only emitting a faint glow, others not working at all.

      The only saving grace appears to be the lack of cloud cover. Above, the night is clear, the stars and moon visible and providing some illumination on the streets.

      Unfortunately, the market only operates after hours, necessitating this night-time venture. Still, the streets aren’t entirely absent of life, people lingering here and there, some of them perhaps searching, as I am, for the latest location of the market.

      Given my lack of knowledge of the area, I have a little trouble knowing if and when I’m actually in district 5. Asking a few of the local residents turns out to be fruitless, no one willing to offer any aid to a girl like me.

      Seeing this place for what it really is makes me value the work and care of Mrs Carmichael even more. And yet, so many who come through the academy will still end up around these parts, spat out here to the cesspool of the city to scratch a living in the dirt.

      I wonder if I pass anyone I might have known from the past, or anyone who came before me. Over my lifetime at Carmichael’s, many have come and gone, some going on to live normal lives, others cast adrift when they’re unable to support themselves.

      I think again of Drum, still so close to that particular precipice. Despite his size and strength, I doubt he’d survive long out here.

      Given the looks I’m getting, I might not survive long either. As I continue to press on, asking passers by for my location, I get the distinct impression that I’m not wanted here. It’s as though they can tell I’m an outsider, drawn here for a specific purpose. I guess they have reason to be distrustful, given the treatment they’ve endured.

      Still, I finally get a straight answer from an old woman, shuffling along the street, her back curved and hunched over.

      “Yes…district 5,” she mutters without looking up, the warped shape of her back making such a thing impossible.

      “Thank you,” I tell her as she waddles onwards in the shadows.

      I swing the bag from my back and open it up, retrieving the glasses within. Setting them to my nose, the blue lenses alter the colour of my surroundings, lightening them with a sapphire tint.

      And in the distance, in an empty little square nestled between derelict buildings, I see a little pattern light up brighter than everything else around it.

      I rush on, growing closer, and note that the pattern is a symbol, a circular spiral similar to the badge of the city officials, or the shape of the streets of Inner Haven itself. I would consider it curious if I had any inclination to ponder it. But I don’t.

      Instead, I see that the spiral shape ends in a little arrow, right in the middle of the coil, pointing off towards the east. I follow it down a narrow street, rushing towards the sight of another glowing pattern at the end. This time, the same signal appears, only with its arrows pointing north.

      A further series of markings draws me further into the depths of the northern quarter, my pace growing as I follow the trail in search of the market. Soon enough, I’m being lured into eerily silent places, the old tower blocks creating menacing shadows that blot out the moonlight.

      Then, I reach a final marking, this one different from the others. No arrow exists in the middle, no further directions given. I remove the glasses, casting the world back into its bitter shades of grey and black, and look upon a door.

      Pressing forward, it creaks open, revealing a passageway into a low, narrow building. I move down it, and from the distant shadows a looming figure appears.

      He eyes me suspiciously as I near him, dressed in the darkest of blacks and the size of a Brute. From his barrel chest, a booming voice growls.

      “What’s your business here?” he asks me.

      The voice sends shivers through me, such is its power, bouncing around the walls of the narrow passageway.

      “I’m here to visit the black market,” I say, showing my glasses. “I’ve been following the signs.”

      My explanation seems enough for him. He nods and steps to one side, then reaches out and pulls a door open. Behind, I see the form of a large open space appear, a high ceiling made from broken glass and a skeleton of metal, casting the place in a fresh dose of moonlight.

      I wander in, and send my eyes over what appears to be an old train station, right in the north of the oldest part of the city. A place that once thrived with life, now overgrown and thriving for a different reason.

      I see various stalls set up under the dim light, little different from those in the official markets where I reside. People in dark cloaks and jackets creep about, buying the products deemed illegal by the Court. Many, I know, will live in more pleasant areas of the city, coming here like Mrs Carmichael to satisfy their vices. Despite the unpleasantness of getting here, I feel relieved to be amongst people again, my soaring heart rate beginning to settle as I step in and begin my new search.

      This time, it’s the man named Walter that I’m looking for.

      I assume that this particular search will be easier. Casting my eyes over the stalls, set up in the various nooks and crannies of the old station, I look for one selling drugs and medication. Walter, it would appear, is a proprietor of such goods, an underground apothecary who’s clearly in contact with the Nameless, if not a member himself.

      Finding him, however, isn’t quite as simple as I’d hoped. When I offer his name, either to browsers or merchants, I’m greeted with a mixture of shrugging shoulders, shaking heads, and narrowing eyes. Many appear to be unaware of who he is. Others, however, merely appear suspicious of my asking, or unwilling to pass on such details.

      It’s as if they consider me untrustworthy, perhaps even a spy for the council. Or worse, the Court. A girl of my age, wandering around down here when I clearly don’t know the area, is cause to be sceptical. I guess I can’t blame anyone for that, particularly given the Savants’ treatment of the Nameless and those who associate with them.

      Still, I continue my search with a little more force, and eventually manage to find someone willing to help. An old shopkeeper, nestled in a dark corner, selling the whiskey Mrs Carmichael loves so dearly. He eyes me from beneath bushy black brows, maintaining a guarded gaze until the name of my guardian drops from my mouth.

      “You’re one of Brenda’s kids?” he asks, eyes brightening a little.

      I nod hastily.

      “I assume she gets her whiskey from you?”

      “Oh…yes indeed. She’s one of my top customers. Now, how can I help you, young lady?”

      I let out a breath of relief, his visage growing suddenly more welcoming. Around here, it’s all about who you know. Clearly.

      “I’m looking for a man named Walter,” I say. “He sells medications…drugs.” I lower my voice and lean in. “I understand he’s with the Nameless?”

      The man mimics my movements, leaning in too, lowering his tone.

      “Now what do you want with a man like that?”

      “Information,” I say. “I just want to talk.”

      “And Brenda sent you here?”

      I nod. It’s half true, at least.

      “Alright. I’ll help you.”

      He turns his eyes to the rear of the station, where an old train sits on tracks. Outside, I note the presence of another guard, blocking a doorway in.

      “That’s where you wanna be,” he tells me. “Walter operates off the main market at the back of that train. Don’t mention I told you…”

      “I won’t,” I say. “And thank you.”

      He nods and continues to busy himself with his stocks, before turning to another customer who slips in from the crowd.

      As I move off to the rear of the station, I find the new guard eyeing me closely, just like the last. This one, however, isn’t particularly large. Instead, his piercing gaze, eyes like lights and visible from a distance, suggest he’s a Hawk. And quite possibly a hybrid himself.

      To his side, the shape of a large gun, hidden beneath his cloak, makes it clear he means business. I see his hands reach down and take a firmer handle of the weapon as I approach.

      “I’m here to see Walter,” I say confidently.

      “He’s busy,” comes a quick, terse reply.

      “No,” comes mine. His eyes narrow. “I’ve come too far today to be turned away. Tell him Brenda Carmichael sent me. Tell him it’s important.”

      He considers me a second.

      “Wait here.”

      Turning, he opens up the door and disappears inside. A few moments later, the door opens again, and he nods me in. I enter, and look down the gloomy interior, a broken down wreck of a train, similar to the one I passed through beneath the surface of the city two nights ago.

      At the end, a desk awaits, a single lamp glowing upon it. And behind it, a middle-aged, balding man with sleek eyes and an oddly friendly countenance. His face appears to carry a natural smile that seems at odds with his surroundings, and the tense nature of the situation.

      “You’re here on Brenda’s behalf?” he asks, his voice bounding towards me from the other end of the train. “Come here, girl…step into the light.”

      I begin moving towards him as the guard re-assumes his vigil outside.

      He watches me come, eyes scanning me with interest. Then, they open a little, and he begins nodding, seemingly having drawn some conclusion from my appearance.

      “So it’s you, is it,” he says. “You’re the one Brenda’s been buying my medication for…”

      It’s not a question, but a statement.

      Still I answer with a nod.

      “Curious that you’re here. She only came a few days ago to refill her stocks. I sense this is about something else. The truth, perhaps. Is that what you’re here for?”

      “I’m here for information,” I say.

      “And your name?”

      I hesitate for a second. He laughs, a throaty gurgle emptying into the room.

      “You can trust me, girl. We’re on the same side.”

      “The Nameless?” I ask. “Are you with them?”

      “I fear you don’t know how this works,” comes his swift voice. “I asked you a question. It’s courtesy to answer before asking your own.”

      “I…I’m sorry. My name’s Brie.”

      A new smile flourishes on his crinkly face.

      “Yes, I know,” he says. “Even in these dark corners, we saw the footage from the ceremony the other day. Merely tying your hair back isn’t enough to shield your look.”

      “I’m not trying to shield it,” I say. “Not to you.”

      “Good. Honesty is something I appreciate. Now, to your question…yes, I am with the Nameless. That is no particular secret to the people around here.”

      “So you’re a…a hybrid?”

      “Oh no, just a man,” he says. “The Nameless are not only hybrids. We are comprised of people from all walks of life. My path brought me here long ago. Now, I help manufacture and sell the drugs that offer people sanctuary from the Consortium’s iron rule. People like you, Brie. And yet…here you are. What is it you want to know from me?”

      “Like I say, just information. I’m looking for someone…one of your people. He came to me two nights ago, set me on this track. It was him who told me what I am. And I need to know more.”

      “I see. And Brenda truly knows you’re here?” he questions.

      I pull out the glasses from my bag and show them to him.

      “Yes, she gave me these, told me to follow the markings and find you. She trusts you, clearly, but not this boy. She wants to know if he’s with you…”

      “And his name?”

      I slip the glasses back into the bag.

      “Zander,” I say.

      Walter peers at me again, before a frown settles over his eyes. Then, as he’s about to speak, the door thrusts open behind me, and I turn to see the guard pace aboard the derelict train.

      His piercing eyes are wide in the shadows, his hands now primed around his pulse rifle.

      “Sir, we have to go...” he says fiercely.

      “What’s going on?” asks Walter, standing.

      The guard doesn’t need to answer.

      Because, right on the other side of the station, a clattering sound answers for him.

      Gunfire.
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      Walter shoots down the train and to the exit, dragging me along with him.

      “We have to get you out of here, Brie. This isn’t safe. You should never have come.”

      “What’s going on?” I ask, a panic setting in me.

      “They’ve tracked the market. No one here is safe.”

      Drawing a handgun from his jacket, he stops at the doorway alongside his bodyguard. The Hawk stands on the threshold, guiding his gaze to the space beyond, hastily analysing our escape routes.

      Standing behind them both, I get a few glimpses into the distance, the cavernous space now echoing with a mixture of gunfire and screaming and the hurrying of escaping bodies.

      The dim hall lights occasionally with flashes as the weapons sing their song, some chattering as they spew lead bullets, others pulsing as red and blue blasts of energy rip from their rifles. A mixture of the old and the new, but all with the same deadly result.

      Pain. Injury. Death. That’s all these mechanisms of war bring.

      Around here, however, the people aren’t likely to stand down without a fight. By the looks of things, many of the illegal vendors are packing, along with the various guards here to protect them and the market itself. Hidden inside stalls and behind heavy jackets, more weapons are swung to join the fight.

      From inside the train, I spy many people firing back towards the far end of the old station, covering their retreats. Primarily, their weapons appear to be the older variety, their magazines stocked with only a certain capacity of bullets.

      The enemy, meanwhile, will be carrying their pulse rifles and handguns, their energy clips and magazines capable of firing an almost continual barrage of red and blue rounds. In a battle of attrition, there’s only one winner.

      It only takes the Hawk a few seconds to quickly assess the surroundings. Walter stands to his side, holding a pulse gun of his own, looking out upon the carnage.

      “Astor…we need to go!” he says to his guard, still peering out.

      “Yes, sir. The north exit. Stay behind me. Both of you.”

      Following Astor out of the train, we immediately turn right, moving around the edge of the interior of the cavernous old station. I spare a glance behind, peering past tall pillars and the many stalls, and see the shape of the Con-Cops advancing, several dozen of them spreading in down the long tunnel I entered through.

      But they’re not alone. With them I spy others, the dark black-armoured figures of those I know to be Stalkers. They slash in, cutting a path into the hall at a devastating pace, quickly immobilising people as they attempt to flee or fight back.

      Running onwards, we join a small group fleeing in the same direction. Panic spreads throughout the building, all available exits sought out by those with a more intimate knowledge of the area. Walter and Astor are clearly two such men, their place among the Nameless making this area of the city familiar to them.

      Flashing his eyes backwards occasionally, and with his pulse rifle perpetually primed, Astor continues to drive us further towards the rear, Walter ushering me along and sticking close by. Soon enough, we’re heading through a series of rooms and into another long passageway, retreating from the fighting through a network that to any other person might seem like a maze.

      Pressing on, we reach a door and pass through onto the street, reaching the open air once more. I search left and right down the dimly lit alley, and see a few more shadows rushing away in either direction.

      Customers escaping back to the safety of their other quarters. Merchants slipping away down streets they know well. Other Disposables, caught amid the fighting, trying to seek refuge as they sink deeper into the darkness of these forgotten streets.

      Or at least that’s what I thought. These streets clearly aren’t forgotten by the people here. By the Disposables who call them home. By the Nameless who use them to sneak around in the shadows. Even by the Con-Cops and the forces of Inner Haven, waging their unseen battle down here, behind the curtain and concealed from the general population.

      Amid the fleeing shadows, however, others come seeking us out. As we move left, reaching a slightly wider street littered with derelict old buildings and rusty, antique cars, we catch sight of a fresh platoon of Con-Cops covering the rear of the station.

      We switch direction, Astor’s keen gaze helping us pace through the darkness at speed, our footfall slapping the concrete streets and creating a map of our presence that specialised Enhanced could follow. I’ve heard that Bats, with their supernatural sense of hearing, are quite capable of using nothing but their ears to determine the location of a single person across several city blocks, even if they’re hidden out of sight.

      All they need is a single footstep, and they can zero in on their quarry. And right now, all three of us are being extremely noisy as we run…

      And that’s to say nothing of Sniffers, our colloquial name for the Enhanced with an extraordinary sense of smell. The same sort of principle applies with them. Once they catch a scent, it can be pretty tricky evading them, particularly when they work in league with other Enhanced.

      I can only imagine what a Stalker made from all those types of Enhanced would be like. Dashers and Hawks and Sniffers and Bats. Maybe even throw in a bit of Brute blood for good measure.

      Truly, they’d be unstoppable…

      Still, there’s nothing we can do but run, just like the many hundreds across the district. With so many sights and smells and sounds assaulting the senses of the Stalkers, we might just be able to sneak away unnoticed.

      Or not.

      As we come around a corner, I have no time to react as a flashing figure flows in from down the street, a blur of black as the man looms in front of me. Then another, storming in, weapon primed and ready to strike.

      I stumble back, and notice Walter doing the same. Only Astor, with his keen eyes, is able to see them coming, lifting his weapon to send rounds of pulsing energy right at them.

      But it’s no good. They’re too close, and too quick.

      They dodge his blasts, swinging immobilisers from their belts as they come. With a couple of thrusts, Astor’s body gets zapped. I sit helpless on the ground as sizzling darts of blue lightning appear to spread around his body, his limbs growing stiff and straight and his entire frame immobile.

      Then, as he falls to the ground, eyes still narrow and searching, but body unable to move, the two Stalkers turn on Walter and me. For the first time, I get a good look at one of these hybrid hunters, their eyes dim behind their black helmets, their bodies wreathed in sleek black armour.

      Both step forward, one towards me, the other towards Walter, brandishing their menacing rods as blue lightning dances around their ends. Neither of us are able to do anything, caught up by this sudden and devastating attack on the market, sweeping in and scooping up those who linger in the shadows of the city.

      I wonder how many have been caught, or even killed. And for those who are merely snared in the net, who will be executed, and who will be sent for reconditioning?

      I can think of few worse fates than being taken in and turned into a Con-Cop, or another servile slave of the state. If they find out I’m actually a hybrid, I’ll no doubt be executed.

      Personally, I’d prefer that than the alternative.

      Caught at their feet with nowhere to go, I can do nothing but shut my eyes and wait to be zapped. I’ve heard being stung by an immobiliser is a horrible experience. Not painful, just horrifying.

      With one tap, every muscle fibre on your body is turned rigid, every part of you locked in place in whatever position you happen to be adopting. But you don’t lose consciousness. You merely have to endure your temporary paralysis, not knowing how long it will last, carted off like a living statue with your future presided over by those with no sense of compassion or empathy for your plight.

      As the Stalker comes at me, I instinctively shut my eyes, despite knowing that doing so will lock me into the darkness as well. But I’m unable to stop myself, ducking my head, closing up my body into a contorted, protective position that will no doubt be incredibly uncomfortable when fastened in place.

      Eyes closed tight, I await the terrible zap, my heart rate flaring to unprecedented levels.

      Nothing happens.

      Are they toying with me? Will they spare me the torture of being immobilised?

      A rush of air, flowing past my cheek, presents an answer. I can hear Walter exclaiming loudly to my side, and creak open my eyes to see that a third figure has appeared before us.

      The flow of air signalled his introduction. He moves like a whirlwind, his body a blur as he tangles with the two Stalkers. I can barely make out what’s happening before, suddenly, he stops and grows visible in front of my eyes.

      And as he stands ahead of me with his back turned, the two Stalkers become visible too, collapsing into mounds of black armour on the concrete floor at his feet, knocked out cold.

      The figure turns and reaches down to me, and I see the keen hazel eyes of Zander staring into mine.

      “Hi there, Brie,” he says casually.

      “Zander…” I whisper. “How…how did you find me?!”

      “Instinct,” he says quickly, pulling me up to my feet. “We’d better get you out of here. You too, Walter,” he adds, turning to the chemist, who creakily stands from the dirt.

      As he does so, Zander moves over and kneels down beside Astor. He conducts a quick check as Walter says: “He got zapped,” as if that needed explaining.

      I watch the proceedings, still feeling in a slight state of shock, my breathing hard and pulse soaring and body trembling in a way it’s never done so before. I feel as if I might just pass out as I watch Zander pull out a little device from his belt and set one end to Astor’s neck.

      Shaped like a wide pen, Zander presses a button on the other end, and a little shock appears to pulse through Astor’s body. The reaction is immediate, just as quick as that of the immobiliser. This particular device appears to offer an antidote, his limbs relaxing and eyes blinking and body coming back to life.

      A remobiliser…

      With a groan, he sits back up as Zander stands and moves back to me.

      “Did they see you,” he asks me, eyes fierce and probing.

      “What do you mean…”

      “Your face? Did they see your face? Did they recognise you?”

      “I…I don’t know.”

      Truly, I hadn’t thought about it. In the heat of the moment, I wasn’t exactly caring if they’d recognised me from the ceremony. But, now that I think about it, it could be important. Very important.

      If they did, then I have no chance of going back to the academy. If they know who I am, and who I was with, then tonight has turned me into an outlaw.

      A rebel.

      A Nameless.

      The reaction on my face makes my concerns clear to Zander.

      “OK,” he says, rounding on the two downed Stalkers. “It’s not a problem. I can fix it.”

      “Fix it?” I ask. “You mean...kill them?”

      “That’s the easiest option,” he says. “I’d shield your eyes, Brie…”

      I shake my head.

      “I’ve seen people die,” I say defiantly. “I’m not afraid.”

      “Suit yourself,” he says, withdrawing his own pulsar gun from a sheath on his belt.

      He aims the weapon right at the heads of the two Stalkers, firing two blue shots of energy, one after another in quick succession. There’s something methodical about his actions, the systematic murder of two men having no impact on him at all.

      He turns back to me as I watch the blue haze fade around the freshly cut holes in their heads.

      “Now what the hell are you doing here, Brie?! I told you to stay safe back at the academy!”

      “I came looking for you. I need to know more, Zander! I need to know everything!”

      His eyes soften a little, and a smile arches gently across his lips.

      “And you will,” he says. “But not here. We need to get off the streets. It’s not safe around these parts, and you can be sure that two dead Stalkers will cause a fuss.”

      “Then where?” I ask.

      His eyes sweep to the north, right towards the boundary of the city and the outside world beyond. And a single word issues from his mouth.

      “Home,” he says.
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      We venture further north, the fighting behind us growing distant to our ears. Around us, the streets grow darker than ever, a dead space with no functioning streetlights, no advertising boards.

      Here, only the natural light of the moon and stars, or the occasional fire flickering down an alley, give shape to the buildings. A derelict portion of an otherwise flourishing city, left to rot by those in power.

      Running alongside Zander, it becomes evident that his position among the Nameless has been fully confirmed, and Mrs Carmichael’s concerns assuaged. He gets caught up with what happened from Walter and Astor, who tell him the attack was sudden and unexpected.

      “They’re growing more bold, more aggressive,” says Walter. “It’s escalation after the hijacking at the ceremony…”

      “Someone must have talked, or been followed,” says Astor. He glances at me, and I feel compelled to defend myself.

      “I wasn’t followed! And I certainly didn’t talk!” I say.

      Astor appears a little doubtful.

      “You can trust her,” says Zander authoritatively. “She’s got more to lose by coming here than anyone.”

      We stop down a deserted street, and gather into a four. Zander pulls out a pair of goggles from his jacket and steps towards me.

      “Put these on, Brie,” he says.

      I take them and place them over my face. Immediately, my vision is completely blocked, the world turning black.

      “What’s this about?” I ask. “I thought you said you trusted me!”

      “It’s not about trust,” says Zander. “We can’t have any outsiders knowing of our secret passages, not this far north.”

      “But I won’t tell anyone!” I counter.

      “I know you won’t,” he says, laying a hand on my shoulder. “But our enemy have powerful means of extracting information. It’s best if, for now at least, you remain in the dark.”

      In the dark. Literally…

      I choose not to argue, despite wanting to tear the goggles from my eyes as I’m led further on. In truth, all this has happened so fast I’m finding it impossible to keep up.

      Perhaps Mrs Carmichael was right. Perhaps I should have just forgotten about all of this, gotten on with my simple life. Right now, I’m being led towards something I don’t properly understand, something I feel I have no control over at all.

      And it’s that total loss of control that I don’t much like.

      Now walking blind, I feel my other senses beginning to grow more attuned as we go. The sounds of our footsteps become more pronounced. The smell of the overgrown, rotting streets fills my nose, the changing of the air noticeable as we move through a secret door and enter into a passage.

      Staying by my side, Zander guides me on, talking me through it when any obstacles come my way. Despite my quickly improving senses, my bearings are swiftly lost as we wind to the left and right, moving downwards towards the underlands of the city, the old tunnels and passages that were once part of the thriving metropolis that existed here.

      Soon, my senses give shape to wider caverns as our footsteps echo louder, and the air seems to grow less dense, spreading out over a wide space. Other scents waft up my nose too, those of people and their odours. And the quiet sounds of talking filter into my ears, growing louder the further we progress.

      “What is this place?” I ask as I gingerly make my way through the caverns and caves.

      “Refuge,” answers Zander.

      “For who? The Nameless?”

      “Anyone under the thumb of the Court. We give shelter to all those who’d see a terrible fate under their doctrine. Hybrids who’d be executed. Enhanced who want to escape Inner Haven. Unenhanced who have committed minor offences and would otherwise be reconditioned. All are given sanctuary here.”

      Soon, we’re stopping once more, and saying goodbye to Walter and Astor.

      “Thank you again, Zander, for your help,” says Walter. His voice turns to me. “And you, Brie…I hope you find what you’re looking for down here.” I feel his hand take a light grip of my upper arm, and his voice lowers as he leans in. “Welcome to the cause,” he says. “I’m sure you’ll fit in just fine.”

      With that, I hear two sets of feet shuffle away as he and Astor move off. Alone now with Zander, I ask if I can take the mask off.

      “Not yet, I’m afraid. We still have a little way to go.”

      We press on, continuing along passages that feel more narrow than the others. Interconnecting passages, perhaps, that link the larger caverns where these people come to seek safety from the Con-Cops and Stalkers who prowl the streets above.

      I find myself asking if what happened this evening was a regular occurrence around here.

      “Unfortunately, yes, and it’s been getting worse recently. Platoons of Con-Cops often come here to mop up some of the Disposables, take them away to their secret facilities for reconditioning.”

      “To be made into more Con-Cops?” I ask. “Are they building an army or something?”

      “We don’t know for sure,” answers Zander. “But it’s been more regular, and it’s forced us to act. This is just the beginning…”

      We continue on, and my mind now begins to flood with more questions. Questions about the Nameless, about what they’re looking to achieve. I think back to the ceremony, and try to think of the words the man used.

      He’d said a reckoning was coming. He’s said the Fanatics were not who we thought they were.

      “Who are they,” I find myself asking out loud, my thoughts becoming vocal.

      “Who?” asks Zander.

      “The Fanatics. Something doesn’t add up…the explosion the other day at the warehouse. What’s really happening, Zander?”

      With his hand on my arm, he stops dead in the quiet passage. I feel the urge to remove my goggles, and so reach up to pull them up onto my forehead. He doesn’t object as I do so, my eyes first spying his, typically intense, and then the long passage stretching both ways into the darkness.

      “You have a keen mind, Brie,” he says, raising a little smile. “And it’s only going to get keener. Tell me, what do your instincts say?”

      I think for a moment, looking into the depths of his irises as if mining for information. And then the thought comes to me.

      “They’re being supported by the Court,” I say. “They’re people they’ve reconditioned. They’re slaves.”

      He nods slowly.

      “Yes,” he says. “The Fanatics aren’t just normal Unenhanced. They’re not just zealots and radicals who believe that emotion is evil. They’re people who have been conditioned to think that way, to act under the orders of the Savants. Most likely, they’re Disposables who have been taken to their facilities and then sent back out to perform these atrocities…”

      “But why? I don’t understand. What are they looking to achieve?”

      “Fear,” answers Zander immediately. “It’s a tool of suppression, a tool of control. We believe that the Savants have it in mind to spread their therapies, limit our liberties even further. Their experiments with Con-Cops and the Fanatics and their other slaves have proven to them that they can take a firmer grip on us. In time, we believe that they will remove emotion completely, suck the life right out of Outer Haven, and all those Enhanced living in Inner Haven too.”

      “So they’ve been behind it all along…” I say, shaking my head. “I guess, in a way, I’m not surprised. I mean, seeing Inner Haven for what it was, seeing all these people live without colour and art and culture. I suppose it was only a matter of time before they spread that thinking to us.”

      “Exactly. They’ve been doing it for years, trying different things, moving the chess pieces into place one by one. In the end, they want the people to volunteer for this, to make them more compliant. But if they don’t manage that…they’ll just force it on the people anyway.”

      “And who’s behind all of this?” I ask. “Why now?”

      “The Consortium determines this policy, as you know. But it’s only grown worse in recent years since they elected their new leader.”

      “Director Cromwell?”

      He nods.

      “Director Cromwell is as callous a Savant as you’ll find. His mission is simple: create a society of sheep, rebuild this world under his watchful eye. In the end, only those with something to offer will remain, with all those considered useless phased out or reconditioned to perform the tasks he deems important. With him at the helm, the human side of the city will gradually be lost. In the end, an entirely new species will emerge…”

      I can hear the rising passion in his voice, see it in his eyes. This is clearly a fight he’s been waging for many years, ever since he was a boy.

      But for me…for me it’s all new. Despite my curiosities and doubts, I never considered that such a plot was being perpetrated from within. Living in my blissful ignorance, I’ve spent my entire life in Outer Haven, knowing nothing of the truth.

      Until now.

      And tentatively, my voice rises into the cold, dark passage with another question. Yet another part of this puzzle that I need to solve.

      “And…why am I here?” comes my whisper.

      Zander spreads his eyes down the passage again, right towards the deep blackness. Then he reaches forwards once more, and pulls the goggles back over my eyes.

      “You’re here, Brie, because you have a part to play in this,” he says. He takes my arm again, and continues to lead me on. “Now come…she’s waiting for us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      Our path continues for quite some time. My knowledge of this area is so lacking that I have no idea how far away the boundary of the city truly is. And hidden behind these goggles, my perception of distance is most certainly hampered.

      Eventually, the air begins to grow less stale, and the earth appears to rise a little. I consider that we must be nearing the end of our path, rising back up to the city streets and a new secret hideout.

      When Zander stops me and removes my goggles, my suspicions are confirmed.

      “Are we here?” I ask.

      He nods, placing the goggles in his jacket pocket and drawing out what appears to be two gas masks. I frown as he passes me one, before drawing his own over his face. It’s small and practical, covering only his nose and mouth and, presumably, allowing him to breathe in toxic environments.

      “What’s this for?” I ask.

      His eyes dart towards a ladder next to us, leading up towards a little trap door.

      “You’ll see,” he tells me. “Now put it on. It’s more precautionary than anything.”

      I do as I’m told, hooking the mask to my nose and mouth and taking a breath. Then he moves straight for the ladder and climbs to the summit, disappearing through the trapdoor as I follow.

      Emerging from the top, I look to see that I’m in what seems to be an old, wooden barn of some kind. The walls are broken down and cracked, the air carrying a light tinge of green to suggest its toxicity.

      We move towards the barn door, and Zander pushes it open. As I follow him out my heart almost bursts from my chest, my eyes popping wide and stinging a little from the air. I tighten them up, but still look upon my surroundings with a gormless, slack jawed gape.

      I’m outside the city.

      In the distance, I can see it, shining like a beacon, the High Tower visible above it all and stretching skyward to the heavens. Around me are old derelict buildings, simple structures: little houses and barns and, ahead, an old church that looks to be more sturdily constructed.

      It’s towards the church that Zander leads me, my eyes now narrow to prevent the air from stinging too much. I suppose it can’t be too damaging, otherwise we’d be wearing goggles. More dangerous to our respiratory systems, I guess, than anything else.

      I continue to stare in all manner of directions as we press on, the moonlight casting down its glow upon this strange, ancient world. A village where people once lived, so long ago, before the world crumbled into the ash. Before vast swathes of it became uninhabitable.

      Here, people must have lived simple lives, the world open for exploration, for travel. I often think of such times with no small amount of envy, when people could visit far flung lands and explore wild, untamed environments.

      No longer.

      Now, the only people who move beyond the boundaries of the city are those tasked with clearing the air of its toxicity, of making other lands safe for habitation.

      I’ve heard many stories of workers dying from the toxic fog. Even their protective suits can fail to offer full protection from the mist.

      Naturally, the concern boils up in me as we approach the church.

      “Are we safe here?” I ask. “In this toxic air?”

      “Perfectly,” replies Zander casually. “This particular area is largely cleared.”

      His confidence settles my concerns as we reach the church door. He knocks loudly and with a distinctive pattern, the banging sound echoing out into the misty night. Then, moments later, the door creaks open and a man appears, dressed in lightweight armour and carrying a pulse rifle.

      Stepping back, he opens the door wider, revealing the reinforced interior of the church, its windows barred and any old cracks and fissures in its façade sealed. Inside, various other guards sit or stand around, a force of hybrids most likely with all manner of special gifts. None wear gas masks, suggesting the church itself is fully sealed from outside.

      As we enter, Zander pulls away his own mask, and I do the same, noting the many eyes watching me curiously as I advance.

      “We heard the market was attacked,” says the guard who gave us entry. “Did we lose many?”

      “I don’t know,” answers Zander. “But it seemed to be worse than more recent attacks. I need to see her immediately.”

      The guard nods and continues to guide us towards the rear, where a second guarded door awaits. We’re given passage inside, and enter into a short corridor with a third door at the end. As the door behind is shut off, leaving Zander and me momentarily alone, I feel a keen sense of nerves brewing.

      “Who is this woman?” I ask. “And why was everyone staring at me?”

      “They’re just on high alert, think nothing of it. And this woman is one of the leaders of our cause.”

      “Leaders?! And why am I meeting her?!”

      “Because she requested it,” comes his swift response. “Don’t look so nervous. If you can handle standing up in front of all of Inner Haven, you can handle this…”

      He presses on and knocks on the door ahead. I wait, trying to control my breathing, but thinking myself completely unprepared for this and completely out of my depth.

      So, sure, maybe I am a hybrid, and maybe a few abilities will manifest in me, but there appears to be dozens of hybrids around here. Maybe more. Hundreds, I don’t know.

      Why am I so special?

      As my mind whirls, the door opens, and a warmth spreads from inside. I see a crackling fire giving off a comforting orange glow, the room carpeted in a warm maroon and far more inviting than the main part of the church behind us.

      Zander steps in first, and I follow right behind, searching for this woman we’re here to see. I turn to the window, and see a shadow looming, staring out over the cityscape beyond, at the High Tower soaring high and illuminated with a pale glow.

      We stop before her, and a cool voice drifts towards us, calm and measured, her words deliberate.

      “This must be the girl you’ve been telling me about, Zander.”

      “Yes, Lady Orlando. This is Brie Melrose.”

      The shadow turns, the light of the fire revealing her features. Dark eyes look upon me, searching and yet distant. Her face is pale and narrow, cheeks hollowed out and gaunt. There’s a frailty to her frame, and yet a conviction in her face. I can’t tell if she’s welcoming or not, a smile rising on her face that leaves me confused.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Brie,” she says, stepping away from the window towards me. “Your performance at the ceremony was rather good, I thought.”

      “Um…thank you,” I say, as she extends a bony hand.

      I grip it and after a formulaic double shake, she slips her fingers from mine.

      “I do apologise for interrupting your segment up there,” she continues. “However, it was quite fortunate that you happened to appear before us all like that.”

      My confusion remains absolute. Now’s the time for answers.

      “Was it you?” I ask. “On the screen?”

      “Oh…good God no, child. That was one of our many faithful warriors. The message, however, was something we all believe in.”

      “That the Fanatics are actually under the control of the Savants,” I say.

      “I see Zander’s been informing you of things already.”

      “Well, actually Lady Orlando, she largely drew the conclusion for herself.”

      “I see. It’s clear, however, that you remain in the dark about a great many things, Brie. I can see that your main question is simply…why are you here?”

      I nod, and watch the smile continue to settle on her face, unmoving.

      “Well, you, dear girl, are in a quite unique position among our ranks.”

      Our ranks? It’s as if she’s already assimilated me right in…

      “How so?” I ask.

      “You are a unique mix, and potentially a special talent,” she answers. “You have a power inside you that few have, as well as a position among the Unenhanced that presents a unique opportunity…”

      “I…don’t understand? What do you want me to do?”

      She hovers over to a little side table by the fire, and pours herself a glass of whiskey. Clearly a favourite drink amongst the old ladies of this city.

      In fact, the manner in which she’s delaying reminds me a little of Mrs Carmichael. It’s obvious that what they want from me isn’t going to be easy.

      Sipping her whiskey, she directs a question at Zander.

      “Are you absolutely sure it’s her?” she asks.

      He looks at me, his endless gaze working its way right through me.

      “I’m sure, Lady Orlando,” he says.

      She pours another two glasses of whiskey, and hands one to Zander, and then one to me.

      “Take a sip, it’ll calm you,” she says. “I can see the concern in your eyes, Brie. But know this…you’re not going to be forced to do anything you don’t want to do. If you so wish, you can return to your academy and continue as you have been. If you choose to join us, however, you will need to know what you’re getting yourself into.”

      Her words, and the sip of whiskey, do their job. I feel my body settling, my nerves being doused, the fire of fear and worry inside me slowly quenched.

      These people killed my parents. I have no choice. I can’t turn back.

      I won’t turn back.

      My silence and the sudden calm in my demeanour draw a fresh smile onto Lady Orlando’s face.

      “Good,” she says. “Now, I’m sure by now that Zander has informed you that the world you live in isn’t quite what it seems. The Court have been working towards suppressing the liberties of the Unenhanced for many years. Truly, your visit to Inner Haven will have opened your eyes to the world they have created for themselves, and the Enhanced. It is their aim to make all lands under their rule as such…”

      “Zander told me,” I say, nodding. “I never knew it was so bad.”

      “Well, it is. However, we have no true idea of what their full intentions are. There are things that go on in the High Tower that none of us are privy to, and we’ve been looking for someone who can go to Inner Haven as a spy…”

      As she speaks, my eyebrows descend lower and lower, and my features curl up with utter confusion.

      “A spy,” I find myself cutting in. I can’t help it, despite who I’m talking to. “You want me to be a spy! How can I do that?!”

      “I understand your doubts, Brie. So let me explain. We have a man on the inside, a man who is currently unattached. He is due to attend a bachelor ball in the coming days, and with the impact you made during the ceremony, I’m sure we’ll be able to get you to attend as well. As far as they know it, you’re just an exceptional Unenhanced. It’s the perfect cover.”

      “But…attend a bachelor ball…for the Enhanced? You have to be kidding me! So you want me to have a relationship with this man?”

      “It will be nothing but a sham,” comes Zander’s voice. I find my eyes narrowing as I look at him. This is why he brought me here. “You’ll be able to operate undercover in Inner Haven, and can help us from the inside. You’d be doing a world of good, Brie…”

      “But why me?! I mean, what can I offer? How could I possibly get into the High Tower?!”

      A million other queries and concerns materialise in my head as Zander and Lady Orlando share a look.

      “Settle yourself, Brie,” says Lady Orlando. “Take another sip of whiskey. It helps, it really does.”

      I do as ordered, taking a moment to compose myself.

      “Now, we understand this is all a bit of a shock,” she continues. “That is only natural. However, as you well know, it is common for Unenhanced to marry into the ranks of the Enhanced, and live in Inner Haven. With your profile as it is, and the hidden abilities inside you, we consider you a prime candidate to take on this mission…”

      “But I’m no spy, and I don’t even know what abilities I’ll have, if any! And, what if they find me? What if they discover that I’m a hybrid? I’ll be killed…”

      Once more, my voice quickens, forcing Zander to slide in beside me and offer me a comforting arm. As he does so, I hear Lady Orlando whispering quietly to him.

      “Tell her, Zander. She needs to know. I’ll give you some space.”

      I raise my eyes again to see the old lady shift towards the door. Before she leaves, she offers a final few words to me.

      “You are compelled to do nothing, Brie. Remember that. You can forget all of this, if you want, and return to your world. The choice, really, is yours.”

      With that, she opens the door and slips out of the room, leaving Zander and me alone once again. I find the whiskey glass back at my lips, my desire for a refill quickly growing stronger.

      Zander seems to sense such a thing. The bottle is sought and a fresh supply emptied into my glass. After returning the bottle to the table, he wanders slowly over towards the window, his eyes set on the distant shape of the High Tower, glowing in the darkness.

      A short silence follows, before his voice registers in the room once more, softer this time, more calm.

      “My mother once lived there,” he says, gazing into the night.

      The words take a moment to register.

      “Your mother…was a Savant?” I ask, still standing by the fire.

      I see his head nod, his body so still. I wonder how far his eyes can take his gaze, whether he can make out the details of the High Tower, see the shadows of shapes moving within.

      “My mother had strange powers that she passed to me. I can see into people’s minds, Brie, read and manipulate their thoughts. For a long time, I was like you, hidden in Outer Haven, my abilities suppressed. Then, my life changed one day, and I found myself on this path. It’s one I’ve trodden since I was just a boy…”

      I find myself moving towards him, drawn in as he speaks. There’s a melancholy to his words, a suppressed sadness and simmering anger, locked down below the surface.

      As I come, nearing his side, I whisper into the now quiet room: “You’re a Mind-Manipulator?”

      “I’m many things,” he says. “Many things, like you…”

      I reach him and turn my eyes to his, still fixed to the distance and refusing to blink.

      “But how do you know? How do you know what I am?” I ask, my voice little more than a murmur now.

      His hand slips into his jacket. His fingers withdraw a piece of card, folded in two. Finally, he turns to me, opening the card up before his eyes.

      “I know what you are, Brie…I know what you can do…because you can do what I can. We’re one and the same. And when I saw you, on that big screen, I finally knew…I’d found you…”

      His words come out slowly as he opens the card, twisting it around to show me the other side.

      My breathing halts. My heart-rate suddenly grows stiff. My eyes lock to the picture, to the image of my parents, looking down at their child.

      But not one child.

      Two.

      Then, slowly, my eyes lift again and meet with Zander’s. Hazel, like mine, deep as an ocean. And a smile forms on his face.

      “You and me…we’re twins, Brie.”

      

      
        
        THE END

      

        

      
        The Enhanced will continue in the next book, Hybrid.

      

      

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Part II

          

          

      

    

    







            HYBRID

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      There are different depths of silence.

      It isn’t merely a single definition of a period of time with no sound at all. That’s what I used to think. No longer.

      Some silences are so deep that you wonder if they’ll ever be broken. You wonder if your words would actually interrupt them. Right now, if I were to speak, would my words materialise? Or would they just get swallowed up by the depths of this long, lingering quiet?

      Zander stands before me, his own tongue tied up behind his lips, his eyes seeming to lock in place as they search me. Search for any reaction on my face, in my eyes, in the internal mechanisms going on inside me.

      My heart rate and rate of breathing and the almost imperceptible shivering of my limbs. All things that Zander can see and read.

      All things he can feel.

      He awaits my voice, though, and a break to my sudden onset of muteness. I hardly register the passing of the moments that turn to long seconds, and the seconds that turn to minutes.

      For several of them, it seems, I just stand there, letting his words settle inside me. Looking at this boy of my age – exactly my age – with the same eyes as me, and the same genes, and the same DNA.

      This boy with the same parents.

      I look at him and he just looks back, and in my head the reality begins to dawn.

      I have a brother.

      I have a twin.

      I’m not alone after all.

      I want to question it. To query this most absurd of revelations. To shake my head and display the most pronounced frown I can manage, and then turn away and await some sort of further explanation.

      But I don’t do any of that.

      Instead, I just look at him, and let the truth settle. Let it permeate my mind and colonise my thoughts. Let the silence do its job for a time, and hold back my disbelieving, questioning, doubtful self from storming to the fore.

      And as those seconds pass, and the silence grows more profound, I find my mind filling with no doubts at all. Instead, I merely look at him and know that everything he’s told me makes sense. That he is my brother, my twin, my blood.

      He is my family.

      I break the silence and the still. I move towards him, closing the short gap, opening up my arms and wrapping them around him. I bury my head into his chest, and his arms gently coil to my back.

      And then, as I hold him tight, I finally allow a whisper to slide from my lips.

      “I have a brother…”

      Now his words come, along with a tightening of his grip.

      “Yes, Brie…you do. I’ve known about you for so long. I’ve pictured this moment a thousand times before.”

      I hold his words in my head, and lock them away deep, saving the memory of this moment. A moment I never knew would come. A moment I can never have expected.

      And yet, now that I know, a moment that feels right. As if a part of me has been missing all my life, something I was never even aware of until now.

      Now, it all makes sense.

      Yet as I hold him, my mind begins to swim with further questions. Questions about his past. Questions about my – our – parents.

      I pull away from him, and fix my hazel eyes to his once more. I don’t need to speak, or fill the room with the questions that bound around behind my eyes.

      Zander knows. He offers a faint smile, and begins to speak himself.

      “We were separated,” he begins, turning his eyes back to the shimmering lights of the High Tower, so far away in the distance and fading into the green mist. “Our parents split us up to protect us. You were passed onto Mrs Carmichael. I was given to another guardian…” He winces, his shoulders dropping, and a shallow sigh falls from his lips. “She was the only mother I ever knew. She was killed.”

      I reach out and take his hand for comfort.

      “Was she…like Mrs Carmichael?” I ask softly. “I mean, was it an orphanage?”

      He shakes his head, and firms up his gaze.

      “No. It was just the two of us. Linda and me - that was her name. She knew our father, and he trusted her to take me in.”

      “What happened? You say she died?”

      He nods and briefly shuts his eyes, before opening them up again and continuing.

      “I was just 12 years old,” he whispers, searching the empty space beyond the window. “She used to keep me in her small apartment as much as possible. She told me how dangerous it was outside, told me all sorts of stories to keep me hidden away. I never knew back then what I was. I was just like you, Brie, my powers suppressed by the drugs she gave me, my life so simple. But I was just a boy, curious of the world. The stories she told me only made me more inquisitive.”

      He swings his eyes from the window, and drifts back towards the fire. Scooping up a glass of whiskey, he sucks down a long gulp, settling his voice.

      I watch him from the side of the room, allowing him the space to reflect, to draw up the painful memories of his past.

      “One day,” he continues eventually, “I escaped and went out into the streets. I’d barely ever been outside. It was all new, all exciting. I’d never felt a thrill like it.”

      He shakes his head, and I note his jaw clenching. Through gritted teeth, his story resumes.

      “I got lost. I was…stupid. Somewhere in the northern quarter, out on those dark streets. For hours I wandered, not knowing where to go, or what to do. And then, around one corner, she was there…” A smile builds on his face, quickly dowsed. “She found me, and paid the price. A man came from the shadows. He tried to take her purse, but she wouldn’t let him. He had a gun. He…he used it.”

      He cuts himself short, turning his eyes to the back of the room, where the light of the fire barely penetrates. I move towards him, silently drawing in with soft eyes.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper, hardly knowing what to say, or whether to say anything at all. “It must have been terrible.”

      He doesn’t nod, or shake his head, or offer any other reaction. He merely continues to look into the shadows, as if he’s staring at the memory, playing out before his eyes.

      “After the funeral, I had nowhere to go,” he says. “I felt so…angry. Like I’d never felt before. I went out there again, looking for the man who ruined my life, who took hers. I didn’t care about what might happen. I had nothing left, no one. For weeks I lost myself to the northern quarter, to the darkness. And without my medication, my abilities began to develop. Slowly but surely, I changed. And that’s when the Nameless found me. That’s when my new guardian took me in.”

      “Lady Orlando?” I whisper.

      He nods, and turns back to me now, sucking in a deep breath.

      “I’ve been part of this cause ever since. I was nowhere, just an angry, lost boy drifting through a sea of shadows. She gave me purpose, gave me a new path to tread. A path that eventually led me back to my old home, lying empty after Linda’s death. I needed information, Brie, just like you did. I needed to know what she knew, who my parents were. And that’s when I found the picture of us both. That’s when I knew I had a twin.”

      He draws his eyes to mine now, and doesn’t turn away. Setting his mind back to the future, turning away from the painful past.

      “I knew I’d find you one day, Brie. I just knew it…”

      The pain in his eyes subsides, only lingering back in the depths now. A smile dawns on his lips, bringing one to mine along with it.

      But my mind continues to boil with questions, bubbling to the surface and threatening to spill.

      “Our mother,” I say quietly. “What do you know about her?”

      His expression dampens again, his smile deflating.

      “You said she was a Savant,” I continue. “That she lived in the High Tower. What else do you know?”

      I feel my heart clenching as I look at him. He begins to slowly shake his head.

      “I’m sorry,” he mutters. “I only know what she was, not who. I found the picture, nothing more.”

      My chin drops.

      “I don’t understand. How do you know what she was if you only had a picture? How did you even know the picture was of you…and me?”

      “It was in a file with my name. There was a note attached to it. It said: Anthony’s family.” He looks upon the quizzical expression that spreads across my face. “Anthony…that was my name before I came here, before I joined the Nameless. I wanted to lose it forever, forget my past. And the powers I have, Brie, they came from a gifted Savant,” he says. “Our mother must have been a Mind-Manipulator, and so she must have lived in the High Tower…”

      “That’s all you know?” I ask, cutting him off. “You don’t know anything else? There was nothing else in the file?”

      “What else is there?” he says. “It doesn’t really matter now.”

      “Doesn’t matter?! Don’t you care who they were, or what happened to them?”

      “Of course I care. But it won’t change anything, Brie. I’ve thought about it for years, and I always come to the same conclusion – our parents were killed because of who they were and what they did. They were killed by their own people, people who are doing the same to countless others. This isn’t about our parents, Brie. It’s much bigger than that. This is about every person out there in Outer Haven. They’re all at threat.”

      I don’t offer a response. I avert my eyes, turning them to the window again, and the fading lights of the city, disappearing into the growing nightly mist.

      His words come again, softer this time.

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “It’s just, I’ve lived this war for years. For you, all of this is new. Knowing more about our parents won’t bring them back. Trust me, Brie…it’ll only prolong your pain. I learned that long ago.”

      A long breath escapes me, slowly seeping through my nose. Still, my eyes linger on the darkness outside the window, on the High Tower, almost entirely hidden now behind the mist. A glowing beacon at the heart of all of this.

      A place with all the answers.

      My mind ticks on, and Zander falls silent behind me. That’s where they want me to go – to the High Tower, searching for answers. Searching for the truth about what the Consortium are doing. Searching, perhaps, for a way to foil their plot.

      I have no choice but to accept. There’s no turning back for me now. I’ll go to Inner Haven again. I’ll court an Enhanced if I need to. I’ll do it all, for Zander, for Tess, for Drum and Mrs Carmichael. I’ll do it for all the people who are set to suffer under the Consortium’s rule.

      I’ll do it for them all. And while I’m there, I’ll seek out something else too.

      Zander may have turned his mind from them, but I won’t.

      I need to find out what happened to our parents. I need to find out exactly who they were. And if Zander can’t provide the answers, I’ll have to go and find them myself.

      I turn to him again, and stand tall and straight, my spine fixing and chest filling with a full breath.

      “You want me to go to Inner Haven,” I say. “You want me to be a spy.”

      “It’s what the Nameless want,” he whispers.

      “Then I’ll do it. Tell Lady Orlando that whatever she needs, I’m in. I’m hers to command.”

      He inches closer, those Hawk-eyes of his diving into mine and surging beneath the surface. I can’t tell if he’s reading my thoughts, seeing right through me, or just peering closely as a brother who’s just found their long lost sister might.

      But there’s a clear measure of concern there, a questioning look that draws three words from his lips.

      “Are you sure?” he asks.

      Before he even speaks, I’m nodding.

      “Go get Lady Orlando,” I repeat. “I’m in.”

      A gleam of pride flashes across his eyes, yet that worry remains. I suppose that’s only natural, given the danger this mission will invariably place me in.

      But that’s the very reason he brought me here. So he turns, and moves off towards the heavy wooden door, and quickly disappears into the short corridor leading into the main hall of the church.

      Leaving me alone, contemplating just how swiftly my life is changing.

      And soon enough, it’ll be more than my life that’s changing.

      It’ll be me.
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      When Zander returns to the room, with Lady Orlando in tow, they find me with a fresh glass of liquor in my hand.

      I stand by the fire, my mind all at sea, the glass hovering close to my lips to deliver little sips any time a fresh spark ignites the need for one. And with everything I’ve seen and heard this evening, those sparks are coming thick and fast.

      The noise of the door opening is enough to make me jump. So lost am I in my thoughts that the sudden creak sends my heart pulsing and eyes darting to the opening.

      I guess I’m still on high alert after the firefight back at the black market, my body and mind yet to settle.

      As Zander shuts the door, Lady Orlando swoops towards me like a bird of prey zeroing in on its quarry. She lays her hands down upon my shoulders, and begins to nod as her dark grey eyes burn with an inner glow.

      “Thank you, Brie,” she says. “You’re a very brave girl to come here, and to agree to what we’re asking.”

      “I’m not brave,” I tell her. “I’m just doing what’s right.”

      “And that is bravery,” she retorts with a smile. “To do what’s right, even in the face of danger. You could quite easily go back to your life, and no one would blame you for it.”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “I couldn’t.”

      She withdraws her bony digits from my shoulders, but the little smile remains. Across the room, Zander appears to be arranging a table and chairs. Stacked up against the wall, he unpacks them, laying out a small, circular table and three simple wooden chairs, each with a plump little pillow on top for comfort.

      Lady Orlando leads me over and sets me into a seat, before taking one herself. Zander occupies the third.

      “I guess I get to choose a name now, don’t I?” I ask as I settle into my chair.

      “Well, on this occasion, perhaps not,” says Lady Orlando. “You will be maintaining your current profile as it is, so it’s best not to get confused by code names and the like. Anyway, Brie is a lovely name, don’t you think?”

      I shrug.

      “I’ve never really thought about it.”

      “I think it’s nice,” suggests Zander. “And it suits you.”

      I consider that Anthony actually suits him too, and there was no need for him to change his name when he came here. Then again, after what he went through, perhaps leaving his old name behind was something he had to do.

      “Is Lady Orlando your real name?” I ask, turning to the frail leader of this cause.

      “What do you think?” comes her swift reply.

      “Probably not, no.”

      She nods. “My old name has no relevance to me now. It goes hand in hand with my old life. They’re both dead.”

      I stop short of asking what her real name was, or even about her old life. Somehow, now doesn’t seem the time for such things. The sudden sternness of her expression is enough to hold back the queries in my head.

      Instead, I allow her to turn the attention back on me.

      “I want, one more time, to confirm your commitment to this operation, Brie. You will be attending a bachelor ball. You will be courted by our man on the inside. You will then be transitioned into Inner Haven, where you will utilise your new standing, and new abilities, to operate under the radar and, hopefully, complete your mission.”

      I open my mouth half way. She stops me from speaking with a quick lift of her skeletal hand.

      “The mission will be dangerous,” she continues methodically. “It will be difficult. And if you are caught or discovered, it could be fatal. I’m not going to mince words here, Brie. You deserve to go into this with your eyes wide open. Usually, I would never ask someone as callow as you to perform such a task, but this is an opportunity we cannot pass up.

      “You are unique to this cause, Brie. Yet, if you have any shred of doubt, you have to tell us. And you have to tell us now. Time is of the essence, and if we’re to push forward with this, we need to do it quickly, and with your full and total co-operation. I know it’s a lot to take in, but I’m afraid that’s the situation we find ourselves in. We don’t have the luxury of time.”

      She stops abruptly. A silence follows. I say nothing for a few moments, expecting her to suddenly continue once again. The brief period of quiet gives cause for Lady Orlando and Zander to doubt my participation. They share a look, before returning their eyes to mine.

      They have no need to doubt me.

      “It’s a lot to take in,” I admit. “I’ve learned so much about this city, about my past, and myself, over the last few days. I guess it’s still settling, and it’ll be a while before I get my head fully around it.”

      I lean forward, and set my hands on the table, squeezing them both into tightly bound balls.

      “But one thing I’m sure of, Lady Orlando, is that I’m in. You want my complete co-operation? You’ve got it. I told Zander already, and I’ll tell you both again. There is no going back for me now. My old life is as dead as both of yours.”

      That mixture of pride and concern appears once more on my brother’s face. Lady Orlando merely raises a tight smile, her eyes narrowing to little more than squints.

      “I believe you,” she says. “I can see it in you, see the conviction. I’ve seen it in many eyes before. I’m sure you’ll fit in just fine around here.”

      I bow my head respectfully as Zander sweeps to the other side of the room and fetches three new glasses of whiskey. By now my head is already beginning to swim with the alcohol, a sensation I’m not used to and one that I don’t particularly enjoy.

      Still, when the glasses are passed out, and raised to greet each other in the centre of the table, I’m forced to take a further sip.

      “Welcome to the Nameless, Brie,” says Lady Orlando again, now with Zander’s voice alongside.

      This time, it’s they who bow to me, as if this is some sort of initiation into their ranks. Tess, with her recent fondness for this acrid brown liquid, would be loving this…

      Setting my glass back down, a quick flash in my mind questions what the hell I’ve just done. It’s fleeting, but enough to set my heart fluttering unnaturally for a few beats.

      Is it the alcohol that’s giving me this bravado? When I wake up tomorrow morning, will I doubt my conviction? Will I want to back out? And now that I’ve committed, will I even be able to back out?

      I shake the thoughts away like old cobwebs, and tell myself that these doubts are going to crop up occasionally. In fact, it would be weird if they didn’t. Going through such a change, it’s only normal to expect to want to retreat back into the safety of the past every once in a while.

      Quickly dismissed, I turn my mind back to the task at hand.

      Look forward, not backwards, Brie. There’s no light behind you, only darkness…

      “So, this bachelor ball,” I ask. “When is it exactly?”

      “Three days time,” answers Lady Orlando immediately. “Hence the need for speed here, and the fortuitousness of your discovery. These balls don’t occur too often, so we need to be ready for this one.”

      “And, you’re sure I’ll get in?”

      “Quite sure,” she says. “You are well known now, Brie, after your appearance at the ceremony the other day. There will be many across Inner Haven who will be happy to court you. However, that’s not what convinces me. It is our man on the inside who will ensure you receive an invite, even at this very late hour. He will be specifically requesting your attendance, and that will be sufficient. In fact, there may be others who have done the same…”

      “But…what about the Council of Matrimony? I thought that any Unenhanced needed to be officially scouted and tested if they’re to marry up?”

      “You’re well informed, and yes, usually that is the case. However, particular requests from certain members of Inner Haven will serve to bypass such processes. Needless to say, it’s clear, even without your full capabilities manifesting, that you’re a smart girl. I suspect you’d happily pass the Council of Matrimony’s tests should you be required to attempt them. Yet, there is no time for such things, and our man will ensure that there’s no need for them either.”

      “So, I’m going to get a free pass?”

      “Indeed. Adryan will put in the request this very evening. You should get the invite tomorrow.”

      “Adryan? That’s his name?”

      “Yes. He will greet you at the ball.”

      “And how will I know who he is?”

      “He’ll make it clear, Brie. You’ll be told what to expect by your chaperone. They’re really very simple affairs, these balls, and little more than a preliminary opportunity for members of Inner Haven to meet potential partners. Adryan will see you through it.”

      “And what happens after?”

      “Afterwards, you’ll go through transition, and that will give you an opportunity to develop your abilities in Outer Haven before you’re officially invited to live in Inner Haven. Zander will see to your development.”

      I turn to my brother, who adds his voice to the fray.

      “Your abilities will begin to manifest quickly now,” he says. “I’ve been through it all already, and will guide you through it too. The drugs will remain in your system for the next few days, but when they wear off, you’ll know it. It will be…uncomfortable at first. You’re not like most others, Brie. You have a lot of changes to go through.”

      “But how do you know I’ll actually develop the same abilities?” I ask. “I thought that it wasn’t guaranteed that children of Enhanced actually took on the traits of their parents.”

      “Yes, that’s true,” says Lady Orlando. “Mostly they do, to some degree or another, but sometimes it so happens that the offspring of Enhanced will have no powers of their own. They’re usually shipped to Outer Haven to live among the Unenhanced.”

      “But that won’t happen with you,” adds Zander.

      “And why not?”

      “Because we share the exact same genes and DNA. You’re just the same as me, and will develop the same powers.”

      He seems sure. I choose not to further question the matter. And, if he’s wrong, then I guess we’ll find out soon.

      “Needless to say, you need to keep all of this to yourself,” warns Lady Orlando. “You will need to return to your academy tonight to be ready to receive your invitation tomorrow. Things will move quickly, and you have to be prepared. Don’t speak to your friend Tess about this, or anyone else you’re close to at Carmichael’s…”

      “And Mrs Carmichael?” I ask. “She knows what’s happening now.”

      “So I understand. I don’t know her personally, but I’m well aware that she’s done a fine job of raising you, and hiding you, up until this point. If you feel like you owe it to her to keep her in the loop, you may do so. However, only give her superficial information, nothing more.”

      I don’t have much more than superficial information right now…

      I look to the side of the door, where my little backpack was discarded when I first entered. I feel a little stupid for bringing it along now, seeing as I’ll be back at the academy tonight.

      “Zander will escort you home, and make sure you get there safely. He will act as your liaison with us here, and will keep an eye on your transition. For now, though, I believe you’ve seen and heard plenty to start with. There is no point in overloading you unnecessarily.”

      There’s a finality about her words, an authority. She must realise that, right now, there’s so much more I want to know. So many more questions attempting to journey from my head to my tongue. Yet she shuts it all down, giving me only what she deems necessary.

      She stands from her chair and moves towards the door, before opening it up and presenting us passage beyond. I join her, along with Zander, who moves straight out and down the corridor.

      Lady Orlando stops me before I follow.

      “Good luck, Brie,” she says. “We’ll be keeping our eye on you.”

      Another stiff smile stretches her old skin, and she ushers me away down the corridor, shutting the door tight to keep the warm air of the fire from escaping.

      Together with Zander, the journey home begins.

      We pass through the church, the eyes of the various Nameless spying me as I go, and back out into the misty green night. Our precautionary gas masks are briefly worn, before we reach the barn and descend back down into the tunnels. I barely get to glimpse the distant lights of the city before we plunge back into the darkness.

      Before we continue, my eyes are once more hidden behind a mask, blocking my view of the route through the tunnels. I query Zander once more on the necessity of such a thing, given my newly appointed position among the rebels, but he merely replies as he did before.

      “I told you already, it’s not about you. You’re about to go into the lion’s den. If someone found out about you, you wouldn’t be able to stop them getting inside your head and discovering our tunnel network. At least, not yet anyway…”

      “So I will when my powers develop?”

      “We’ll have to wait and see.”

      “And you? Can you read my mind? What am I thinking, right now?”

      I place the image of our parents to the forefront of my mind, now with an additional child added to the picture. I wonder, for a moment, if it’s actually me my parents are holding in the picture that’s spent its life beside my bed. It could very well be Zander.

      “That’s not how it works,” comes his voice from the blackness. “I’d have to get into the right frame of mind for that. It’s not like I can just hear random thoughts all the time.”

      He takes my arm and continues to lead me along in the dark.

      “And, in any case, you need to look into the eyes to read or manipulate thoughts and memories. I couldn’t do anything with that mask covering your face.”

      We journey on, and I begin to hear voices once more, and feel the heat of fires lit in the shadows of the underlands. Occasionally, too, the snap of a gun sounds above us, heard even down here beneath the city streets.

      “Are they still fighting up there?” I ask.

      “It’s possible a few stragglers are still being hunted down,” he says quietly.

      I note a sudden hush fall upon the caves and caverns. Perhaps, even down here, the Stalkers can hear us. Those with the blood of Bats inside them might just be able to trace our distant steps, hear the whispering voices of those sitting in their groups around crackling fires.

      For a few minutes, we walk more slowly, more quietly, feeling our way along to empty passages and tunnels as we move deeper into the city. Back to the northern quarter, a place of darkness and dirt and death. A place of pity and pain.

      Occasionally, we stop for a short time as Zander searches for openings or switches to open secret doors. Even he, right at the heart of the rebels, needs to take his time discovering the hidden doorways and passages down here.

      Only when we’ve ventured far enough does he remove the mask from my eyes. I blink in the sudden light and find that we’re in an acid rain shelter, one of dozens that dot the city.

      “Where are we?” I ask, looking around. It’s not the shelter we first met in.

      “Near the academy,” he says. “Western quarter, district 6.”

      District 6 of the western quarter makes sense. It’s one of the northerly districts here in the west, and therefore close to the northern quarter. Each quarter is shaped like a pie, with district 1 occupying the centremost point of the quarter nearest to Inner Haven, followed by districts 2 and 3 above it, then 4, 5, and 6, and finally districts 7 to 10 around the boundary of Outer Haven.

      All quarters share the same format, giving the city 40 districts in total.

      Mostly, each district has its own shelter too, although the most populous parts of the city will generally have more than one. Given that the western quarter where I live is the most residential, there are often 2 or even 3 shelters per district.

      With Carmichael’s situated towards the southeast of district 5 here in the west, I’m not too far away from home.

      Still, despite my proximity, Zander makes certain to lead me as close as possible. As we rise up out of the shelter, he spreads his gaze to all angles, making sure that the streets are clear before leading me up and towards the academy.

      As has been the case in recent days, the presence of Con-Cops and drones, in particular, has been heightened. All part of the Consortium’s – and Director Cromwell’s – plan to take greater control of Outer Haven.

      “It’ll get worse,” whispers Zander as we creep between the shadows. “The Consortium will order more attacks from the Fanatics. Then more Con-Cops, and City Guards, and drones will follow. They’ve set the precedent now. Slowly but surely, they’ll make the people believe that this isn’t going to end. They’ll make them so afraid that they’ll agree to anything…”

      “The reckoning,” I say. “During the ceremony, when the Nameless took over…the man said that a day of reckoning was coming. He didn’t mean from you, did he?”

      Zander stops under the blanket of night, his hazel eyes giving off the only light.

      “No, he didn’t. The reckoning is coming from the Consortium. It’s coming from the heart of Inner Haven. And it’s coming soon.”

      “And that’s what you’re trying to stop?” I ask.

      He shakes his head.

      “No, sis. It’s what we’re trying to stop.”

      My brow furrows and my muscles tighten.

      We.

      We’re in this together now. Me…and my brother.

      The thought, despite it all, brings a glow to my eyes. I look upon Zander’s face and see a reflection, his features stronger, sharper, and yet familiar.

      The shape of his nose, the shade of his eyes, the colour of his hair. He’s my twin brother, through and through.

      “So…you calling me ‘sis’ already?” I ask, grinning.

      “I guess I’ve wanted to say that for a while,” he admits. “You’d better get used to it. Sis.”

      I fake roll my eyes.

      “OK, bro.”

      A gurgle of laughter drops from his throat. I step in and hug him again.

      “And you’d better get used to this,” I say.

      “I didn’t take you for the huggy type.”

      I let him go.

      “I’m not. But I get the feeling it’ll annoy you if I keep doing it.”

      He raises his eyebrows.

      “We’re there already are we? Brother and sister, annoying each other. And here was me thinking it would take a while.”

      A giggle threatens to spill from my mouth, but I slap my hand against it to lock it away. After last time, I don’t exactly want to draw attention.

      “Well, we’ve got a lot of catching up to do,” I say through my fingers. “And there’s no time to waste…”

      “Yup, no time at all.”

      His eyes flash back down the alleyway as a cat scuttles through the shadows. The brief levity is broken.

      And back to reality I go.
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      My eyes crack open to find a looming figure before me. I blink a few times and the form of Tess materialises, standing above me in her nightclothes and peering at me with a great deal of suspicion.

      “Where the hell have you been?” she grunts.

      I shuffle up against the wall, pulling the blankets with me.

      “What the hell, Tess! How long have you been standing there, you creep?!”

      “Don’t shift around and avoid the question. Where were you yesterday? You’ve been like a ghost the last few days.”

      “Nowhere,” I say defensively. “I don’t have to tell you everything, Tess.”

      Her eyes skip to my right, just to the side of my shoulder. There, the clear outline of a rectangle forms, a spot that the picture of my parents used to occupy. I was going to put it back last night when I returned. I must have forgotten.

      Damn it.

      “Then if you didn’t go anywhere, why is your picture missing?” she asks triumphantly.

      Think fast, Brie.

      “Fine,” I say. “You got me, Tess. You’re too clever for me. I went out yesterday to try to get the picture restored. It’s so faded now I can barely make out my parents’ faces…”

      “And that took all night did it? You were still gone when I went to bed. And when I woke up at midnight too. Why are you lying to me?”

      “Jeez, can’t a girl have any privacy these days? It’s got nothing to do with you!” I bite.

      Hmmm, perhaps a little harsh. But dammit if she’s not nosey.

      “So it’s like that, is it?” she asks sorely. She holds up her palms and takes a couple of paces back. “Fine, keep your secrets if you want to. You know, I thought we were best friends – no, more than that, sisters – but clearly you don’t.”

      She brings her palms together and wipes them dramatically, before turning, grabbing a towel from her bed, and heading towards the door.

      “Tess, don’t be like that,” I say as she marches off.

      “No no, Brie, it’s fine. Really.”

      She disappears from the room, but falls short of slamming the door. She can be quite the child when she wants to be. Mostly, she just hates to be kept out of the loop.

      Unfortunately, Tess is currently the least of my worries. I can spare her no time, and no information. One day, if she ever finds out, she’ll realise that it’s for her own good. Knowing just what I’ve been up to is only likely to put her in danger.

      And I can’t have that.

      Mrs Carmichael, however, is another matter.

      I take the opportunity to dress while Tess showers, and escape the room and head down to breakfast. Immediately, I seek out the latest youngster put in charge of managing the mail. I find Nate, a usually shy young boy, on duty at the small reception desk that sits in the hall.

      He looks tired. Clearly, he’s been there since the early hours, with the postal drones often arriving early.

      “Anything for me?” I ask keenly as I speed up in front of him.

      He seems quite taken aback by my sudden arrival. Around here, few of the residents, even those who live on the second floor, get much post. And when we do, it’s almost always addressed to Mrs Carmichael.

      “Um, I don’t think so,” squeaks Nate through his unbroken voice.

      “Well…could you check maybe?”

      He nods on his thin little neck and averts his squirrel-like eyes towards a basket that sits in a drawer of the desk. A quick search among the electronic postal files and the more rare paper letters indicates that there’s nothing specifically for me.

      “And has anything come for Mrs Carmichael this morning?” I ask.

      He shifts his head from side to side.

      “So…no post at all?”

      His head continues to shake.

      I sigh and move off.

      “Thanks, Nathan, keep up the good work.”

      I mean, he might have just told me there was no post to begin with.

      I head off to breakfast before it gets too busy, finding a quiet corner to munch on the gruel that my taste buds no longer react to, for good or bad. Instead, the mush just passes straight down my throat and into my stomach to do its job – keep me nourished, keep me alive.

      It’s kinda the same for most things in the city, really. Everything seems to have its place and function. I suppose, when I think about it like that, the notion of Culture Corner, with its art and music, and the fancy clothes shops and nice food that the richer residents of Outer Haven eat, is strangely at odds with the rest of the city.

      I mean, in Inner Haven – perhaps more than anywhere – the people live functional, undeviating lives. They all perform their roles and operate as part of a system, even more so than some of us do here. Really, it’s like a living machine over there. Only, instead of metal cogs and parts, it’s all flesh and blood.

      The natural progression towards eliminating the civil liberties of the Unenhanced, or stripping us to our bare bones and suppressing our emotions, isn’t hugely hard to grasp. The Savants have been doing it to the rest of the Enhanced for many decades, indoctrinating them to their thinking.

      So why not us?

      As I sit and ponder my new place in the world, the canteen begins to fill with chattering children. They talk endlessly, playing and fighting and giggling and gossiping. I watch them with a new slant, knowing how the world they grow up in is likely going to be very different to mine.

      Should the Consortium get their way, then who knows what the future will hold? Soon enough, maybe there’ll be none of us left, none of us proper humans. Only Enhanced, or those reconditioned to act according to the Savants’ design. A world running on tracks.

      Nothing but a giant machine, spreading its emotionless tendrils across the lands once more.

      The thought brings a grimace to my face as the kids swarm, forming into one large blur as my eyes just stare into the middle distance. Then, suddenly, I’m jolted back into the room by the sound of a voice, my vision coming back into stark contrast.

      I turn from the mess of kids and see Mrs Carmichael hovering above me.

      “Brie, I had no idea you were back. I thought you…”

      She quickly looks to see that no one’s close enough to hear. Frankly, with the youngsters chattering so loudly, that isn’t much of a problem.

      Still, she moves in and takes a seat on a bench ahead of me, leaning a little across the table and delivering a harsh whisper.

      “I thought you’d be gone a little longer,” she says, finishing her sentence. “Did it not go well? Did you decide to come back for good?”

      Her words rise, and her eyes widen in hope. I’m afraid I’m going to have to disappoint her.

      “Only temporarily,” I say. “I won’t be here for long.”

      Her voice deflates. “How long? What happened last night?”

      “Perhaps here isn’t the best place to talk, Mrs Carmichael,” I say, bobbing my head towards the sea of ears that surround us.

      “No, of course, you’re right. Let’s go to my office. You can tell me there.”

      We leave the canteen, moving down the corridor and into the entrance hall to the academy. As we do so, a squeak sounds from near the front doorway, and Nate comes hurrying over to us on his spindly legs that remind me of the newborn cattle over in the warehouses of the eastern quarter.

      “Brie, the post you were asking for…it just came in,” he says as he comes, before turning his eyes up to our guardian. “Morning, Mrs Carmichael,” he adds with a smile.

      “Good morning, Nathan,” she responds, turning her eyes to the sealed message in his hand. “Now what’s this about?” she asks.

      Nathan appears to think the question is directed at him. All he does is shrug.

      “I’ll tell you upstairs,” I say, grabbing the electronic letter. “Thanks, Nate. Good job.”

      He grins before darting back to his post, ever vigilant.

      A minute later, Mrs Carmichael is settling into the well-worn leather chair behind her desk, and I’m taking residence of one in front. As she fiddles with what’s most likely the first of many cigarettes today, I break the seal on the slim line electronic tablet and let it glow to life.

      It does so, bringing with it the words that I’ve been waiting for.

      
        
        Dear Miss Melrose,

        You are cordially invited to attend a Bachelor Ball this

        coming Saturday evening at 7PM, to be held at Compton’s Hall

        on the Southside of the Innermost Spiral of Inner Haven.

        A chaperone will be sent to you tomorrow morning to take you

        through etiquette and procedures. Please be ready to receive her

        before 8AM.

        Many congratulations, and all the best of luck to you in finding

        a suitable match.

        Sincerely,

        Mrs Ingrid. W. Humbert,

        High Secretary of the Council of Matrimony.

      

      

      By the time my eyes have scanned the glowing words, Mrs Carmichael has lit her cigarette and taken a couple of long drags. Her eyes linger on the script. Clearly, she’s capable of reading it upside down.

      “So…this is what they want from you?” she asks, raising her eyebrows with a measure of accusation. “They want you to court an Enhanced? Why, Brie? What’s going on?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “We have time, clearly. Your liaison isn’t expected until 8 tomorrow morning.”

      “OK, well it’s not that long,” I admit. “I guess you’ve already hit the bullet points.”

      “But why do they want you courting an Enhanced?”

      I struggle to say the words. They still sound stupid, even in my head. I’m to be a spy.

      A spy! Me.

      I decide to choose alternative wording.

      “They want information,” I tell her. “The Consortium are planning something, and they think I can help find out what.”

      “You? Why you?”

      “I’m, um, unique. Apparently.”

      “Unique? Brie, you’re going to have to start from the top here. As I say, we’ve got plenty of time. This is important. Tell me.”

      There’s a strain to her voice that’s rare, and her eyes too. She’s usually quite stern, even austere at times. These last few days, however, have laid bare her worries. Worries about me. Worries about Inner Haven. Worries that have been brewing and breeding inside her for such a long count of years.

      She deserves to know. I owe it to her.

      So I do as ordered, and step back to the beginning, telling her everything that’s happened since I left this very office less than 36 hours ago.

      The attack on the black market and the rescue by Zander. The tunnels below the city and the journey beyond it. The church and the green mist and the glowing lights of the High Tower, so majestic and beautiful from such a distance.

      I tell her then of Lady Orlando, of the powers that are set to manifest inside me. And finally, of Zander and his true identity. Of my twin brother, a fact that still lights a fire in my heart whenever it sparks into my mind.

      As I utter the final reveal, I watch her closely, suspicious still that she might have known of his existence. If Zander’s guardian, Linda, had a picture of us both as babies, then why not Mrs Carmichael?

      Yet her face tells no lies, speaks of no knowledge of my twin. The shock is something she could never falsify, not to me. I know her too well for that. Her reaction is genuine.

      “You have a brother?! Brie, that’s wonderful news,” she says. “It’s so rare for anyone here to find lost family. I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thanks, Brenda. I have to admit, it came as quite a surprise.”

      The use of her first name falls off my tongue. It feels right, natural. It’s as if I’ve passed some invisible milestone, graduated from this place.

      “I’m sure it did. I honestly had no idea. Your father never spoke of another child.”

      “Nothing at all?” I ask, peering closely.

      “No. Nothing. I suppose he must have split you two up to keep you safe,” she says, thinking out loud. “How did Zander come by the picture?”

      “His guardian was killed when he was a boy,” I say. “He was taken in by the Nameless, and found the picture among her things. I assume that, maybe, his guardian had orders to tell him about me and his past when he was old enough. Just like you did…”

      “That makes sense. Although, I don’t see why your father would have kept that information from me.”

      “Maybe he only wanted Zander to know. For him to find me or something. I don’t know, really. I guess it doesn’t matter now.”

      A fresh puff of smoke spreads from Mrs Carmichael’s mouth. She looks so weary, so old. Her once smooth skin has grown so wrinkled and pallid, spiderwebs spreading from the sides of her eyes and mouth. She’s aging fast now, the flesh being lost from her body and a gauntness beginning to set in.

      “I never asked before,” I continue. “My father – what was his name?”

      She sets the cigarette into its ashtray.

      “Maxwell. But he let me call him Max. I never knew his second name, if he even had one.”

      Maxwell…I like the name.

      “And, he was only a Hawk?”

      She nods lightly.

      “Just a Hawk, yes. He’d keep watch around the streets here. He was a kind man, Brie. He had a good heart, like you…”

      “But it makes no sense,” I mutter, breaking her stride as she speaks.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Zander. He has so many gifts. He’s not just a Hawk, but a Dasher too. And a Mind-Manipulator. If my mother was a Savant, then my father must have been more than just a Hawk. He must have been a Dasher as well.”

      “A Hawker?” says Mrs Carmichael. “No, that’s highly unlikely. That would make him a hybrid. There’s no way he could have been part of the City Guard.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “Unless your mother was a Savant, and a Dasher?” she says, “Although, that would make her a hybrid too, so the same principle applies.”

      “What about old blood,” I ask. “Could my father have had old Dasher blood somewhere back in his bloodline? Maybe it never properly manifested in him, but did in Zander?”

      Mrs Carmichael considers it for a moment, her fingers creeping to her spiky jaw.

      “Yes, that’s possible. And, actually, that makes quite a lot of sense, given your mother’s gifts.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Well, she was a Savant, and a Mind-Manipulator at that. That’s a powerful ability, and as you say, Zander has the same potential.”

      “So…”

      “So, having such an ability would enable him to open up pathways to old bloodlines, something that your father couldn’t have done. If there was old Dasher blood in him, somewhere in his past, it would be rare for that to manifest. With Zander, however, his Savant side would have the capacity to mine his potential more fully. So, I suppose that’s what happened.”

      “And now it’s my turn,” I say.

      Her enthusiasm is quenched. Her words collapse along with her posture, drawn out by a sudden sigh.

      “Yes,” she says dryly. “Now it’s your turn.”

      She doesn’t want this for me, that’s obvious enough. That’s her role here: a parent looking out for their child, wanting to see them safe from harm. It’s a strange one, really. Parents will do anything for their children to ensure they live long and safe lives, even to the detriment of doing something worthwhile.

      I have a chance here to help, to make a difference. I can make sure that others don’t suffer the same fate as my parents, and the many more who have seen their lives ruined by the ‘logic’ of the Savants.

      That’s my role. That’s my path. Perhaps, one day, Mrs Carmichael will see that.

      “I know you don’t approve,” I say, my words disrupting a short silence.

      “It’s not about approval, Brie,” she counters with a soft frown. “It’s about wanting you to be safe, and happy.”

      “Sometimes that’s not possible. Not in this city. How many people do you know who are happy? Or safe? They may think they are, but they’re not. That’s what we’re trying to stop.”

      “We? You’re really a part of their cause now, aren’t you,” she sighs. “I just don’t want to see you hurt.”

      “I know. But that’s not up to you. I have no choice, Brenda. You must understand that?”

      Lighting up a new cigarette, she takes a drag and nods.

      “I do. Some people are made for more than a simple life. You’re one of them, Brie Melrose. I just hope you find some happiness along the way…”

      Happiness? It’s an alien concept.

      “And you? Are you happy?”

      Her eyes sink and darken.

      “My happy years are spent, Brie,” she says. “They died when Derek did. Now it’s you, and Tess, and all the other kids I worry about. I’m just like you…I just want to do some good.”

      “And you are,” I say, rising from my chair and moving around to her. I take her withered hand and squeeze it tight between my fingers, young but marked and blemished by years of labour. “You’ve done enough good for a hundred lifetimes. Now it’s time I repaid the favour.”

      She cups my cheek in her palm and smiles.

      “You have the eyes of your father,” she says. “And his good heart. I wonder what your mother was like, for him to have fallen for her…”

      “So do I,” I say, releasing her hand and stepping back.

      And when I go to Inner Haven, that’s exactly what I’m going to find out.
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      The following morning, I rise early in preparation for my chaperone. The air in the academy carries a bitter chill, but no more so than the atmosphere brought about by Tess’s frosty mood.

      Having ignored me since our little argument the previous morning, I settle in for the expected two or three days of silent treatment. Over the years, that’s the general format I’ve grown used to.

      This time, however, I won’t be around to endure it. And that’s probably a good thing. When she finds out I’m attending a bachelor ball tomorrow evening, her crankiness is likely to magnify tenfold.

      Heading to the canteen nice and early, I find Drum already present, wolfing down a couple of bowls of gruel – he gets larger portions, given his size – as if he’s gorging on chocolate cake.

      The haste of his feasting, however, isn’t due to the delicious taste of the sludge, but his ever-increasing workload. I join him, but he only has a couple of minutes to spare before he has to get off to work.

      “Clearance work at an old building,” he tells me when I ask him what the job is. “It’s being torn down and replaced, over in district 9 of the eastern quarter.”

      That’s a long way away, right on the far side of the city near the boundary wall. No wonder he’s up so early. It’ll take him a little while to get there.

      It’s great that he’s getting so much work, though. And since I’m not coming back – although I don’t tell him that, of course – he’s only likely to have more jobs lined up in the coming weeks and months.

      “So how’s it all going?” I ask tentatively.

      Mostly, when Drum gets work, he’s only got bad things to say about it. Not the job itself, but his performance. He’s always walking on eggshells, which, as you can imagine, isn’t ideal for a boy of his size.

      When he says, “good,” however, I feel a warm sensation spread through me. I may have just found a brother by blood, but I’ve had an adopted one for years.

      “That’s great, Drum. Will the job last long?”

      “Until the end of next week at least. It’s good work for me. I can break stuff and it doesn’t matter!”

      His bountiful lips explode into a smile, revealing teeth the size of tablets.

      “Perfect!” I say as he scoops a final heaped spoonful of porridge into his cavern of a mouth.

      “Anyway, I’d better get going,” he announces, rising high from the bench and sending the table shaking as his thick thighs graze it.

      The tremors send my bowl vibrating off onto the floor, where it smashes into a mixture of pottery shards and grey slop.

      “Oh no…” groans Drum, bounding around the bench to clean it.

      “Don’t worry,” I laugh, “I’ll take care of it. You can’t be late for work. Off you go.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, of course. Now go, Drum!”

      He sets a huge paw down on my head, engulfing my skull, and gives me a quick stroke. Drum has some trouble expressing his emotion through personal contact. Apparently, stroking me like a cat is his chosen method of showing appreciation.

      “Thanks, Brie. I owe you one,” he mumbles, before marching off out of the room, leaving me giggling to myself as I mop up his mess.

      Some things never change.

      The exchange has me losing track of time. By the time I’m done, I haven’t even realised that the clock has ticked straight past 8AM.

      A quick check of my watch tells me it’s 8.03.

      As I work my way through towards the entrance hall, however, I’m accosted by a familiar face staring at me from down the corridor.

      I’m hardly surprised. Neither by the fact that it’s her, nor that her time-keeping is so typically precise.

      “You were supposed to greet me at the door, Brie,” says Sophie, standing like a beacon in the dingy passage, her silky brown hair shining under the meagre allotment of light.

      She comes towards me with a rising smile.

      “I lost track of time,” I say.

      “Well, that’s all well and good around here. But if you’re to make your mark in Inner Haven, it won’t do at all.”

      She reaches out and lays her hand on my shoulder, before dragging me into a rather perfunctory hug.

      “Congratulations, Brie!” she announces as I squirm in her grip. “I must say, it’s wonderful to see that you’ve come around. I didn’t think you enjoyed your trip to Inner Haven much. Clearly, my intuition isn’t as good as I thought it was. I considered that Tess would be far more interested in marrying up.”

      I ease away from her embrace.

      “Well, I guess I changed my mind when the invite came through. It’s an honour I can’t refuse.”

      “No invite for Tess though, I see. She must be bitterly disappointed.”

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      “You haven’t told her?”

      “Not yet…”

      “Told me what?”

      Tess’s voice takes me by surprise. I look over Sophie’s shoulder to see her emerging from the entrance hall and making her way to the canteen for breakfast. I guess she was always going to find out.

      “Tess, darling,” says Sophie, turning. “So good to see you. I trust you’re feeling better after last time?”

      “What? Oh…yeah. Sorry about that. The apple wine went to my head.”

      “And your stomach, no doubt!” laughs Sophie. “No apologies needed. You’ll learn your limits sooner or later.”

      “Right. So, what are you doing here, Sophie?” she asks, her eyes narrowing.

      “Well, Brie has some wonderful news to share with you.”

      Jeez. This damn woman has no tact at all.

      Tess stares at me from a few metres away, that frosty countenance sending chills in my direction.

      “More secrets, hey Brie?” she asks bitterly.

      “No secrets,” I say, defending myself. “I’ve been invited to a bachelor ball in Inner Haven tomorrow night.”

      Her face curls into some unpleasant concoction of anger, jealousy, and confusion. It’s not a pretty look for her.

      “You’ve been invited?! And you said yes?!”

      “Well, yeah. Wouldn’t you?”

      “Of course I would. But you hate the Enhanced!”

      “They’re not so bad,” I say, glancing at Sophie. “I’m just going to see what the fuss is about, that’s all,” I lie. “I doubt anything will come of it…”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure,” comes Sophie’s voice. “From what I hear, you’re the talk of the town after the ceremony. There are plenty of bachelors after you.”

      For crying out loud, Sophie…shut up!

      This time, however, she does seem to take note of how inappropriate her words are, adding: “And so are you, Tess. Perhaps you’ll get an invite next time?”

      Tess shakes her head, glaring at me.

      “Whatever. I don’t even care. Have fun at the ball…”

      She turns on her heels and disappears back through the door, her appetite seemingly abandoning her. I look to Sophie and offer my own admonishing look.

      “You didn’t handle that very well, did you?” I say accusingly.

      She appears to have realised that herself.

      “Yes, well, this isn’t about Tess, so let’s not get bogged down with all that. This is your day of triumph, Brie. Perhaps Tess’s will come, but not today. Now come along, we have plenty to do.”

      She leads me straight outside, remarking on how my appearance has taken a tumble for the worse since she last saw me a few days ago. Of course it has. Then, I was all dressed up like a mannequin, on show for all the world to see. Around here, I’m not exactly trying to impress anyone.

      Parked a little way down Brick Lane, we find her car awaiting us, all blacked out and offering us privacy as soon as we step inside. As it whirs to life and begins moving south, Sophie begins explaining what today is all about.

      “Preparation, my dear. Thankfully, you’ve been through a bit already, what with the celebration the other day. Having been to Inner Haven, you have some idea as to what to expect.”

      “Good. So I guess it’s just a case of getting dressed up and looking pretty again?”

      “Well, on the surface, yes. Of course, all the same principles of etiquette apply. I’ll take you through any specifics, and the procedures for the ball itself. It’s really a very exciting affair,” she beams. “I’ve very fond memories of when I attended mine.”

      “When you met Rycard?”

      “Yes, indeed.”

      “And were there others?” I ask. “Or was it just, I don’t know, love at first sight?”

      “A bit of both, I suppose. I met many bachelors that night, but it wasn’t until I came face to face with Rycard that I knew he was the one. It all happened very quickly after that. I wasn’t long for Outer Haven, I can tell you. If you go in with the right mindset, perhaps the same will happen to you.”

      Yes...I’m fairly certain it will. For show, at least.

      The car draws further south, to no surprise, passing Culture Corner, which remains out of action, and moving down Liberty Row with its multitude of fashion outlets and beauty parlours and fancy cafes and restaurants.

      “We shopping for dresses again?” I ask, just as we pass ‘The Inner Circle’, the shop specifically designed for kitting out Unenhanced who are set to marry up.

      Sophie shakes her head.

      “We have our own collection all set and ready to go. All of you girls will be dressed the same, as will all the men. At a bachelor ball, it’s prohibited for anyone to try to out-do the competition through fashion and makeup and any other physical embellishments. The dress code is standardised for everyone.”

      “Why’s that? We’re all unique, after all.”

      Or not. Not in Inner Haven anyway.

      “It’s merely a method of…”

      “Control?” I cut in.

      “Come now, Brie, less of that please. If you’re to marry an Enhanced and live in Inner Haven, you’ve got to stop with all these conspiracy theories.”

      “Fine. So, why then?”

      “Well, dressing the same merely makes it simpler to ensure we find personality matches. After all, that’s the most important thing in any functioning relationship.”

      I guess it makes sense when she puts it like that. I know full well how people can shift their appearance quite dramatically with some creative makeup and interesting fashion choices. And not just the women either.

      “And, how many people will be at this ball?”

      “Oh, I’m not sure exactly. A few hundred, most likely.”

      “That many?!”

      “Of course. I myself am taking charge of 20 women. They’re waiting for us just down the street. I was told specifically to fetch you myself, given the lateness of your invite. The rest have been more officially scouted.”

      She lets her pristine skin fold into a frown.

      “Actually, I’ve been wondering exactly why you didn’t need to go through official channels…”

      “Beats me,” I lie.

      “Hmmmm. It can only be that someone rather important requested your presence. Let’s hope he’s a keeper, whoever he is.”

      The car begins to slow, sweeping around a corner and coming to a stop. Sophie leads me outside, and straight towards a cream coloured and well maintained building, with pleasant looking balconies looking out over the southern quarter and a raft of colourful flowers adorning its sides.

      “Right, this is it,” she says breezily, leading me towards a set of warm oak doors.

      “What exactly is this place?”

      “It’s a training house for Unenhanced like you,” she says, pulling out a key and unlocking the entranceway. “Girls come here to learn about Inner Haven etiquette and so forth, and how best to assimilate into the ranks of the Enhanced as quickly and seamlessly as possible. Come now, the others are waiting.”

      We move through a hallway and I quickly note that someone here likes floral displays. The colours are vibrant and varied, and the place smells unlike any place I’ve ever been. Natural and fresh, and so different from the many pungent aromas that spread through the city streets.

      Down the hall, we reach a door that opens into some sort of large meeting room. Several dozen seats are lined up, facing a wall covered in a large screen. On them sit a host of young women, tidily dressed and made up and every one of them looking prim and proper. Quite the opposite of me.

      Their eyes arch as one to us as the door opens, passing from Sophie to me where they linger. I immediately feel a similar frost as that back at the academy, an atmosphere of animosity lingering in the air.

      I don’t exactly get a chance to inspect every face, but those that I do examine look upon me with a measure of disdain and displeasure. I think it’s safe to say I dislike them from the word ‘go’.

      When their eyes turn back to Sophie, however, inane smiles rise again. In fact, they rather remind me of her, their expressions so forced and put on and well rehearsed.

      Preparation for life in Inner Haven, by the looks of things, is already well underway.

      “Good morning, ladies,” hums Sophie, buzzing into the room. “This is Brie Melrose. I’m sure you all saw her at the ceremony the other day. Please give her a nice warm welcome.”

      A ripple of welcoming words spreads from the little gathering. It’s hardly warm, though. More like glacial.

      “OK, Brie, please take a seat.”

      I do so, dropping into a seat right at the back where the scornful eyes aren’t able to see me. Sophie, meanwhile, drifts to the front and looks upon us all.

      “Right ladies, tomorrow night is the big one. Some of you have known about it for a while. Others are more recent additions. However, all of you are now on equal footing. You all have an opportunity of a lifetime, and need to make it count. Remember, though, that this isn’t a competition. Your job is to present yourselves to the bachelors as best you can. It is they who choose who they wish to court, not you.”

      She moves over to the side of the room, and picks up a little remote from a fixed placing on the wall. Clicking it, the wall behind her glows to life, the first page of a slideshow appearing.

      It’s titled: Preparing For Your First Bachelor Ball.

      My eyes drop to the bottom right hand corner. There, in small print, it reads: 1 of 64.

      I let out a sigh, and sink a little deeper into my chair.

      Sixty-four pages.

      It’s going to be a long morning.
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      By the time Sophie’s worked her way through the endless series of slides, my stomach is grumbling loudly and calling for lunch.

      So vocal are its complaints that it draws the attention of the nearest girls, all of them flashing looks of disgust my way. It’s enough to lure little spots of blush to my cheeks, my eyes averting to my feet.

      “Looks like someone’s hungry!” grins Sophie up at the front.

      The girls laugh sycophantically, as my cheeks glow a little brighter.

      “Not to worry, Brie. Lunch is forthcoming,” adds Sophie, dousing the laughter in the room.

      I know she didn’t mean to put the spotlight on me like that, but it’s embarrassing all the same.

      Still, I don’t care what these stupid girls think. If they knew why I was really here, and who I really was, I doubt they’d treat me like this.

      It’s immediately obvious, just looking around, that most of them are from the southern quarter. Well brought up girls who have come from a higher class of Unenhanced than me. And here I am, invited here without even having to be scouted and tested by the Council of Matrimony.

      I guess they’re just jealous.

      Still, all I have to do is endure the next day and get to the ball. For these girls, all of this is the most important thing they’ll ever do. For me, it’s a means to an end, nothing but a gateway to something far more important.

      Eventually, as my stomach continues to do cartwheels, Sophie brings the morning to a close. Having spent most of the time daydreaming, or feeling too hungry to concentrate, I consider the hours a total waste.

      I mean, what do I need to do all of this for? I know who I’m going to be meeting. I could turn up in rags, a cigarette dangling from my bottom lip and a flask of whiskey gripped between my fingers, and it wouldn’t change a thing.

      This Adryan, whoever he is, is still going to ‘court’ me and bring me right into the fold. All of this is just a very dull stepping stone.

      Yet, I know I have to play it out and keep up appearances. Drawing attention to myself isn’t exactly part of the playbook, so I make sure to keep my head down and get through to tomorrow night without too many hiccups.

      My conviction doesn’t last long. As they say, old habits die hard.

      Because as we retire to lunch across the hall, I waste no time in plundering the buffet, taking this rare opportunity to fill up on the more succulent offerings that you find in this part of town. As I fill a plate and find a space by myself, I draw yet more attention from the girls for my rather unsightly dining style.

      Sophie comes over, shaking her head.

      “Brie, my goodness, have you learned nothing?! You’re munching away like a beast!”

      “I’m just eating. I don’t care what these girls think.”

      “Well, it’s not a good habit to keep. I know you haven’t been brought up in the same surroundings, but you’re going to have to alter your ways if you want to live in Inner Haven. You’ll have to show proper manners during the courting process, and that’s assuming you’re chosen by someone tomorrow night. You can be sure you’ll be cast straight back to Outer Haven behaving like that.”

      “Oh…spare me, Sophie. I’ll save it for opening night, OK.”

      “No! Not OK. This reflects badly on me as well, you know. Please, Brie, just slow down, and use your cutlery properly.”

      I take a deep breath and note that all eyes are on us. I offer a communal glare to the lot of them.

      “Fine. I’ll try harder.”

      She smiles in her customary style, reiterates how important manners are, and breezes off.

      I spend the rest of the lunch nibbling like a ferret.

      The afternoon drags on just like the morning. When we return after lunch, Sophie fills the back wall with a fresh slideshow.

      This time, the title is: Preparing For Life In Inner Haven.

      And the slides number 78.

      Have mercy.

      I make a better effort this time, though. While the outcome of the bachelor ball is in no doubt at all, it’s probably not the worst idea for me to forge a stronger grasp of how life goes down on the other side of the wall.

      Depending on how my mission goes, I might just be spending some time there. And fitting in properly is going to be an important part of the subterfuge.

      I mean, I wouldn’t be much of a spy if I stuck out like a sore thumb, would I?

      So, I spend the afternoon listening more carefully and making mental notes. Mostly, Sophie drones on about etiquette and how we, as ‘ladies of the Unenhanced’, are supposed to act.

      Of course, our primary function is to do little more than procreate. Unless they can offer some specific skill of benefit with regards to work, the women who marry up don’t generally have jobs. With little else to offer, most merely adopt positions as mothers and housewives and, in some cases, nannies and carers to Enhanced children.

      For many of these girls, that’s highly appealing. A life of relative leisure and luxury, where they can consider themselves active, and indeed important, in seeing to the growth of the ranks of the Enhanced.

      Naturally, such a mindset is critical to any girl who wishes to be scouted. Other than tests to determine intelligence levels – tests which, looking around, must be in dire need of updating given present company – any potential candidate is required to prove their dedication to ‘bettering’ themselves and committing to life among the Enhanced.

      Every girl here, therefore, will have proven their desire to join the ranks of Inner Haven, and do their part in proliferating the species.

      I’m rather grateful that I didn’t have to undergo such a test. I’d have likely failed to an unprecedented and spectacular degree.

      Which, considering recent revelations, is rather ironic. I mean, given how I’m part Hawk, part Dasher, and part Savant, it’s odd that I maintain such an aversion to their world.

      Then again, it’s not the Enhanced I have a problem with. It’s only the Savants, and the Consortium in particular. The higher up the tree you go, the more crooked and dictatorial these people seem to become.

      And despite the fact that my mother was one of them, I feel no affiliation with them at all.

      The afternoon drones on as I attempt to maintain a tighter focus. As expected, a large portion of the slideshow deals with etiquette, something that most of these girls appear to be well versed in already.

      Just the manner in which they’re sitting proves that, each of them doing so with perfect posture which refuses to deflate even as the hours stretch by. For my part, a more comfortable ‘slouching’ position is adopted, something that draws regular looks of rebuke from Sophie’s eyes.

      And each time she looks at me in such fashion, I giggle internally. Truth be told, I rather enjoy provoking her.

      Still, some of the lesson is familiar to me, given my day spent in Inner Haven a week or so ago. I’m well aware of how to walk and act and behave having seen it all first-hand myself. Actually mimicking the lifeless drones is another matter entirely, however.

      To ease the transition, Sophie calls us up to run through a few role-plays. I groan at the thought, and sink deeper into the back of the room.

      Unfortunately, there’s no hiding from Sophie’s eyes, which immediately pick me out.

      “Brie, you’ve been to Inner Haven before. So, up you come. Show these girls how to walk.”

      Well played, Sophie. Clear revenge for my slouching and unpleasant table manners.

      With a hint of crimson dancing on my cheeks, I stand and walk to the front. Up and down I go, attempting to move with a grace and elegance that’s so alien to me, while putting on an artificial smile that would make the occupants of this room proud.

      I think I do a rather good job, all things considered. Still, Sophie sees fit to offer an array of hints and tips until I get it right, bringing sniggers from the audience. Eventually, after what seems like a hundred or so laps of the room, I appear to have won her over.

      The other ladies have less trouble. A quick circuit and they’re all back in their seats.

      The afternoon of humiliation continues with further role-plays and little enactments. We’re all forced to come back to the front and act out little scenarios, such as how to behave when meeting certain classes of Enhanced, or how certain behaviours should be modified depending on where in Inner Haven we are.

      Naturally, the closer you get to the centre of the Spiral, the more important it is to uphold the strictest of etiquettes. This one I pay closer attention to. If I’m to infiltrate the High Tower, I’m going to need to know precisely how to conduct myself.

      Still, it’s a torturous and uncomfortable afternoon, and by the time evening dawns, I’m itching to go back to the academy.

      Sophie stops me as I gravitate towards the exit to the building.

      “And where do you think you’re going?” she asks.

      “Home. I can’t stand it here any longer.”

      I’m nothing if not honest.

      “Oh no, Brie, you must have misunderstood. You’ll be staying here tonight. As I said, this is a training house for ladies seeking to marry up. Some of these girls have been living here for days, or even weeks now.”

      “Well…good for them. I’m going home. You can pick me up at the academy tomorrow,” I say dismissively.

      I turn to the door and feel a whoosh of air as she swoops in to stop me. Jeez, what is she, some kind of Dasher?!

      Her hand grips my wrist as it hovers over the door handle.

      “Brie, you’re NOT going home,” she simmers. “And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t speak to me with such disdain. You seem to think yourself superior to me, and all these girls here. I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but you’re no better than any of us.”

      She glares at me through glowing red slits. I’m forced to recoil.

      “Alright, alright…I’ll stay,” I say. “Wow, Sophie, I didn’t know you had it in you. I’m impressed.”

      “Well,” she says, righting herself and easing back. “Sometimes you need to put the hammer down. I know you’ve hated today, Brie, but that doesn’t give you the right to be rude. I’m only here to help you, and I’m only doing my job.”

      I lower my gaze and bite my bottom lip.

      “Sorry. You’re right, Sophie. I’m not usually like this. It’s just…I’ve been through a lot lately. And this is well outside my comfort zone.”

      Her muted expression returns to life, a more natural smile creasing her lips.

      “I understand. The transition isn’t easy, especially if you’re unprepared for it. All these girls have been working towards this their entire lives. You could even say they were bred for it. But you’ll get it eventually, Brie. I know you didn’t take the tests, but I can tell how smart you are. I’m sure you’ll make a fine wife to whoever picks you tomorrow night.”

      “So…you think I’ll be picked?” I ask, forgetting myself for a second.

      “I can all but guarantee it,” she smiles, scooping her arm around mine. “Now come on, let’s have some dinner, and talk some more. And don’t worry about the other girls. They’re just not used to a girl like you.”

      She leads me from the door, from my escape from this place. I look upon it longingly for a few more moments, before turning my eyes back down the hall.

      And back into the nest of snakes I go…
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      The next day I wake with a searing headache. It pulses from inside my skull and spreads to my eyes, which burn as the harsh lights of my room begin to glow.

      Sophie appears in the doorway, her fingers on the light switch. At least I got a room to myself.

      “Rise and shine, Brie,” comes her voice, bright and breezy and cutting into my head like daggers. “Today’s the big day!”

      I squint through narrow slots and raise my head up from the pillow.

      “Are you alright?” she asks, stepping in and shutting the door. “You look rather pale.”

      “My head,” I mumble. “It’s killing me.”

      “Ah, I see, a common problem on mornings like this. It’s the nerves. Here, take these.”

      She moves in, pulling a little bottle of pills from her pocket. I’m passed two, and swallow them without water.

      She performs a closer inspection of my face.

      “Hmmm, perhaps a double dose for you.”

      Another two journey down my throat.

      “They should kick in over the next half hour. Have a shower and get dressed, and you’ll feel right as rain. If you need to, take breakfast to gather your senses. Don’t worry, it’s quite normal. Many girls lose their appetites the day of the bachelor ball.”

      “And what’s happening after breakfast?” I groan.

      “Fittings for your dresses. Then we’ll be running over everything one final time – don’t worry, it’s just a summary – before getting you all ready for the ball. It’s so exciting, isn’t it!” she squeaks. I grimace at the lofty pitch of her voice. “Oh…sorry. I’ll leave you alone, Brie. I’ll be back in an hour, OK.”

      I nod and shut my eyes, pulling the blanket over my head and disappearing into the darkness. Moments later, the room plunges back into black, and the door shuts tight, cutting off all sound.

      All, of course, except the heavy throbbing in my ears.

      Mercifully, however, the double dose of painkillers does its job, partially at least. While a lingering headache remains, my brain begins to loosen up and the sensitivity of my eyes subsides as the drugs take effect.

      By the time Sophie returns, I’ve managed to shower and dress and feel markedly better.

      The next couple of hours are spent finding the perfect dress to fit our frames. We gather in a room filled with them, all lined up against the wall, and are asked one by one to give our dress sizes.

      When it comes to me, I get ready to plead ignorance, and prepare for the inevitable round of sniggering from the girls.

      Thankfully, Sophie is on hand to help me out.

      “Brie, I already know your size, don’t worry,” she says. “I have a dress picked out that should fit you perfectly.”

      She gives me a little smile, before moving onto the next girl.

      Once she’s jotted down our measurements, she sets about distributing dresses. Most are very similar in size, given the slender shapes of the ladies here, but may need to be adjusted at certain points to ensure they fit just perfectly.

      They are, however, all the same. The same light shade of blue that all Unenhanced wear in Inner Haven, and rather simple and yet elegant in design. No frills or unnecessary flourishes adorn them. They are very much in keeping with what I’ve come to expect from the world across the wall.

      Once we’ve all been fully fitted, it’s back to the classroom for a summation of yesterday’s teachings. Looking around the room, I see the creeping tendrils of anxiety beginning to appear on otherwise excited faces. The atmosphere, too, begins to grow heavy with nerves as the hours pass by.

      Following lunch – during which few consume more than a few bites – we’re taken outside and down the street to the same beauty parlour I visited before my first excursion to Inner Haven.

      A flock of beauty technicians gather us in and set us on seats, before getting started on our hair and makeup. The latter is all the same, each of us painted in precisely the same manner. Again, like with the dresses, the final product is simple and yet sophisticated.

      Our hair, meanwhile, is presented as similarly as it can be. Mostly, the girls have shoulder length hair or thereabouts, although the colours vary from bright blonde to jet black, with most stuck somewhere in between.

      The consistency, too, varies from girl to girl. Some have locks as straight as arrows, others with thick curls that flow like a waterfall. In the end, the beauticians do what they can to ensure we look as similar as possible, a frightening thing to witness when I turn to the mirror and see the faces looking back.

      It’s like we’ve been turned into clones. An army of women set to go forth and procreate, to deliver fresh children to the ranks of the Enhanced.

      My stomach churns at the sight and thought. And my headache, hovering in the background, begins to battle once more to the fore.

      I feel sick to look at us.

      Sophie, meanwhile, is of a totally different disposition. In fact, we all look just like her now.

      She beams upon seeing us all, and cups her palms together.

      “Oh, ladies, you look delicious. The finest batch I’ve ever cooked up, if I might say so myself!”

      The other girls beam along with her, mimicking her smile. I can’t bring myself to do the same. Amid a bright blue sky of sunny faces, I must appear as a lonely black cloud.

      And, like the rest, I begin to feel the nerves building as the day progresses and the afternoon shifts along at a quickening pace. Soon enough, we’re back at the training house and climbing into our dresses, readying ourselves for the short journey to the inner sanctum of the city.

      Outside, a series of long vehicles line up, blacked out like Sophie’s car and waiting to transport us to the ball. After a final pep talk from Sophie in the hallway, we step onto the streets to something of a fanfare.

      I’m shocked to find the roads filled with people, a sizeable host having gathered to see us off. I see some of the girls beaming at certain individuals, making me think that a large portion of them are family members and friends.

      Instinctively, my eyes run over the faces to see if Tess or Mrs Carmichael are present. The mere fact that such a thought entered my mind is ludicrous. I chuckle to myself as I near the cars and prepare to step in.

      Yet, one person does draw my eye. Hidden amid the throng, I note a cloaked figure watching me, eyes shining beneath his hood. He looks quite out of place among the well-manicured members of the southern quarter, but serves to draw the only natural smile to my face since I entered this part of town.

      Zander and I share a quick look, and he offers the tiniest of nods, before disappearing into the sea of bodies once more.

      I suppose Lady Orlando sent him to check up on me or something. After all, she did say they’d be keeping their eyes on me…

      I’m rather happy for it, though. The mere sight of my brother sets my mind back to the task, reinforcing what I’m here to do. This is a mission, nothing more. And tonight I take my first step into the abyss.

      And so, as the crowd cheer us off, we all enter the convoy of cars, and begin whirring away northwards towards the nearest gateway along the wall. Sat with another four girls, I turn my eyes to the window and do nothing but look out. At the neon lights drenching the streets. At the people, all of them different, all of them unique. At the vibrant, busy world I’ve inhabited all my life.

      I flash my eyes to the girls, all chatting excitedly in a group and buoyed by the send-off, and find it hard to make out who’s who.

      Over the last couple of days, I’ve heard all their names. A few have stuck – Amelie, Jasmine, Nadine, Bridgette. Yet looking upon them now, those names could belong to just about any of them.

      They’re dressed the same. They look the same. They sound and act the same. Preparing for life among the Enhanced, it seems, comes down to a single thing: turning away from your own identity. Forging yourself into a clone.

      And what troubles me the most, is that they all do it so willingly. For so many around here, this is the greatest of honours, the highest of callings. To join the superior race, and give life to superior children.

      Slowly but surely, we’re being phased out. Marrying up. Reconditioning. Creating Con-Cops and other slaves. All methods by which the Consortium are reducing our numbers, and growing their own.

      It’s all been before my eyes all along, I just didn’t see it. Incremental changes, performed over decades, designed to indoctrinate an entire people.

      And if we don’t stop the rot, soon enough there’ll be no normal humans left. As it is when any superior species is born, those they left behind don’t last long.

      And right here in Outer Haven, the Neanderthal dwells.

      I turn back away from the girls. I can’t stand to look at them. My eyes drift to the looming wall as we approach and pass through, and the outer street of the Spiral as we join it, cruising around and circling the city as we edge closer to the core.

      The girls gasp and glue their eyes to the windows, looking upon it all for the first time. Their chatter slows at first as they do nothing but gawp, before picking up again soon after as we venture deeper into the cold confines of Inner Haven.

      They try to pick out people on the streets, wondering what sort of Enhanced they are. They look upon men, who themselves all dress and look so similar, and wonder who they’re set to meet this evening.

      As we drift around the coiling street, and the buildings get more grand and impressive, they begin to bicker, each suggesting that they’ll find the best husband, that they’ll live in the largest home, that they’ll breed the finest children.

      Sophie said it wasn’t a competition, but these girls are most certainly competitive.

      I don’t engage with them. I merely stare at the surroundings and think again of who I really am. When we reach the final leg of the Inner Spiral, the sight of Savants appears, flowing about with dull eyes and faces, an alien race that part of me is born from.

      The girls ogle them in wonder; little knowing that one sits beside them. It’s a thought that would never compute in their minds, just as it doesn’t in mine.

      I begin to wonder: when my gifts start to appear, and when my body starts to change, will I lose my emotions as they do? Will I become an empty vessel, lacking the emotions that make us human?

      Were it not for my brother having walked this path before me, such concerns might be valid. As it is, they’re little more than bubbles on an otherwise flat lake, popping as they break the surface and disappearing for good.

      And yet, somewhere at the bottom of that lake, a fissure is burning.

      And those bubbles continue to rise…
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      Compton’s Hall is so named after the woman who devised the concept of the bachelor ball, Layla Compton.

      According to Sophie, she was a Savant of some esteem, who made it her life’s duty to learn how to best integrate the Enhanced and Unenhanced, and ensure that the numbers of Enhanced didn’t dwindle.

      As one of the founding members of the Council of Matrimony, she began the system of scouting and testing to find suitable Outer Haveners to promote. Among the Enhanced, she’s considered an important figure.

      I don’t see her in the same light.

      Of course, the hall that took her name is, like all Savants, a rather drab place. Gathering outside on the southern side of the Innermost Spiral, and with the High Tower looming above us, I look upon the square structure with a flat expression that would make any Savant proud.

      If they could feel pride.

      With white walls and not a hint of colour, it carries very few embellishments but for the pillars that line the entranceway. Beyond them, large doors of sleek metal offer passage into the foyer, and the main hall itself beyond.

      I know all of this from Sophie’s teachings and the pictures of the hall she mounted on the slideshow. Seeing it in real life makes it no more interesting.

      The other girls, on the other hand, are looking around open-mouthed and wide-eyed. However, it’s not Compton’s Hall that’s attracting their attention, but the High Tower itself, soaring into the low clouds above.

      That I can understand. The High Tower is a frankly magnificent structure, and while I’ve seen it before, it’s no less fascinating on second viewing. Its sheer scale is astonishing, and its circular shape and domed roof – invisible today with the low collection of clouds – are quite striking from an architectural standpoint.

      As the girls gaze upon it, Sophie hovers over to me, and delivers a subtle little wink. I suppose, given how we’ve been here together before, it’s supposed to signify some sort of affinity or bond between us.

      “How is it being back here, Brie?” she asks. “Excited?”

      “I can barely contain myself,” I say flatly.

      “Goodness me. If you can’t get excited about this, then I fear for you, I truly do.”

      “Hard to get excited when you know the outcome,” I mumble.

      “What was that?”

      “Oh, nothing. I’ve just got a bad headache is all.”

      “Still? Oh, I’m sorry, Brie, that’s terrible. Here, gulp these down and they’ll get you through. What a shame…usually these pills are enough to knock any ache on the head all day, if you’ll excuse the pun.”

      She hands me a couple more pills. They’re speedily swallowed.

      “Right, ladies,” calls Sophie, turning to the girls. “It’s time to go inside to the foyer. You’ll be addressed by Mrs Humbert and ticked off the list along with all the other entrants. You know the rest, we’ve been through it plenty of times. Now come on, follow me, the High Tower isn’t going anywhere.”

      The girls reluctantly drag their eyes from the colossal structure and we begin moving towards the hall. Passing the pillars, other groups of girls join us, led by their own versions of Sophie.

      The crowd gets bigger as we reach the doors and pass through into the lobby, the room filled with an endless stream of false smiles and blue dresses. I feel like little more than a bee in a hive, identical to the rest and buzzing about in little teams of twenty.

      Sophie directs us to a station to the left, where several women – all of them Unenhanced by the colour of their clothing – take our names and give us a number.

      I’m passed the number 83, which I’m told to stick to my chest.

      The numbers system is used to help the Enhanced easily identify us, given how similar we all look. Names are more easily forgotten, so if an Enhanced takes a fancy to one of us, they merely need to jot down the number instead.

      Should several Enhanced choose the same girl to court, then they’ll win the fair maiden’s hand based on hierarchy among their ranks.

      And who said they couldn’t be romantic? I scoff to myself.

      Looking around the lobby, I note that every single attendee is female. Given the higher numbers of male Enhanced, there is no such need for male members of Outer Haven to marry up into their ranks. Around here, the female Enhanced are generally well catered for by their own kind, and have plenty of men to choose from.

      Occasionally, if there’s a call for it, a smaller event will be held for spinsters rather than bachelors. But they’re few and far between.

      With the time ticking quickly towards 7PM, the crowd begins to hush. All eyes begin turning to the double doors leading into the main hall, in front of which stands a short woman with a more than ample coating of flesh.

      From where I am, I can barely make out her face, let alone the expression of her eyes. Yet the colour of her clothing is sufficient to mark her out as a Savant, the light grey fabric adorning her frame signifying her position at a glance.

      And on her chest, beneath her collarbone, the symbol of the city is just about visible, with the innermost circle coloured white.

      “Good evening, ladies,” she begins, her voice flat and smooth and a further signifier of her status. “My name is Ingrid W. Humbert, and I am High Secretary of the Council of Matrimony. It is my honour to address you here this evening, and introduce you to your first taste of life in Inner Haven. With any luck, many of you will become permanent residents, and will go on to serve our people well. It all begins tonight.”

      A little round of applause begins as Mrs Humbert pauses, and a ripple of excitement spreads across the sea of blue.

      “Now, in a few moments you will go inside the hall, and there you will await the men you are here tonight to meet. Your chaperones will have told you exactly what to expect, so you’ll know that the process is simple. All you need to do is be yourself, ladies, and the men will do the rest. Good luck to all of you.”

      She nods her head, before attempting one of those false smiles that the more cordial Savants use to humanise themselves. Then, as the lobby works up a fresh applause, the doors behind her open, and the main hall comes into view.

      Stepping aside, she waves her arm in the direction of the grand, open space. And with Sophie whispering: “Go on, it’s time,” behind us, we begin moving with the rest of the groups of girls into the ballroom.

      All in silence but for the shuffling of feet and the hushed whispering of dozens of excited girls, we move as one and spread into the open space. I take it all in in one glance. Really, it isn’t much to look at.

      Wide and open, and yet adopting the same colourless visage as the outside of the building, the place is little more than an empty space. A viewing platform for the men of Inner Haven to look upon us and consider who they wish to speak to. That, really, is it’s only purpose.

      Remaining in our teams, we follow the procedures we’ve been taught, and move to our assigned points. For us, that’s the far corner of the hall on the left.

      There, we find one of the few points of interest in the room: a table lightly decorated with little snacks to nibble on, and an assortment of drinks from which to choose.

      The offerings are sparse, however, particularly with regards to the drinks. Yet, to mark the occasion, each table is fitted with 20 glasses of champagne, a drink I’ve yet to try. As required, we all pick one up before standing to the side of the table in a line.

      The same goes for each group of girls, spread around the room. All holding our glasses, we stand in silence as our chaperones perform one final inspection.

      “Good luck,” says Sophie, standing before us like a mother sending her children off for their first day of school. The pride exuding from her is palpable, if a little misplaced.

      For my part at least.

      Her eyes scan us, one by one, just to make sure all our dresses are in order, and our makeup hasn’t smudged or hair fallen out of place.

      Given my experience over the last couple of days, I expect her to come forward and completely rearrange me. As it is, her eyes pass over me as they do the rest, before she nods, satisfied that we’re all ready to go.

      Then, behind her, a little horn sounds, calling for all the chaperones to depart the hall.

      “Good luck!” she whispers again. “Knock them dead!”

      Then, with a hasty step, she scuttles off towards the exit with the rest of the escorts.

      A short silence follows, the room swallowed up by a deathly hush. My eyes scan the room and see no movement at all, but for the occasional shuffle of nervous feet. Standing third in line of our group – our group is numbered 81 to 100 – I turn my eyes to the door and wait. All eyes linger on the same spot.

      By now, we all know the procedure. It’s about to go down.

      Above the door, a large clock ticks silently. It read 6.59, and 34 seconds.

      We watch the second hand tick round, inching northwards towards the summit. Time-keeping here is so precise. They’ll surely enter on the dot.

      When the second hand ticks past 56, and 57, and 58, and 59, we collectively hold our breath and a deeper silence falls. Then, as expected, as the minute and second hands move together to point due north, and the time hits 7PM, the door creaks open once more.

      And through they come.

      Each wears a black suit, and each holds a glass of champagne in their hands as we do. All of them have short hair, neatly cut, ranging in colour but all styled the same. They march through the passage like a troop of soldiers, spreading into the hall and stopping in the centre, where they line up the same as us, looking out at the many groups of gathered girls.

      I conduct a quick count, and note that there are far fewer of them than there are us. Perhaps a scale of 3 to 1 in our favour. Although, such odds are not in our favour at all.

      It’s one of the few things Sophie neglected to tell us. Only a third of the girls here are likely to come away with a man. The rest are going to be bitterly disappointed.

      It’s not a competition, she’d said. I doubt the girls here are seeing it like that, judging by the looks in their eyes.

      As the black-suited men come in, I note a few others at the back, half a dozen or so, hidden in their midst. They stick out like trees in the empty desert, dressed in the same suits and yet conspicuous for the different colours they adopt.

      Not black, but light grey.

      They must be Savants.

      Others stick out for very different reasons. The towering and hulking figures of Brutes, looking so odd dressed up so fine, dot the throng, drawing the eyes of many of the girls. For sheer spectacle, they’re quite something to look at.

      I’d prefer to draw the line at just looking, though.

      Others carry the intense countenance so common among Hawks, eyes already searching the faces of the surrounding girls closely for features they might find attractive.

      Then there are Bats, and Sniffers, utilising their own super-senses to determine who they might wish to greet first. The former will be able to hear heartbeats, the rise and fall of a girl’s breathing as they look upon them. The latter will indulge in the many personal scents and odours in the room, zeroing in on those they find most appealing.

      The more fidgety must be Dashers. I suppose their abilities will allow them to greet more girls more quickly, speedily working the room before the hourglass runs dry.

      Quite what appeal the Savants bring, however, is beyond me. Prestige, I suppose, and nothing more. For many of these girls – perhaps even most – that might just be the most critical factor of all. There can be no higher calling for one of these ‘ladies of the Unenhanced’ than creating little Savant children.

      A loveless union, no doubt, but a prestigious one. For the girls, at least.

      It takes a few minutes for all the men to enter the hall, and wander towards the centre. Once they’ve all gathered, the doors close once again and, as one, the Enhanced all raise their champagne glasses to the air.

      With their glasses aloft, they dip their heads in respect, before each taking a sip. That’s our cue to do the same. All around the room, the hundreds of girls follow, raising their glasses, bowing their heads reverently, and then bringing the flutes to their lips.

      I taste the cool, fizzy liquid, and consider it far nicer than the whiskey I’ve been forced to drink recently. Then, lowering my glass back down along with all the rest, we set our eyes back on the men before us, and wait.

      Procedure has been followed. All traditions have been observed.

      And now the games begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      The men begin to move.

      Within moments, the room has altered its shape, the centre now emptying once again and the Enhanced spreading out like water from a burst dam. Many, it would appear, have already chosen their primary targets. They waste little time in making their introductions.

      With my heart threatening to leap from my mouth, I wait for the deluge of men to advance on our group. I count at least a dozen of them coming straight for us, and a number of them have eyes on me. By the looks of things, Sophie wasn’t lying when she told me I was the talk of the town.

      Dressed and made up much the same as I was during the ceremony, I’m fairly easy to spot. The first to swoop, perhaps unsurprisingly, is a Dasher, utilising his speed to dance his way to the front of the queue.

      As I’ve been taught, etiquette states that only one Enhanced can talk to a girl at a time. He’ll be given a few minutes to speak with me before another man gets his turn.

      As he bears down on me, I note his youthful visage. He looks to be younger than I am, an excitable child so thrilled to be surrounded by such a bevy of beauties.

      Like a puppy he comes bounding, skipping forward and arriving in front of me in a flash. I suspect that he’s overstepping the mark, his excitement getting the better of him. The exuberance of youth, I suppose, is something even the Savants can’t stifle completely.

      With a warm smile he approaches, stopping a metre or so away and performing a little bow of respect. I follow, mimicking his action as the official greeting protocol demands.

      Next, I’m supposed to wait for him to speak first. I don’t have to wait long.

      “Your name’s Brie, isn’t it?” he asks fervently, his voice exploding out of him.

      “I am,” I answer calmly.

      “I knew it was you! I saw you at the ceremony. My friends are going to love this. Is your friend here too? What was her name? Um…no, don’t tell me, I’ll remember. Hmmmmm….what was it? Oh yeah, Tess. That’s it, right? Tess?”

      His words tumble so fast I can barely hear what he’s saying. I know that Dashers have a tendency to talk quickly sometimes, but this is something else. Surely a mixture of his bloodline and his excitement? The kid probably has ADHD too.

      Imagine that, a Dasher with ADHD. I feel for the girl who ends up with him.

      Of course, it won’t be me. That honour will go to the mystery man known as Adryan, who must be somewhere in this room. Foolishly, with everything going down so quickly, I’d forgotten to ask either Lady Orlando or Zander what sort of Enhanced he was. I can only hope he isn’t like this particular boy.

      “So…I’m right, yeah?” comes the boy’s voice once more.

      He’d barely given me a split second to answer. The world must run in slow motion to him.

      “Yes, that’s right,” I tell him.

      He beams.

      “I knew it. So, she’s here?”

      I shake my head.

      “Unfortunately not.”

      His eyebrows do a little dance of disappointment.

      “Aw, you’re kidding. I liked her a lot.”

      I don’t know whether to feel insulted or relieved. Clearly, he only came over to me to ask about Tess.

      “Well, you should have invited her,” I suggest. “I’ve heard that an invite from an Enhanced means a girl can forgo the scouting and testing process?”

      “Sometimes,” he says, shrugging. “Depends on what rank you are.”

      “Rank?”

      “Yeah, rank. Like, I’m a Dasher, and I’m only 18…”

      Ah, so he’s 18. He seems younger really.

      “I live on the Outer Spiral,” he continues. “And I don’t work for the City Guard or anything. I’ve got a boring job really,” he chuckles. “So yeah, I’m quite a low rank. I can’t invite anyone here.”

      He seems quite jovial about it all. Clearly, he has no problem talking himself down. It’s refreshing to see, actually. Other than his super-speed, this kid’s just like any of them over at the academy.

      I guess he was just born on the right side of the tracks. Or wrong, depending on how you look at it…

      “Well, maybe Tess will be scouted one day,” I say. “She’s clever, and I know she wants to marry up. Hopefully you’ll meet her next time.”

      “Yeah, hopefully. Unless I find someone else tonight!”

      Again, I feel a pinch of pity for whoever that might be.

      Then again, nothing says you have to court an Enhanced if you don’t want to. If one choses you above all others, and has designs to make you his wife, then there’s no obligation to follow through.

      That said, such a thing would be extremely rare. For a regular Unenhanced girl to deny the advances of an Enhanced would be considered hugely disrespectful. Every girl who is scouted is fully aware that they have little choice in the matter should they be chosen.

      As the boy begins to chatter away again, a finger the size of a toddler’s arm taps him on the shoulder.

      “Time’s up, boy,” comes a deep and resounding voice.

      So caught up was I with the young Dasher that I’d barely paid any attention to the man approaching behind him. As my eyes rear up, however, they take in a colossal form, a vast shadow filling the space at his back.

      The Dasher turns, and his eyes greet the barrel chest of a Brute, one who appears to be at least twice his age and several times his size. The boy’s eyes arch up, and with a little nervous squeak he says: “Sure, sir, she’s all yours…”

      With a sheepish glance back at me, he scoots away in search of an easier prize.

      The Brute takes a step forward. The ground seems to shake. As is the custom, he performs the expected head bow, his gigantic dome dipping and rising back up to a height of what must be well over 8 feet.

      I do the same, and then wait for him to speak.

      When he does, his breath comes at me like a tornado.

      “Brie Melrose,” he says, with a great deal more composure than my last suitor. “We’ve met once before. Or, well, met isn’t really true. We’ve been in close contact.”

      “Erm…really?” I say uneasily.

      “Yes. It’s no wonder you don’t remember. I was wearing a helmet and my uniform at the time. I’m a member of the City Guard. I was there the day you performed so admirably after the attack at Culture Corner. Might I say, bravo. It took courage to act as you did.”

      He reaches forward with his champagne glass, which appears so small between his meaty fingers.

      I do the same, and clink my glass to his, before taking a sip.

      “Thank you for your kind words,” I say, gazing skyward to his face. “I was just happy to help.”

      A rush of concern sweeps through me. Is this Adryan? Is this the man I’m here to meet?

      The thought is quickly dismissed as the Brute speaks again.

      “Well, I just wanted to come and say hello,” he booms. “I have no designs on you, don’t worry…”

      “Worry?”

      His mouth builds into a smile, one which reminds me of Drum. Although this man’s dimensions are on a whole other level.

      “Yes. I’m well aware that my order of Enhanced isn’t the most appealing to you ladies. I’ve been to these balls several times before with little luck, and have no interest in courting a girl unless she reciprocates.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” I say. “I’m sure there are lots of girls here who’d like to court you?”

      “Don’t be so sure, young lady. Most tend to be drawn to the Hawks,” he sighs. “No matter. I’ve dedicated my life to other pursuits, and am proud to represent the City Guard. Your courage was a reminder to me that we aren’t so different after all, Miss Melrose. I haven’t been to a bachelor ball in many years, and came tonight because I heard you were coming, and I wanted to meet you…”

      “Meet me?”

      He nods respectfully once more.

      “Don’t be so surprised, Miss Melrose,” he says, attempting to lower his thunderous voice. “We’re not all like the Savants…”

      I frown at him, but he merely smiles once more.

      “Good evening,” he says again. “I hope you find who, or what, you’re looking for.”

      He turns and wanders off, blending as best he can back into the crowd. And with his mountainous frame removed from my view, a clearer picture of the hall appears before me.

      A sigh escapes my lips. A queue appears to have formed.

      Several men line up, one behind the other, waiting to greet me. Frankly, it baffles me as to why I’m so popular.

      As the next hour or so progresses, it becomes clear why I’m being sought out. Mostly, I’m asked about my time in Inner Haven the last time I came here, and whether I heard anything from Deputy Burns when the Nameless took over the video feed.

      I play dumb when queried on such things, much to their disappointment. Upon hearing I have nothing to share, most quickly abandon their time with me. And here was me thinking rumour and gossip were frowned upon around here.

      Apparently not…

      The night is exhausting. I start spending more and more time looking at the clock, wondering where the hell this Adryan is.

      Has he not shown up? Does he actually know which one I am among all these blue-dressed clones?

      The more men I meet, and the more champagne I’m required to sip through little toasts, the more my head begins to throb. With the hall so brightly lit, and with a constant smile forced onto my face, my eyes start to ache too. I begin to grow warm, sweat building on my forehead and cutting streaks through my makeup.

      I can only imagine that I’m starting to look a mess. Hair growing damp and lank, makeup running, eyes squinting and posture drooping. The only benefit is that the queue before me begins to thin, several men appearing put off by my increasing dishevelment.

      Currently, I count three in line. Only half an hour ago, the queue was double that.

      As the latest man steps forward, however, a smooth voice issues from the side.

      “I think I’ll take this one.”

      Through my aching, squinting eyes, I see a form drift casually from the crowd. He moves to the man before me, who immediately dips his head in reverence and steps back.

      “Yes, of course, sir,” he says. “Take as much time as you desire.”

      The new entrant takes the man’s place. It’s obvious why.

      He’s wearing light grey.

      He’s a Savant.

      Despite my aversion to his kind, I instinctively straighten my posture and widen my eyes. The light burns, but I try not to show any discomfort.

      Through my partially blurred vision, his face comes into view. There’s a smile on it, his lips shut tight and cool grey-blue eyes staring right at me. He’s clearly well versed in attempting human emotion. Unlike most Savants, he’s able to mimic us quite well.

      The customs are observed. Nods and little bows and all that stuff I’m growing very bored of. Then, I stand as straight as I can and wait for him to address me. He takes a moment to examine me first, his icy grey-blue eyes paying particular attention to mine, burning under the dual attack of the lights and his penetrating gaze. Then, he speaks.

      “Good evening, Brie,” he says, his voice also a little less monotone than most of his kind. “Please accept my apology for barging in like this.”

      “That’s your prerogative, or so I understand,” I respond flatly.

      If he can mimic us, then I can mimic them. But then, part of me is ‘them’. God this is so confusing…

      “Indeed it is. But I need to apologise for something more.”

      He takes a little step towards me. No one else has come so close. Another right of the Savants, perhaps, that the rest don’t enjoy.

      Closing the gap, his words tighten too. The room is loud and full of chattering. His voice becomes a whisper, slipping through the din and into my ears.

      “I wanted to speak to you earlier, but I thought it best not to rush straight in. Better to make things look natural.”

      “Sorry. I’m lost.”

      I ease a little away from him to get a better look at his face. There’s the tiniest glint shining in his eyes, hidden behind layers of ice. Like the sun rising over the frozen tundra, bringing light to an otherwise desolate world.

      “That’s OK, and highly understandable,” he says quietly. “We have much to discuss, although this really isn’t the place.” His eyes narrow and his head tilts just slightly to one side. “I suspect, given your expression, that you weren’t expecting a man like me?”

      “I…I…”

      “Yes indeed, that confirms it. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Brie. I trust you’ve been told my name at least?”

      “Adryan,” I whisper.

      His expression undulates. Not quite as flat as other Savants. Frosty and largely cast from stone, yes, but less rigid than any other Savants I’ve seen.

      “Good, well that’s a start. Now, I won’t stay with you too long this evening. Such a thing is unbecoming and unfair to the rest. I suspect that several men will wish to court you. But that won’t be a problem…”

      I feel my body beginning to burn. My head pulses like a beating drum. My eyes continue to blur, the bright lights around me sending shards of glass right into my brain.

      “Why not?” I manage to mumble.

      “Because I outrank them. I could have the pick of anyone here. And I’ll choose you. No one will find that too surprising, given your recent popularity and fame. Remember…our subterfuge must be convincing. We have started the ball rolling with this conversation. But we’re only just beginning…”

      His words start to fade. I blink hard a few times, trying to wash away the growing haze, but all that does is draw in the blackness.

      Slowly but surely, the room becomes smaller, and the walls of darkness start to close in. I can’t hold it any longer. My brain feels like it’s about to explode.

      My legs are the first to go, with my brain shutting off moments after. All I hear is my champagne flute shattering on the floor, and see the ground rushing up to my face.

      Then, nothing but blackness.
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      I wake in unfamiliar surroundings.

      There’s a dullness to my senses as my eyes creak open, letting in the light. At first, I can barely make out what’s in front of me. Then, the shape of two eyes appears, surrounded by wrinkled old skin. They seem to be right in front of me, as if they’re mere millimetres from my face.

      I instantly blink hard and recoil. When I open my eyes again, however, the eyes have drawn right back, and now their owner comes into full view.

      Mrs Carmichael stands above me, her brows wrinkled and drawn together. She holds a damp cloth in one hand, and a cigarette in the other.

      As my eyes widen, I note that the dull throb in my head has subsided. Now, a feeling of numbness has set in, as though I’m suffering some partial paralysis.

      I try to get up, but fail, my limbs feeling too heavy to move.

      “Settle down now, Brie,” comes Mrs Carmichael’s croaky voice. “You had a nasty fall.”

      I check the cloth in her hand again and note that it’s littered with red stains.

      “What happened?” I groan, reaching to my forehead. I appear to have several little cuts, each coated in a layer of antiseptic healing cream. They’re quickly on the mend.

      Mrs Carmichael pulls my hand away.

      “Don’t go messing with my work. From what I gather, you passed out and fell on some broken glass. Sophie told me you were feeling ill all day. You should never have attended the ball in such a state…”

      Ah yes, the champagne glass. I must have fallen on its shattered shards.

      “You know I couldn’t miss it,” I mumble weakly. “I needed to go.”

      “And did you find who you were looking for?”

      I nod, thinking back. Adryan. He was a Savant…

      With a renewed effort, I manage to drag my body up in the bed. I take a look around the room and note that it’s one I’ve never been in. However, the smell is familiar to me. A sweet and natural aroma of flowers seeps up my nose.

      “Where are we?” I ask.

      “At the training house Sophie took you to,” she tells me. “You’ve been out all night. She called me as soon as she got you back. How do you feel now?”

      “Better,” I say, wincing slightly. “But I still ache all over.”

      She nods and turns her eyes to the door behind her. It’s shut tight, only the two of us in the room. Still, she sees fit to bend her old frame down a bit and lower her voice to a whisper.

      “You do know what’s wrong with you, don’t you? It’s your abilities, Brie. They’re beginning to manifest. Your body is going through a lot of changes.”

      I sigh and place my hand on my boiling forehead once more, grimacing as my fingers graze the little wounds.

      “I didn’t think it would happen so fast,” I moan. “Although, I guess Zander did say it would start after a few days off the drugs. And…he said it would be uncomfortable. He certainly got that right.”

      “I can see it,” she says, still leaning down. “Your eyes are bloodshot. Your body is covered in bruises. And I can only guess what’s happening inside your head. It’s the price you pay, I suppose.”

      “And I’ll pay it,” I say defiantly. “I’ll pay it ten times over if I have to.”

      “Be careful what you wish for. I suspect this is only the start.”

      A creaking noise issues from behind her and she quickly straightens and turns her old spine. Sophie flows through the doorway like a breath of fresh air, bringing a stronger whiff of flowers with her. In her hands she holds a vase with an array of colourful blossoms.

      “I thought I’d brighten up the room, Brenda,” she says as she comes. Her eyes turn to me. “Brie! You’re awake…”

      She speeds forward, passing Mrs Carmichael the vase – much to her annoyance – before reaching out and brushing her fingers through my hair. A couple of fingers then lay flat on my forehead for a few moments, carefully making sure to avoid any cuts.

      “You still feel hot. It must be a fever. How do you feel?”

      “A lot better,” I say. “I didn’t embarrass myself too much, did I? At the ball, I mean?”

      “Oh goodness, no. Don’t worry, you barely caused a stir. It happens sometimes. Some girls can’t take the pressure of being introduced to so many Enhanced. Not that that’s what happened with you, of course,” she hastily adds.

      “No…”

      “Although, I understand it happened when you were speaking with a Savant. That would test the wits of even the most self-assured of girls.”

      “A Savant, you say,” murmurs Mrs Carmichael, stepping to the side of the room and placing the vase on a table. “You didn’t tell me about that part, Sophie.”

      “No, well it’s only just come to my attention.”

      “And this Savant. Who is he?”

      “His name’s Adryan Shaw. A very handsome young man, and quite the catch. It was he who invited you to the ball, Brie. Were you aware of that?”

      “He mentioned it,” I lie.

      In truth, he didn’t really need to.

      “Such a lucky girl! And clearly, you made an impression in person. Despite…what happened.”

      “What are you saying?” asks Mrs Carmichael, her posture stiffening and eyes ever narrowing.

      “Well, this is so very exciting,” says Sophie, bristling with joy. “I’ve just received a message from the Council of Matrimony. It turns out, Adryan would like to begin the process of courting! In fact, several men bid on the opportunity, but were beaten to the punch. After all, who’s going to outrank such a respected young Savant! Well done, Brie. I’m so proud of you.”

      “My God…” mumbles Mrs Carmichael, shaking her head at Sophie’s enthusiasm. “You truly are something, Sophie.”

      “Excuse me? What exactly do you mean by that, Brenda?” There’s a muted bite to her words. I doubt she’s the sort to ever let herself go, or get properly angry. Living in Inner Haven, such tendencies will have been neutered by now.

      “You know precisely what I mean. You’re nothing but an airhead, a mindless slave. It’s the same with all you women who marry up. You’re insufferably arrogant and you don’t even know it…”

      “I. Am. Not!”

      “You damn well are, and frankly I’d rather not spend another moment in this horrendous building. You should be ashamed of yourself, grooming these women to betray their own people.”

      “That isn’t what I do at all! I’ve done nothing but be kind to Brie throughout all of this. And how do you think she feels, hearing you speak in this way! Clearly, she doesn’t agree with your sentiment! How dare you come here and…”

      I lift my hand and clasp it to Sophie’s forearm. Her sentence ends abruptly, my guardian’s words bringing a sheen of angry tears to her eyes. She blinks them away as she looks down at me.

      “Stop it, both of you,” I say. “This is hardly the time…”

      “Yes…exactly,” stammers Sophie. “I won’t stand here and be insulted by this woman at my place of work. I perform an important duty here, I’ll have you know, Brenda.”

      “And what is that? Enlighten me,” oozes Mrs Carmichael with the methodical cool of the Savants.

      “I am aiding in the growth of the population of Inner Haven,” says Sophie proudly.

      “Yes…Inner Haven. Like I say, all you do is betray your own people. How you, and all your little students, are so blinkered to that I don’t know. But I can’t be here anymore. Come on, Brie, I’m taking you back to the academy.”

      “Oh no, she can’t go!” splutters Sophie. “She needs more coaching if she’s to court a Savant!”

      “She needs nothing of the sort. I can assure you of that. You really have no idea what’s going on here, do you?”

      I offer a stern glare at Mrs Carmichael. She bites down on her tongue as Sophie speaks again.

      “What does that mean? This is my work. I am sure I’m far more aware than you of what’s going on.”

      “Forget it. A woman like you wouldn’t understand. Now come on, Brie, let’s get you home.”

      She moves in to try to help me to my feet. I feel myself naturally sliding from the bed and planting my feet on the floor. Like her, I’d rather not be here any longer either.

      And yet, this argument has gone on long enough.

      “No,” I say, pushing my guardian lightly away. She withdraws in surprise. Sophie smiles triumphantly.

      “You see. She wants to stay and continue her training…”

      “She wants nothing of the sort!”

      “WOULD YOU BOTH SHUT UP!”

      I shout so loud that my head feels like it might explode again. I wince hard and grit my teeth. For a few seconds, a violent skirmish begins inside my skull. Slowly, it fades as the room turns silent.

      I take a long breath, and re-open my eyes.

      “You two are like a couple of bickering children. It’s pathetic. Honestly, I’ve got far more important things to be doing than listening to this rubbish. Sophie, thank you for guiding me through things so far. But I don’t feel comfortable here, and I’m going to go back to the academy.”

      Now, it’s Mrs Carmichael whose face morphs with a rare show of victory.

      “And you, Brenda,” I say, rounding on her, “need to apologise to Sophie. She is only doing her job, and whatever you might think of it, you have no right to insult her like you did.”

      She dips her eyes like a kid being reprimanded by her mother. Then she lifts them again and guides them to Sophie’s.

      “I apologise, Sophie, for being rude,” she begins. “I’ve been up all night with worry. And, well, I’m cranky at the best of times.” Her attempt at humour doesn’t fall completely flat. Her lips grind into a tight smile, and Sophie’s follow. “Will you accept my apology?”

      “Of course, Brenda,” utters Sophie, her words carrying a hint of reluctance. “Stress can…twist words. I won’t hold them against you.”

      “Thank you. For understanding.”

      The exchange is somewhat tense and terse. Both women look at each other with a measure of animosity that their false words cannot hide. I don’t care. I really do have more important things to worry about.

      Much more important things.

      “Good. Now isn’t that better?” I say, standing wearily to my feet.

      I never thought I’d be in this position with Mrs Carmichael, treating her like a child. Sophie…well, that’s slightly more understandable.

      “If you really don’t want to stay here, I understand,” says Sophie. “However, if you wish to be successful in courting Adryan, then I’m here to help. Contact me any time, OK?”

      “Thanks, Soph, I appreciate that. I think – hope – I can take it from here, though.”

      “Well, the offer’s always there,” she says.

      With a renewed calm spreading through her, that false smile of hers reappears. I preferred her when she was shouting and crying. At least then she seemed more human.

      “How will you be getting back home?” she asks, as I begin pulling on the old clothes I came here with two days ago.

      “We’ll take the Conveyor Line,” says Mrs Carmichael. “And walk the rest.”

      Sophie quickly shakes her head.

      “No, not in the state she’s in. I’ll programme my car to take you home.”

      I can tell the manner in which she suggests it annoys my guardian. It’s a nice offer, but she presents it as an order. Mrs Carmichael holds her smile, though, and refuses to react with anything but a polite nod.

      “Excellent. I’ll go down and configure the journey now.”

      She exits the room, Mrs Carmichael following her step with a growing scowl.

      “I really do despise that woman,” she grumbles.

      “Don’t start,” I say. “I’m really not in the mood.”

      She turns to me with a grin.

      “You really are changing, Brie. You were never this assertive.”

      “Well, maybe that’s my Savant side coming through,” I suggest flippantly.

      Although, really, there might be some truth to that.

      “Perhaps. Just don’t let it take too firm a grip,” she warns.

      My eyes darken at the thought.

      “Never,” I growl.

      Heading downstairs, we find Sophie at the door, waiting and ready to see us off. She offers Mrs Carmichael a cursory nod as she passes and steps into the car. At least she manages to say thank you this time for letting us use her car.

      I get a far more affectionate farewell. She pulls me into a hug and once more – quietly this time so Mrs Carmichael doesn’t hear – offers me a hearty congratulations for ‘bagging a Savant’.

      “It’s such a rare thing, Brie, I trust you know this. It’s the highest calling for any of us Outer Haveners. Please, don’t throw the opportunity away. If you need my help, do call.”

      “I will. Of course I will.”

      “Good. That’s all I want to hear, with your, ahem, guardian around. I’ll make sure I inform the Council of Matrimony that you’ll be contactable at the academy. Usually, they’d send correspondence to me, and I’d manage your transition and the dates and details of your courtship. But, if you want to go it alone, that’s OK.”

      “Thanks again for understanding, Sophie. I’ll see you again soon, I’m sure.”

      I suspect that her eagerness to maintain some involvement in my courtship with Adryan is to get some additional prestige herself. She has passion for her work, I’ll give her that.

      However, what she doesn’t know is that this is all just a sham. Sure, I’ll have to go through official channels to ensure my budding ‘relationship’ with Adryan doesn’t appear suspicious, but other than that I have little interest in doing anything more than I have to.

      When it comes to it, I’m sure I’ll be able to fit in over there easily enough. So far, there’s been no danger. When my abilities manifest, however, and I’m over in the lion’s den, I’ll have my wits about me at all times.

      No coaching from Sophie is going to change that.

      So, with another abbreviated embrace, I’m set on my way. I step into the car, shut the door, and am chauffeured back home.

      Home.

      Soon, I’m sure, that word will take on a new meaning.
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      It’s odd how a place you’ve lived your entire life can suddenly seem like the house of a stranger.

      The comfort and security I used to feel stepping through the doors of Carmichael’s are no longer present. No longer do I look upon it as a beacon in the city, a place where I can relax and truly be myself.

      Now, like everywhere else I go, I feel like an imposter. Like my life is a lie, and always has been.

      At the core of it, I’m beginning to feel like I don’t belong.

      And that being myself is an alien concept too. Because, really, I don’t know who I am either.

      Tess’s continued chagrin doesn’t help. Since we were girls, we’ve been best friends, despite our different personalities and outlooks on the world. Thrust together by Mrs Carmichael, we’ve even grown into sisters. It pains me that our paths are now diverging so dramatically.

      She was only 9 years old when she came here following the deaths of her parents. Deaths, I suppose, is putting it lightly.

      They were murdered, and brutally so. Cut down in front of her during a robbery. I can barely imagine what that must be like for a girl of such a young age, how it would scar her. And when she first came here, she wasn’t the girl she is today.

      She was a shadow, and little more. She drifted about the place, keeping mostly to herself, lost to her thoughts and terrible nightmares. I was charged by Mrs Carmichael with becoming a shadow myself: a shadow to her, following her around and helping her transition into life at the academy.

      It was so different for her than it was for me. She’d had a taste of a normal life, felt the love of her true parents before it was snatched away so violently. I always considered that I had it much easier. I’d never had to taste such pain, suffer the loss of those who’d given me life.

      Some people consider never having known your parents the worst of all fates. I disagree. Never have I seen someone so broken as when Tess first came here. Her world had been stripped away, never to be the same again.

      Gradually, however, she emerged from her shell. Yet always she’s kept her hard edge, one forged that day her parents died. Tough and uncompromising, Tess has always found it difficult to find joy in anything.

      And she’s always had a fondness for holding a grudge.

      This one seems set to last a while. In the past our arguments have been brief, Tess’s frosty moods lasting a day or two before thawing. Yet until I explain to her how my life is changing – how I am changing – I suspect her rancour will remain, brewing and festering inside her.

      And in the academy, I feel that winter chill descending. When I return to my room, my head starting to throb once more, my eyes praying for darkness, I find her descending back into shadow, coiled on her bed like a snake ready to strike.

      The darkness inside her, always simmering beneath the surface, is rising once more to the fore.

      I try to warm up the atmosphere with a simple: “Hey.”

      She glares at me and returns the word, her tone very different from mine. Dark and empty.

      I move towards my bed and settle in, desiring for the first time in many years that I could have a room to myself. I sense her watching me as I wearily undress and creep under the covers, wishing for sleep. Wishing for this pain in my head to go away.

      I wish, too, for her to speak again. To ask me, perhaps, how the ball went. Or why I have little cuts all over my forehead.

      No questions come. Definitive proof, if ever I needed it, that she has no feeling for me right now. No caring. No sympathy. No interest at all.

      I lie there for a while, feeling swamped by the silence, wanting to draw her from her shell as I once did. Questions form and fade away. My voice begins to rise before being doused.

      Then, lying with my eyes to the wall, to the empty space where the picture of my parents used to be, I hear the door click open, and then click shut. I let out a long breath, let my eyes relax and shut.

      And fall into a long and dreamless sleep.

      When I wake, I check my watch to find that a new day has dawned. I turn over and see Tess’s bed empty, a sight that gives me some relief. I sit up, and reach to my forehead, sliding my fingers across the skin.

      It’s mostly clear, with only the lingering signs of the cuts remaining. The healing cream that Mrs Carmichael administered has worked its magic.

      Behind the cuts, and the skin, and the flesh and skull, however, my brain continues to hum and drum. The unyielding cacophony refuses to relent, my mind being twisted and turned inside out, stretched this way and that as it battles to bring forth my true self.

      I sway my eyes around the room, and find my vision struggling to focus. My heart thuds hard as I turn to the door, and my eyes shoot forward and centre on the handle, over five metres away and yet appearing as if it’s right in front of my nose.

      I shake my head, my brain rattling, and blink hard. When I open my eyes my focus has drawn back again, the full picture of the room coming into view. And yet, it’s different than before, my eyes offering a wider profile. Staring forward, I can see further left and right, my peripheral vision altered and improved.

      Once more, I blink, and find my eyes zooming in again against my control, shooting forward and forging a path right for a little crack on the wall. In mere moments the crack grows into a giant crevice before my eyes, like a canyon cut into the dried earth of the desert.

      I take a sudden breath and push back against the wall behind me, clattering hard against it. Such is the force and speed of my movement that the room seems to shake a little, dust drifting down from the ceiling above.

      I cough as it swamps me, and my focus pulls back again, returning to normal. I shut my eyes tight, blocking everything out, and feel the tingling, buzzing feeling in my limbs. They shake and tremble, my muscles so sore and stiff.

      What’s happening to me? I groan to myself.

      It’s a foolish question, and I know the answer. Yet this is more than I could have imagined, my body altering so fast, my physical make-up morphing and evolving at a rate I could never have expected.

      Then, deep inside my head, echoing from the distant recesses of my consciousness, I hear a voice calling out.

      “Brie…Brie…” it comes, ethereal and otherworldly, like no sound I’ve ever heard. “The shelter. Come to the shelter…”

      I grimace and squeeze my eyelids shut as tightly as I can manage, and let my throat grumble to drown out the voice in my head.

      It fades away like a wisp of mist on the wind, evaporating into the back of my mind.

      I lie down again, still as I can, trying to stay calm. Gradually, my body settles, and my shallow, abbreviated breathing begins to soothe. And as my pulse settles too, I hear a sudden knock at the door.

      I nearly have a heart attack.

      My eyes flash open again and lock quickly on the door handle.

      “Who is it?” I stutter anxiously.

      The voice on the other side is too quiet I can barely hear it.

      I ask again, calling louder this time.

      The door opens, and I watch as the little face of Abby tentatively slips through the opening.

      I immediately relax upon seeing her, my frame deflating back onto the bed.

      “Abby,” I breathe. “What are you doing up here?”

      She stays half in, half out of the room.

      “I’m sorry, Brie. Did I wake you?”

      “No, no. Come in.”

      She slides her skinny little form through the gap, before pushing the door shut. I scan her quickly, my vision still threatening to thrust forward at any moment, before shutting my eyes tight to calm the beast within.

      Was that a letter I saw in her hand?

      When I open up one eye and peek through, I see Abby looking at me curiously.

      “Are you OK?”

      “Fine. I’m just fine.”

      I open the eye fully, and then the other. My vision is just about playing ball.

      She creeps forward and lifts her fingers. She does have a letter.

      Zander…

      “Is that for me?” I ask.

      She nods and holds the letter out with both hands.

      “It was the same boy as before,” she says. “No one saw me. I promise.”

      “Good girl. Remember, you’re my sidekick.”

      Her little cheeks swell and brighten.

      “Always, Brie!” she says.

      I waste no time in tearing the letter open and unfolding the contents. I frown as I look upon the words. There are only four of them.

      The last shelter. Midnight.

      The last shelter…he must mean the last one we were in. The one in district 6 here in the western quarter.

      My eyes lift again to Abby, who appears to be waiting for some confirmation that she can leave.

      “Good job, kiddo,” I say again. “You’d better get back downstairs before Mrs Carmichael catches you.”

      A cheeky grin swamps her diminutive face. Like all children, the idea of being naughty carries some appeal.

      “OK, Brie. Let me know if you need me to help you fight any crime!”

      She performs a dramatic little turn, swishing an imaginary cape as she does so. With her fist pressed into a ball, she thrusts it out ahead of her and pretends to fly to the exit, scuttling off and simulating the sound of rushing wind as she goes.

      It draws a melancholic smile to my lips. How simple, how innocent, things must be in her head.

      The advancing years only make life more complicated.

      Alone again, I look at the letter and check the time. It’s still mid morning. The following hours are going to be a torturous wait.

      How best to pass them?

      My head answers with a fresh thump, and my eyes begin to dance out of focus again. I drag my eyelids shut and rest my head back down on my pillow.

      And back to sleep I go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            37

          

        

      

    

    
      The game is up with Tess. The last time I snuck out to meet Zander, I’d made sure to offer some excuse, to conceal my true intentions. This time, I have no such inclination. She knows something’s going on. There’s no use in trying to hide it.

      I leave the academy at 11.30PM, creeping into the quiet night with my body wrapped up warm and my head covered in a cloak. I give myself plenty of time to get to district 6, the Con-Cops prowling as they are, and the sky so filled with hovering drones.

      By now, however, I’m used to slipping down the alleys and tiptoeing through the shadows, my senses more alert than ever given what would happen to me should I be captured.

      No longer am I just a normal girl breaking curfew. No longer would I be taken off to holding on the edge of the city, my fate likely to be no worse than a severe dressing down. Given my recent fame, I doubt they’d do any worse than that.

      Then again, knowing what I do now, I can’t be so sure.

      Now, however, I can be sure what my punishment would be. I’m a hybrid. I’m a member of the Nameless.

      Death would be the only sentence.

      The going is slow. More and more, the streets fill with the reconditioned slaves of the Savants, the Con-Cops drifting about like ghosts in their little packs of three or four.

      When the next attack from the Fanatics comes – and surely one is imminent – their numbers will only grow larger.

      Already, Outer Haven is being strangled by fear. Slowly but surely, the Consortium are stretching their tendrils to all reaches of our world. Before long, the people will cede to anything they suggest if it will make their lives more bearable.

      And then we’ll all be slaves.

      The further north I travel, the less I have to hide. It appears as though the slaves of Inner Haven are being posted around the most populous districts, most likely to make them more obvious and prominent to anyone who might see them floating about outside their doors and windows.

      The Consortium know full well that rumour is a popular pastime across Outer Haven, and that word about anything of interest will quickly spread. Stories of the proliferation of the Con-Cops and sentry drones are already being told in the streets.

      Those who never even see one will be well aware that they’re out there, supposedly keeping us safe but, in reality, doing little more than closing us in a vise. Drawing Outer Haven deeper into their web of control.

      To the northern districts of the western quarter, however, the population begins to thin, and therefore so do the creepy eyes that watch us. With five minutes to spare before the arrival of midnight, I reach the acid rain shelter in district 6 and quickly slip inside.

      Turning on the light, I expect to find the place empty. I don’t.

      Sitting in the shadows awaiting me, I see the shining hazel eyes of Zander. They grow brighter at my presence, and he lifts himself from his chair.

      The first words to come from his mouth are those of concern.

      “What happened to you!” he gasps, rushing forward.

      His fingers brush my forehead, which has now completely cleared of cuts and left no scars at all.

      Yet that’s merely what the human eye can see. Zander’s are able to penetrate deeper. To him, perhaps, the wounds are still entirely evident.

      “Oh, I collapsed at the ball,” I tell him casually. “Don’t worry, it’s nothing.”

      His eyes move from my forehead to my eyes. He’s only a foot or so from me. His usual intensity seems to be heightened.

      “It’s already begun, hasn’t it,” he deduces. “You’re changing rapidly, Brie. That’s why you collapsed.”

      I take a little step back.

      “Are you reading my mind?”

      “I don’t need to. But, it would be easier if I did. Rather than you telling me what happened…”

      “No,” I say firmly, thinking back to the last, and only, time my mind was infiltrated. I didn’t much like the sensation as Deputy Burns looked into my thoughts and memories. I’d rather not experience it again.

      “Fine, suit yourself. We can do it the old way if you wish. So, go ahead, start from the top…”

      I quickly recount what happened at the ball, giving him the shortest version I can manage without leaving out anything of importance. Frankly, there’s nothing to tell him that he won’t know already. I’m sure that Adryan has already filled them in. Although, given how he was surprised by my forehead, perhaps not…

      “So, sounds like you’ve had an interesting few days, sis,” he says with a wry smile.

      “Cut it out, bro,” I counter. “Are we going to do this or what?”

      He tilts his head to one side and guides his fingers to his chin.

      “Um…do what, exactly?”

      “Um, I don’t know, train…or something. My abilities are manifesting, and it’s driving me crazy. You’re meant to be taking me through this!”

      “I already am,” he says cryptically. “Surely you heard me earlier?”

      “Heard you? What do you…”

      And then it hits me.

      The voice. The ethereal voice in my head. It was him…

      “There it is,” he says, seeing the truth dawning in my eyes. “I thought you’d have figured it out straight away.”

      “Figured it out! Give me a break, Zander. You may have been doing this since you were a kid, but it’s all new to me. Hearing voices in my head wasn’t something I expected. I didn’t even know Mind-Manipulators could do that!”

      “They can’t, mostly. But we’re different, Brie. We’re unique. I’m surprised your powers have manifested so quickly. I thought it would be another day or so. But this morning, I felt it. I felt you. I’d hoped you’d hear me. It’s a good sign that you did.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it means your powers are rising quickly. And we need that to happen. We can’t wait on this, there’s no time for that. The stronger you become, the better chance we have.”

      “To find out what the Consortium are up to?”

      “To find them, yes,” he says, nodding. “And…to stop them.”

      He turns to the back wall, and lays his fingers onto the brick. Pressing in, a secret lock clicks loudly. The brick wall coughs dust and opens.

      The tunnel stretches into the darkness, black as empty space.

      “After you, dear sister,” he says, stepping to the side.

      I move into the shadows, entering the same tunnel I emerged from only days ago.

      “So, we are training then?” I ask.

      “We, no,” he corrects me. “You. Now come on, the night’s just getting started.”

      A fizzle of annoyance burns through me at his pedantry. Perhaps that’s another measure of his Savant side coming to the surface.

      I let my irritation fade as we enter into the darkness, the tunnel curving down at a fairly steep gradient as it digs deeper towards the large caverns and caves and wide passageways beneath the city.

      Moving ahead of me, Zander lights up a torch and illuminates our way. Yet the further we go, the less I feel as though I need it.

      I turn to him, and place my hand over the light.

      “Turn it off,” I say.

      He does so without hesitation.

      I turn back to the darkness and wait a few moments for my vision to settle. At first, the loss of light plunges it into total blackness, no natural illumination from above penetrating this deep. Then, gradually, the shape of the passage begins to form, the jagged rock walls becoming clearer to my left and right, the low ceiling visible without the need for light.

      “I can see,” I whisper. “I can see where we’re going…”

      I turn to Zander, and see the outline of his body clearly. He nods as I stare at him.

      “Impressive,” he says quietly, his soft voice spreading down into the deep darkness. “Your vision is improving rapidly.”

      “I can see in the dark,” I say, still hardly believing it. “I never knew Hawks could…”

      “Some can, some can’t,” he cuts in. “Our father was a member of the City Guard. He must have been a talented Hawk. We’ve inherited that gift.”

      “It’s…amazing,” I say, reaching out and touching the walls. “I mean, I can’t see everything. But still.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that. Soon enough, the darkness won’t hinder you at all.”

      “You can see it all?” I take several steps down the tunnel, moving away until his outline fades to little more than a faint silhouette, only just visible. Then, holding my hand in front of my body, I extend out two fingers and a thumb. “So, how many fingers am I holding up?” I call.

      I wait for an answer. His form remains perfectly still.

      “Two,” he answers calmly. “And one thumb.”

      Jesus…

      From the darkness, the light of his torch suddenly blazes again. It comes marching at me, causing a vast degree of discomfort to surge into my eyes and head.

      I grimace and groan and turn away.

      “Do you have to!” I shout.

      “Oops. Sorry,” he chuckles.

      I shake my head and point my eyes back down the shaft. And with an excitement brewing I begin striding on, calling back as I go.

      “Come on, brother, no time to lose!”

      As we continue our journey through the underlands, the subject of Adryan draws itself into my head. So far, information on the man has hardly been forthcoming. Before Zander distracts me with more magic tricks, I take the opportunity to interrogate him as we enter into a large cavern with the flowing, crashing sound of rushing water not too far away.

      “So, why exactly didn’t anyone tell me that Adryan was a Savant?” I ask, stopping by a little collection of rocks covered in old vines and moist shrubbery.

      “You didn’t ask,” comes my brother’s marginally annoying response.

      “Well, I’d say I’ve constantly got about a million questions battling for attention in my head. So you’ll excuse me if some of them fail to get picked up by my tongue. Come on, Zander, surely telling me he was a Savant was something I should have known.”

      “Why?”

      Silence. Is he being intentionally obtuse?

      “Because…he’s a SAVANT! He’s one of them.”

      “Them? Brie, I’m sorry to break it to you, but we’re half Savant. You are aware of that, right?”

      “Oh…spare me your condescension, Zander. You know what I mean. He’s a proper Savant who’s grown up in Inner Haven. Don’t you think it could be…”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know. Some sort of trap, maybe? I’m just spitballing here, but surely that concerns you?”

      “I can’t say it does to be honest. Look, I do as I’m commanded. If Lady Orlando thinks Adryan is trustworthy, then that’s good enough for me.”

      “Well, you’ll excuse me if I’m not so easily convinced. I don’t know Lady Orlando like you do. And I’m not a soldier.”

      “You will be, in time. Or, a spy at least,” he says with a little smile. “Not all Savants are part of the Consortium’s plot, Brie. Have you ever thought that, maybe, they’re just slaves as well? They have powerful minds, but struggle to think for themselves. The High Tower…it’s like a beehive. All the worker bees just get on with their jobs under orders from the queen. Most of the Savants don’t question their place in the world.”

      “And the Consortium…that’s the queen, right?”

      “Bingo. Although, to be more specific, that would be Director Cromwell. Kill the queen, and you kill the hive. Or free it. We want to see them all free, even those bees in the High Tower. Labelling everyone as guilty just because of what they are isn’t how we work. The Nameless have a lot of supporters in strange places. Adryan is just one of them.”

      I have little I can say to counter him. I should really be happy for his explanation. Yet somehow, I have a hard time believing that a Savant can be so anti his own people.

      Then again, couldn’t you say the same about Sophie? And all those other girls so desperate to marry up. Even Tess, always so keen on displaying this tough, uncaring façade, appears to have become obsessed with the idea of joining the ranks of Inner Haven. Although, really, her attraction to Rycard had a lot to do with that.

      Mrs Carmichael pretty much called Sophie a traitor, betraying her own people by grooming girls to marry up. If that’s true – which I don’t personally believe it is – then surely the same could happen on the other side? Could a Savant become disillusioned with their place in the world and look to topple it?

      Honestly, I don’t know. Yet still, it’s becoming clear that there are more moving parts in all this than I first thought. This city isn’t so black and white. It isn’t just us verses them. There’s a multitude of grey areas in between, all coloured in with different shades.

      I mean, look at me. I consider myself to be an Unenhanced, a proud member of Outer Haven with a distinct aversion to the unnaturally clean and ordered world across our borders. And yet, even if I think that’s who I am, it’s certainly not what I am.

      I’m part Hawk, part Dasher, and part Savant, with a particular slant towards mind manipulation. Perhaps in my bloodline somewhere there’s Unenhanced blood, but on the surface of it, I’m about as un-Unenhanced as you can get. Sure, it’s a bit of a mouthful, but I don’t care.

      Yet despite my heritage, I was raised an Unenhanced, raised to be just a normal, run of the mill human. I can’t just throw that away. And I don’t think I ever will.

      In a sense, I’m like a human version of this city. I’m divided and split up into different component parts. And I’m far more complicated than I ever thought I was.

      And while that’s scary, it’s also pretty damn exciting.

      The humdrum life was never enough for me. This mission might get me killed. But it’ll also give me life.

      “You OK there? Have I convinced you?”

      Zander’s voice snaps my chain of thought. I’m brought straight back into the big black cave, and the sound of rushing water once more leaks into my ears.

      “Erm, yeah, I guess so. For now, at least.”

      “Well, if you have any more questions, queries, conspiracy theories. Whatever. Just go ahead and ask. I’m all ears.”

      “You are so kind.”

      “Well, I try,” he says, skipping forward once more. “Now come on, the water’s waiting. No more delays now.”

      Off into the depths of the empty cave we move. And the water rushes louder.
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      “A waterfall. I never thought I’d see a waterfall…”

      I stare at the natural feature in wonder, my evolving eyes open wide and letting in as much light as they’ll allow. It’s still dark, but hardly pitch black like it would otherwise be if my vision were still merely ‘human’.

      Over the course of our journey, Zander has seen fit to turn off his torch to aid in my growth. It’s amazing how quickly my vision is adapting to the changes going on in my body.

      “There’s an underwater river that flows beneath the city over here on the western side,” says Zander. He points to the zenith, where the water comes pouring from a hole in the rock wall and cascading down into a pool. “You see that? The water flows southwards from the northern quarter down here to the west.”

      “But what happens to it now?” I ask, stepping towards the pool and looking over the side. There’s a short drop into a small lake, frothing and writhing as the ripples from the cascading water flow across it.

      “It continues on, further underground to the south,” says Zander. “You can swim it, actually, if you’re brave enough. Or mad enough! It takes you right down towards the far reaches of the southern quarter.”

      “And have you?”

      “What?”

      “Swum it.”

      “Oh, me? Erm, no. But I’ve been told you can. I, er…I don’t really like water much.”

      “Ah, a chink in the armour. Is this your one weakness, brother?”

      “Don’t joke,” he says coldly. “It’s a fear, OK. I can’t control it.”

      I can hardly blame him. I don’t exactly have a fear of water, but then again I’ve never been exposed to it like this. Were I to jump into the torrent, I’d probably drown.

      “So you do fear then?” I ask.

      His look of minor embarrassment changes to one of confusion.

      “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Because you’re half Savant. And they don’t have emotion.”

      “Yeah, exactly. Half. The rest of me feels emotion just like anyone else, as with you. And, in any case, Mind-Manipulators are more sensitive than other Savants. They tend to be more emotional, relatively at least.”

      “Really? How come?”

      I think back to my interactions with Deputy Burns, a Mind-Manipulator himself. I suppose he carried a slightly brighter countenance than the other Savants I saw in Inner Haven. The lot of them were cold as ice, and barely even tried to express emotion.

      “Well, I guess it’s because they can read thoughts and emotion in others. Perhaps they become better at mimicking it, or begin to understand it more than the rest of their kind. Think about our mother, Brie. It makes sense, right? Haven’t you wondered how she and our father fell in love? Enough to break the law and put their lives at risk.”

      “Of course I have,” I tell him.

      “Then you have your answer right there. She must have been more emotional than others. She must have felt love of our father, for us. It’s the only thing that makes sense to me.”

      I guess he’s right. It’s nice to know that he’s put thought into it as well. Last time I saw him, he appeared to have put to bed any interest in finding out more about them. Perhaps he wasn’t being entirely truthful.

      “Do you know his name?” My voice echoes across the cavern, joining the frothing roar of the tumbling waterfall. “Our father, I mean…”

      In the darkness, I see his eyes draw together. He doesn’t. I can tell. I can sense it.

      “It was Maxwell,” I say.

      My words are swallowed by the noise. He falls silent for a moment of personal reflection.

      “A strong name,” he says. “How did you find out?”

      “Mrs Carmichael knew him. Your guardian must have too.”

      “Linda,” he says, reminding me of her name. “Yeah, she would have known. But…she died before I ever found out about him. All I know is what I worked out for myself from the picture.”

      A feel more questions bubbling, as they always do. There’s a constant flow of them, cascading like the water ahead of me. I suppose that will never change until I get used to all of this. It’s only been a week or two since my world began to morph so radically.

      Zander can sense it too. Sense the multitude of questions lining up on my tongue. If they’re given a chance to flow, we’ll be here all night. He needs to plug that hole before it rips right open.

      So he does so, changing the subject and drawing me further along the edge of the pool towards the rushing waterfall.

      We move towards the back, where the water gallops from above, and Zander leads me through a small opening in the rock and behind the falling torrent into a cave hidden at its rear. Inside, it’s strangely calm, the water distorting any view into the main portion of the cavern beyond.

      “Right. So…we’re here why exactly?”

      “To test you,” he answers. “Your abilities are developing fast. Let’s find out how fast. Come over here.”

      He walks right up to the wall of water, dancing and undulating in front of us before crashing into the pool.

      “I want you to reach through to the other side,” he says.

      “Um…that’s all? Easy…”

      I prepare to thrust my arm into the water, but he holds it back.

      “I haven’t finished.”

      “Oh.”

      “I want you to reach through to the other side…without getting your arm wet.”

      I stare at him blankly. He’s got to be kidding.

      “You don’t think it’s possible? Even after all you’ve seen?”

      “For me? Absolutely not! Do you have any idea how much my muscles are aching right now?”

      “I can probably imagine. I’ve been there before, remember. There’s no harm in trying, Brie. Look, just do this…”

      In a flash, he lifts his arm and sends it in and out of the waterfall. I prepare to look upon his drenched limb with triumph.

      But his sleeve is bone dry.

      I reach out and touch it to make sure. Yep. Dry as a bone.

      “No way, Zander. I didn’t even see it. Are you sure you put your arm through?”

      “Fairly sure.”

      “OK, do it again.”

      He shrugs and turns to the waterfall again. For a second he examines it, taking careful note of the flow of water and the minor gaps that appear on occasion. Then, once more, his arm zips in and out like a speeding bullet.

      This time, focusing hard, I see it play out a little more clearly.

      “Believe me now?” he asks.

      I settle my fingers on his sleeve again for total confirmation.

      “How…did you do that?”

      “It’s a simple combination of your Hawk and Dasher abilities. You watch the water for breaks, then rush your arm in and out when you find one that’s suitably large. Go on, have a go.”

      He turns me to the waterfall, and stands right behind me.

      “Try not to look at specific spots on the water,” he says. “Let your eyes lose focus, let your natural abilities take over. Feel the water rushing down and search out a gap. Hold your arm steady, then just do what you’d naturally do. Don’t think about it too much. Just let it happen.”

      I listen to his advice intently, and follow it to the letter. In the dim cave, I stand and stare and let my eyes do the rest. Slowly, I feel the world around me enlarging, my vision growing less narrow, more open. The entire waterfall takes shape, my focus not on a single element of it but the whole thing, it’s random fluctuations seeming to become more uniform, more predictable.

      Soon, gaps appear. Little breaks between the hundreds, thousands, of gallons pouring from above. Most are too small to even consider fitting my hand through. Others are larger, yet pass by in little more than a millisecond.

      I begin to raise my arm, my muscles sore and aching and yet coiling up and priming for a thrust. Holding my fist close to the water, and straightening my arm up so it’s parallel to the ground, I calm my breathing and prepare to strike.

      Several possible gaps appear. They come and go so fast, too quick for my eyes to handle. A couple of times, my fist zips forward an inch before recoiling, the light splash of water immediately cooling my knuckles.

      “Don’t think too much,” whispers Zander behind me. “Just act.”

      I refocus, and hunt down another opportunity. Then, I see it, a large gap forming above me, my peripheral vision catching it early. In a split second it will come, rushing down from above at a hundred miles an hour. I need to be faster.

      Without thinking, I launch my fist forward at a pace that frightens me. It stretches right out before recoiling, darting in and out with a flash.

      It comes back at me with such force that it knocks me backwards, right into Zander as he stands behind me.

      He laughs as he catches me.

      “I know all about kickback with a gun….but with your own fist! That’s something new!”

      I barely hear his words. Immediately, I turn my eyes to my arm and see that it’s partially soaked. It had moved so fast I hadn’t even felt if the water had hit, my senses seemingly dulled by the ferocious speed.

      Zander’s fingers grip my sleeve, cold and wet.

      I pull it away angrily.

      “I thought I had it,” I grumble. “That’s impossible.”

      “Brie, trust me, for a first try that was pretty impressive. Your body will only get faster. And your eyes will only get keener. It’s a lethal combination when it clicks.”

      I feel a throb in my arm as he speaks. It feels suddenly weak, like I can hardly even lift it.

      “Should I feel this drained?” I ask him.

      “Yeah, that’s to be expected. It’s a problem Dashers have. Putting so much force through your muscles tends to tire you out quite quickly. And since this is so new to you, it’s going to take its toll faster. You’ll get used to it. But it’s important to remember that using your Dasher powers drains your energy reserves fairly rapidly. You have to use them sparingly whenever you can.”

      “OK, good to know. Should I try again?”

      I turn to the waterfall once more, my latest nemesis. I will beat you, one day…

      “To be honest, there’d be no point. Perhaps if you used your other arm, maybe. But mostly, this was just a test. There are other parts of your development that are far more important.”

      “I assume you’re talking about my Mind-Manipulator powers?”

      “Exactly. Being a Hawk and a Dasher will help you sneak around unnoticed. And should you get into a tight spot, they’re pretty useful at getting you the hell out of there pretty quickly too. But really, those aren’t the powers that Lady Orlando is interested in. They’re not why you were chosen for this mission.”

      He begins moving back towards the little gap in the rock, slipping through it and out of the cave. I have one more look at the waterfall before following, whispering a silent vow to defeat it the next time I’m here.

      We move through the wide cavern, the sound of the rushing water fading as we step into narrower passages. My eyes continue to take in more of my surroundings as we go, gradually relegating the old burden of darkness to little more than a minor hindrance.

      I can see the walls more clearly, make out the shapes of the vines and plant life sprouting from the rocks. I can see the little critters creeping around at our feet, bugs and rats scuttling between stones and hiding in cracks and crevices.

      From the ceiling, droplets of condensation gather, dripping down into little puddles and pools. I can see them too, even from a distance, building and falling and splashing into the water.

      Minute by minute, my eyesight improves, not only taking in the light but seeking further details in the distance too. Without even knowing it, I’m able to clearly make out the form of the passages a long way into the darkness. And when we emerge into a large cavern once more, details that would otherwise be nothing but a blur stick out, clearly defined as if they’re right before my eyes.

      Down here in the darkness is where my eyesight will develop fastest. Without the burden of bright light to deal with, my eyes are now forced to suck in every morsel of illumination they can find. They seek it out, hungry after being held back for so long, barred from achieving their full potential by the drugs that Mrs Carmichael fed me.

      No longer.

      Now, they’re stretching their legs, testing their limits, evolving into what they should always have been.

      The world grows quieter as we continue. The rush of the waterfall fades into nothing, leaving behind the light tapping of our feet and the occasional dripping of water from above. Soon, we’re moving into a place of total silence and calm, a small cave with narrow walls and a low ceiling and two small boulders planted in its centre.

      Zander moves towards them, and takes a seat on one.

      “Sit down, Brie,” he orders.

      I do so, taking a seat on the other right in front of him. Face to face, we sit a few feet from each other, his body no longer just an outline. Now, his features are clear, his expression easy to gauge even in the pitch black of this deep, dark place.

      “Why are we here?” I ask him.

      He stares at me for a few long moments without answering. I find it oddly unnerving. Then, in the back of my mind, I hear the clouded, blurred sounds of a voice forming once more.

      We’re here to train your mind…

      His lips don’t move. His eyes stare intensely. His voice seems to come from inside, not out, barely distinct but just about audible.

      Then, his lips do move, drawing into a smile.

      “You heard me?” he asks.

      I nod silently, and in awe.

      “Our connection is stronger than I thought it would be,” he muses to himself. “Do you feel it?”

      In the quiet darkness of the cave, I lightly shut my eyes, a hum of something, an energy of some kind, buzzing in the depths of my mind. I don’t understand it, I can’t explain it, but it’s like nothing I’ve ever felt.

      “I feel…something,” I whisper.

      It reminds me somewhat of when Deputy Burns entered my mind. That was invasive, unpleasant. It sent the hairs on my neck standing on end, a shiver climbing up my spine, one vertebra at a time.

      This is different. I don’t feel as if there’s someone rooting around my memories, as if they’re searching through books in a library. More like I’m in a dark room with someone, hearing their voice coming from the shadows.

      “Good. That’s good. We have a telepathic link, Brie. But this is me, talking to you. I want you to try to do the same. Shut your eyes, close everything off. Think of me, and think hard, and then imagine what you want to say. Think of the words, and fix them firmly in your mind. Let’s see if I can hear them.”

      “But, you said before that you needed to look into someone’s eyes to read their thoughts? How can I shut my eyes if…”

      “No,” he cuts in, shaking his head. “That isn’t true of this. Yes, if you want to read someone’s thoughts, search their memories, or manipulate them somehow, you need to look into their eyes. But this is different. You can project words from anywhere, and if our bond is strong, I’ll be able to hear them. And vice versa.”

      “So, I just think of words, of a question?”

      “And me. Think hard about me. Picture my face, and fix the words into your mind. Think of nothing else or the link will become foggy. Go ahead, try it out.”

      He shuts his own eyes, leading me to do the same. I fall into darkness behind my eyelids, and quickly wonder what to say, what to ask. I ponder it for a few moments before realising it doesn’t matter.

      Just words, Brie. Anything. Think of anything.

      The image of our parents comes into my mind. It brings with it a question that’s never far from my thoughts.

      Who was our mother? I start to wonder.

      My mind begins forming other questions, moving off on tangents. I squeeze my eyes tighter and bring my thoughts back to those simple words. I fix them, as Zander told me, to the front of my mind, lighting them up in big, bold letters.

      And as I do, I imagine Zander’s face. His wavy brown hair, his pale skin, his hazel eyes that look so much like our father’s. And mine.

      I focus hard. My mind threatens to waver, attempting to veer off again in some other direction, to bring possible answers to the question I’m asking myself. I bring it back each time it deviates, always coming back to the same question.

      Who was our mother…

      Time skates by, a minute turning to two. Then I lose track of it, always battling to clear my head of all else but the question, and the image of Zander.

      Then, from the darkness, I hear him whisper.

      “Open your eyes, Brie.”

      I wonder for a moment if he was in my head, or if he spoke out loud for real. As I open my eyes, his words echo a little down through the passage, answering my question.

      There’s a pensive expression on his face, his mouth opening and closing without making a noise.

      Then, he speaks.

      “You think about her a lot, don’t you?” he asks me. “I can sense she’s never far from your thoughts.”

      “You…you heard me?” I whisper.

      “It was blurred, like words through water. But enough.”

      His eyes draw in with a painful memory. It’s as if he’s always been trying to keep thoughts of our mother, and father, from his mind.

      “I told you before, Brie,” he continues. “You shouldn’t let your thoughts linger on our parents. It won’t change what happened. It won’t bring them back. All it will do is bring you pain.”

      Pain, perhaps, that he can feel through me. Pain that he’s been blocking out his entire life, now re-opened.

      “I can’t help it, Zander,” I tell him. “It’s not something I can control.”

      “Well, you’ll have to learn to. You have no idea how powerful your mind is. It will destroy you if you don’t tame it. There are people in Inner Haven who will quickly figure out just what you are if you aren’t able to control and, when needed, suppress your powers. And if that happens, there’ll be no going back. You’ll become an outlaw like the rest of us, forced to live in the shadows.”

      “Then teach me,” I utter, my words bounding loudly off the walls. “Teach me to control my powers.”

      He sits up straighter on the boulder, and sets his eyes firmly to mine. And, more clearly this time, I hear his words beginning to form in the depths of my mind.

      I will, Brie, I hear him say. We’re only just getting started…
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      The night is long and draining.

      My mind, like my body, feels sore in a way it never has before. In the darkness of the cave, Zander picks and probes at me, guiding my consciousness to places I never knew existed.

      Prodding, probing, testing. He reads my thoughts and tries to get me to read his. It’s more invasive than our telepathy, and much more uncomfortable. Even though he’s my brother, I don’t enjoy having him in my head.

      I have little success as the hours pass by. As he enters my mind, I find it impossible to stop him from rooting around. When I try to enter his, I find myself doing little but blankly staring into his eyes, only murky and indistinct thoughts and memories materialising before being washed away.

      My other abilities have been quick to develop. It appears that being a Mind-Manipulator, however, is far more demanding.

      It goes on for hours, and when he finally relents, and guides me back up towards the surface, his parting words leave me in no doubt that there’s a hell of a lot more to come.

      “Oh, we’re just getting started, sis,” he tells me. “Your powers are only just awakening. They’ve got a long way to go yet.”

      We reach the secret door to the shelter in district 6, my ability to track the time having long since abandoned me. For a moment, he stops at the door and listens intently. I wonder for a brief moment if he has some Bat powers, such is the intensity with which he sets his ear to the rock.

      “The world is waking,” he says. “Be careful when you sneak onto the streets.”

      He opens the door to the shelter, and I step out. It’s empty, the exit to the street above, up a short flight of steps, shut tight. Beyond, however, the sounds of the city fill my ears. We must have been down in the underlands all night.

      Before he shuts the door, he offers some final words of guidance.

      “I’d get some sleep when you return to the academy, Brie,” he says.

      “Yeah, I’d planned on it,” I say wearily.

      “Good. Because tonight, you’re going back into Inner Haven...”

      “What!” I grimace. “How do you know?”

      “Adryan will have sent a postal drone overnight, inviting you to the first stage of your courtship. I don’t know the precise details, but they’ll be in the letter. It’ll be a good chance for you to meet him properly this time, and learn more about his world.”

      “But…tonight? Why not tomorrow?”

      “It’s not up to me. This is the official process, and you must keep to it. Don’t worry, Lady Orlando isn’t expecting anything of you yet. Not until you’re ready. Get some rest, Brie. As I told you, time is of the essence…”

      He winks at me, perhaps finding some partial enjoyment in my pain, and pulls the door shut. Almost immediately after he’s done so, the door at the top of the stairs grinds open, sending a blast of bright sunlight down into the gloomy shelter.

      A silhouette appears at the top, peering down.

      “Who’s that down there?” comes the voice.

      I shield my eyes from the burning light. After spending so long in the dark, and with my eyes quickly growing more sensitive, it’s almost sufficient to knock me off my feet. The fact that I’m about ready to collapse through sheer exhaustion doesn’t help much either.

      “I’m just a girl,” I croak, my arm in front of my eyes.

      The man at the top of the stairs appears to notice my discomfort. He pulls the door shut a little, blocking out some of the sunlight. Still, he remains nothing more than a silhouette.

      “What are you doing down there. It hasn’t rained for days…”

      “I just…I left a book down here a few weeks back. I got caught during a storm, you see. I was just checking if it was still here.”

      “Hmmmm. Well, you’re unlikely to find it in the dark…”

      Damn. Busted.

      “I, um…the light must have flicked itself off.”

      The figure doesn’t move. He merely stares from above as my eyes continue to clear. There’s something familiar about his shape and outline. And the tone of his voice.

      Slowly, he steps forward and begins descending into the shelter. My eyes clear as he comes, and his body and face come into view. There’s a smile upon it, warm and kind, and piercing eyes above that I have a far better understanding of now.

      “Rycard,” I whisper, relief flooding me. “What are you doing here?! I thought you were a Con-Cop or something…”

      “And lucky for you I wasn’t,” he says, reaching the bottom step. “You don’t want another run-in with them. Not while they’re on such high alert.”

      Every time I come into close contact with a Con-Cop the same result follows: me getting in trouble, and having to be bailed out. First, it was down at Culture Corner, when Deputy Burns saved me from getting zapped. Then, it was Rycard himself who prevented me from suffering the same fate.

      That was the last time I saw him. A lot’s happened since then.

      “How are you, Brie?” he asks.

      “I’m great.” My words aren’t convincing, even to me. They’re exhausted, that’s what they are.

      “And, this book?” he offers with a smirk.

      I shrug. “It was all I could think of.”

      “Well, you’re going to have to get better at lying, Brie. One day, it’ll get you in trouble.”

      There’s a hint, a minor suggestion to his words that he knows I’m up to something. Perhaps it’s just finding me here in such a weary state. Or maybe it’s more. Maybe he knows a little more than he’s willing to let on.

      I don’t quite know what to make of him. A question rises in my mind: is he friend, or foe?

      Being a member of the City Guard would suggest the latter. Yet there’s a warmth to him, and an honesty, that makes me think he tows the line somehow. That were he to find out what I’m up to, and what I am, he’d be sure to keep it to himself.

      Standing in front of me, he turns his body sideways, leaving a path open towards the stairs.

      “I think it’s time you got yourself home. Come on, I’ll walk you.”

      I drag my body past him and up the stairs. The sunlight attacks me relentlessly, bursting from above. I keep my eyes narrow to let only shards in. And through the slits, my vision brings the world to life in a whole new way.

      I stand motionless for a second, just taking it all in. The wide streets, filled with pedestrians and cars and lined with tall apartment blocks and shops. The sky, buzzing with postal drones, moving along in rigid formations as they follow predetermined paths towards their destinations.

      The advertising displays, just beginning to come to life as the city wakes, glow less brightly in the sunlight. And yet, still, they appear so crisp and clean and vibrant to my new vision. I look down the street, far into the distance, my eyes now capable of some truly wondrous things, and a glowing smile arches at the corners of my mouth.

      When I finally regain my faculties, I turn to Rycard, who looks upon me with a sprinkle of curiosity.

      “Are you...OK?”

      “Just tired,” I say, perhaps a bit too quickly.

      “Well, that’s not surprising after the week you’ve had. So, what exactly were you doing down in the shelter?”

      He asks the question as we begin moving down the street. All the while I struggle to maintain a regular focus, my eyes seeking more now, wanting to find a clear spot in the city, and take it all in at once.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I say.

      “Try me.”

      I fall silent.

      “OK, you keep your secrets. I won’t pry. It’s just an interesting place to find you in such a big city. Now don’t go spreading this about, but apparently the Nameless have been using the shelters to get around the city in secret. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you Brie?”

      “Er, what? No, of course not…”

      Too much, Brie. Act calm. Act casual. Remember what Zander told you, stay in control.

      “Anyway, how can they use shelters? It makes no sense…”

      “Well, there are tunnel networks beneath the city. Many of the shelters have secret doors into them. If I were the Nameless, I’d be careful which ones they use…”

      He glances at me as we walk. I see it through my newly powered peripheral vision. I refuse to glance back.

      “Well, you know much more than I do about it.”

      “Of course I do. I wouldn’t be very good at my job if you knew more than me. Anyway, let’s change the subject. It’s a bright day and so let’s talk of brighter things. I suppose I should start by saying congratulations.”

      Now I do glance at him.

      “Huh?”

      “I was as surprised as Sophie when she told me you were attending a bachelor ball. It didn’t really seem you. It went well, though, I understand?”

      “Pretty well. Until I collapsed.”

      “Ah yes, the classic affliction. Before I met Sophie, I attended a couple of balls myself. I had a couple of girls collapse on me too.”

      He offers a chuckle at the memory.

      “I didn’t collapse because of an Enhanced. What sort of girl do you think I am?”

      “I’m well aware of that, Brie. I was only teasing. So, you’re to court a Savant. I’d call that an odd pairing.”

      So would I.

      “Um, why? He’s handsome, and I’ll get to live in Inner Haven…” I begin, spluttering through my rehearsed spiel with no conviction at all.

      “Yes, yes, and you’ll have lovely, beautiful Savant children, and all of the people of Outer Haven will look up to you with such respect and envy.”

      I turn to him, and my eyes flatten.

      “You don’t have to be so sarcastic, Rycard.”

      “And you don’t have to lie. Not to me. Save that stuff for Sophie, and those who really matter. I’m not buying it.”

      “And I’m not selling it. I don’t have to explain myself to you. You have no idea how I feel.”

      “No, you’re right. I’m not trying to offend you, Brie. I’m just intrigued, that’s all.”

      “Well, I’m too tired to spar with you right now. So maybe I’ll just make my own way home. It’s not far from here.”

      A wry smile emerges on his face.

      “OK. Not a problem. Just be careful next time you’re caught somewhere you shouldn’t be. It won’t always be me who finds you…”

      With those words, he twists his walk off in another direction, and fades into the early morning crowd.

      I let out a breath of tired air, and fill my lungs with a fresh intake of smog. I haven’t even got to Inner Haven yet, and already I’m being grilled.

      I yearn for my bed, and make an immediate beeline for it. I’m simply too tired to deal with any more rubbish right now.

      So when I get back to the academy, I do so with that single thought in mind. Even the sight of Drum, appearing through the door and trundling off down the street, doesn’t pick me up. I make no attempt to rush after or call out to him. I merely watch him go and then slip inside the academy before anyone else can rise.

      In the hall, however, I have one more person to deal with. Thankfully, it’s only Nate, still charged with collecting the early morning post from the incoming drones.

      I drag my limbs through the door like a caveman, my knuckles all but scraping along the floor. Through my hazy, blurred vision, I see the little boy sitting behind the reception desk.

      “Hi Nate,” I mumble, my eyes fixed to the stairs.

      “Morning,” he yawns. “Where have you been so early?”

      Oh God, not him as well.

      “Walking…”

      “Must have been a long walk,” he giggles, stretching out his scrawny arms across the desk.

      I near the stairs. Please don’t speak to me again.

      “Um, Brie…”

      My chin sinks lower.

      “Yeah, Nate.”

      “You’ve got some mail. Two things, actually.”

      Two?

      I curve my course towards him. On his desk, he plants a simple electronic letter, and a larger box.

      I move over and scoop up the letter. I slide off the seal and the words begin to glow.

      
        
        Dear Miss Melrose,

        I am writing on behalf of one Adryan Shaw.

        If agreeable, he would like to officially initiate the

        courting process with you.

        I have been told by your chaperone, Sophie Winchester, that you

        would prefer to receive correspondence directly. While highly

        irregular, it is within your rights to do so.

        Mr Shaw would like to meet you this evening for your first

        official function. Please make your way to the western gate

        to Inner Haven at 7PM. Mr Shaw will be waiting for you.

        We wish you all the best of luck in developing a fruitful bond.

        Sincerely,

        Katherine Kirkland,

        The Council of Matrimony

      

      

      I quickly read the letter through, before tearing off another seal at the bottom of the note. This time, the glowing words fade and fizz out, disappearing forever.

      “What’s that about?” asks Nate.

      “You wouldn’t be interested.”

      I grab the other package, and open up the box. Inside, I find another note, this one handwritten in a beautiful, flowing script.

      
        
        Dearest Brie,

        I’ve been told you’re seeing Adryan tonight.

        You must be very nervous! Just remember to relax and

        be yourself and you won’t go too far wrong.

        I know you still have the dress from the ceremony (unless

        you’ve already sold it!) but I thought that this

        occasion called for something new.

        I have enclosed a dress for you to wear. It should fit you

        perfectly. Wear it with pride, my dear!

        All my love,

        Sophie

        Xxx

        p.s. Don’t tell Brenda

      

      

      My usual inclination upon reading such words would be to roll my eyes and consider this entire thing ridiculous. But, even in my current state of exhaustion, I can’t help but be touched by Sophie’s kindness.

      Sure, perhaps she’s doing all this for selfish reasons. Perhaps me and all of the other girls are just projects for her, dolls to dress up and marry off to the most esteemed gentlemen she can find. But I don’t care. Whatever her motives, it’s a sweet gesture.

      As a drowsy smile struggles to pull up my lips, I reach in and my fingers bring out a simple, and yet beautiful, blue gown.

      “Is that a dress?” asks Nate. He reaches out and slides his fingers along the fabric. His eyes widen. “Wow…it’s so soft. Are you going to wear it?”

      “That’s what dresses are for, Nathan.”

      “No one wears things like that around here. It looks like that one you wore at the ceremony.”

      “Yes, well, all Unenhanced have to wear this colour in Inner Haven. It shows status.”

      “You’re going to Inner Haven again?!”

      I nod, and fold up the dress once more, hiding it away in the box in case Mrs Carmichael should come wandering into the hall.

      “I am. Tonight.”

      “So lucky!”

      I don’t answer. I scoop the box under my arm, and set my sights on the winding stairs once more.

      “Nathan, do me a favour. Don’t tell anyone about the dress. Especially Mrs Carmichael…and Tess.”

      He shrugs through an apparent lack of interest.

      “Erm, sure. I won’t.”

      Good. One less secret to worry about.

      Truly, my world is a web of them now.
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      Blue used to be my favourite colour.

      It was those hours spent in the eastern quarter, on the top of the warehouse, looking out over the distant mountains on clear days. That’s when I developed a particular fondness for it. When the sky was bright and clear, the mountains would be visible. I suppose I just associated the colour blue with freedom.

      Now, however, that fondness is beginning to evaporate, and a new association is beginning to form. Blue now represents something more sinister: the slow, but steady weeding out of the Unenhanced, and their gradual slide towards total extinction.

      I’m wearing the colour now, of course, and I’m looking at it too. I’m looking at what made me love it in the first place, and wearing the very reason I now loathe it.

      I’m in perhaps the only place in the city that gives me peace. The very rooftop where I’ve spent so much time alone. The afternoon is growing late, and the sky is starting to fade and darken. Yet still, it’s light enough, and blue enough, to draw my eyes to the northwest, and the towering mountains that lie there.

      I’ve been sitting here for some time now. Sitting in awe and quiet reflection. I’d slept through morning and straight past lunch, but woke with an urge inside me, an itch that needed to be scratched.

      I needed to come here. I needed to see the city, and the lands beyond, with the new eyes I’ve been given. I needed to feel the sweep of wind on my face and gaze on the mountains that I’ve long wanted to visit.

      All of it is clearer now, crisper. Like an old faded picture that’s been fully restored, its tiniest details brought back to life. I gaze upon the distant mountains and see them ten times more clearly than I have before.

      Instead of blocks of blurred green littering the lower reaches of the hills, I now see individual trees. Instead of bands of dark blue, I see rivers and rushing water. Instead of dark grey and black smudges, I’m able to make out specific rock formations and craggy peaks. I even see a cave, what was once a tiny black dot to my eyes now visible as an entrance into the mountainside.

      It will take me some time to get used to these eyes of mine. And some time to learn how to control them. Here, quiet and still, I’ve been able to peer as far as I can into the distance, and hold my gaze there. If I lose concentration, however, they quickly rush back and return to normal.

      I never knew it would be like this. Several times in the past, Tess and I have wondered how Hawks actually used their eyes. We knew they could see great distances, but could never quite figure out how it worked.

      In the end, we’d usually conclude that they merely saw ‘better’ than the rest of us, seeing several times further just like the birds of prey they’re named after. But now that I’ve experienced it first hand, I’ve realised that it’s so much more than that.

      Not only is everything clearer and more detailed, and my natural ability to see further enhanced, but I can actually ‘zoom’ in with my eyes, as long as I focus long enough. I suppose it’s less zooming in, and more just focusing on a particular point, and letting the details of that point begin to form. If I turn suddenly to another point, far away in the distance, it’s not immediately clear. I need to wait for my eyes to adjust, take in the light, and then watch in glorious wonder as the world comes to life, so many miles away.

      It’s a truly breathtaking experience.

      However, I can’t linger too long on the roof. Checking my watch, I find that the clock is ticking by fast.

      And I have a date to get to…

      I can’t help but find the situation marginally amusing. My first date. Ever. And it’s with a Savant.

      Hardly an ideal match for me.

      With my dress hidden beneath my jacket and my head covered in my trusty cloak, I climb down from the warehouse roof and work my way towards the Conveyor Line. As I go, I pass by the site of the second attack by the Fanatics, still cordoned off and under investigation.

      I shake my head as I pass. It’s all for show. I wonder what the people would feel if they knew the Consortium was behind it all? Would they riot? Would they rise up and join the Nameless? Or would they just roll over and let the Court do what they want.

      Honestly, my faith has been somewhat shaken. I wouldn’t be surprised if they chose the latter.

      I journey on, travelling the roads I’m so used to, and working my way around to the western quarter once again. This time, there’s no car to chauffeur me to the gate, no one to dress me up and do my makeup. That I’ve had to do on my own, with a little help from the secret stocks I found hidden under Tess’s bed.

      I go to the farthest point I can on the Conveyor Line before stepping off and walking the rest. When I reach the long road leading towards the gate, where the people grow thin and the world grows quiet, I practice a little more with my eyes, focusing hard on the hulking Brute standing in the distance.

      He stands there, to the side of the gate, looking decidedly bored with his lot in life. I keep my eyes on him as I move, watching him stare blankly out down the street, until a beeping sound blares and my eyes suddenly come shooting back down to earth.

      I’m shocked to see that I’ve wandered right into the middle of the road and nearly been hit by a passing car. Inside, a rather grumpy looking man shakes his fist at me. I don’t need to be a lip-reader to know what he’s saying.

      I step back onto the pavement and the car whirs on, passing down towards the heart of the western quarter. I make a mental note to only zoom with my eyes when I’m both stationary and not under the scrutiny of anyone who might see.

      Had I done that under the watchful gaze of a City Guard or Con-Cop, they might just have put two and two together.

      Shape up, Brie, I grunt, reprimanding myself internally.

      I continue towards the gate without taking any further risks. When I reach it, I find the Brute bearing down on me. This one’s frankly gigantic, even bigger than the man who I met at the bachelor ball.

      “Name and identification number,” his voice thunders.

      “Erm, Brie Melrose. And I don’t have an I.D. number.”

      He lifts up his trunk-like forearm and taps on an interface.

      “Ah, yes, Miss Melrose. I was told to expect you. Come this way.”

      He guides me to the door to the right of the gate and opens it up. I follow behind in his shadow, feeling like a tiny child next to him as he ducks through the opening.

      I flash my wrist and check my watch. 7.03PM.

      Not a good start. Savants don’t take kindly to poor time-keeping.

      As we pass through the door, I step to the left to escape the Brute’s endless shadow.

      “Here you go, Miss Melrose,” he says, pointing with a giant finger.

      I follow it up the short road towards the Outer Spiral, where a car sits waiting for me. And outside it, dressed in his light grey suit, stands the rigid form of Adryan.

      “Have a good evening,” remarks the Brute, before returning to his station.

      I’ll say this about him and his kind: they’re always terribly polite. Every Brute I’ve met so far – which, admittedly, are only a few – have been rather well-mannered and docile. The similarities between the Brutes and Drum just keep on coming.

      The man ahead of me, I suspect, won’t be quite as respectful. It probably won’t be intentional, more a side-effect of his emotional disability. Marching towards him, I expect a frank word on the lateness of my arrival.

      I’m surprised to see that I don’t get it.

      He moves forward with the smallest hint of a smile on his face. As before, his lips remain shut. Perhaps he hasn’t yet mastered the full, toothy smile yet.

      “Good evening, Brie,” he says, stepping before me. He stops short, and bows his head as every Enhanced did at the bachelor ball.

      I quickly recall Sophie’s lessons on ‘preparing for life in Inner Haven’. Like at the bachelor ball, all greetings between men and women in Inner Haven are conducted in this fashion.

      So, I perform my own little bow in return.

      He steps forwards a little closer, and his arms reach out to me. I can’t quite decide if he’s moving in for an uncomfortable hug, perhaps in an attempt to perform a more common greeting on the other side of the wall.

      My arms open up and come forward too. I feel foolish when I realise he’s merely removing my jacket for me.

      “There we go, much better,” he says, revealing my blue dress.

      He turns suddenly to his car and begins moving away. I hurry to catch up as he opens up the door and puts my jacket inside.

      “So, what’s the plan?” I ask, trying to sound casual but, inside, feeling far more nervous than I expected to be. “Is there some specific function to all this? We going to need to jump through a few hoops to, you know, make this official?”

      My humour, or attempt at it, doesn’t go down well.

      “Don’t speak like that around here, Brie.” He leans in. “Wait until we’re alone.”

      And that’s the second time I’ve felt foolish in as many minutes.

      Welcome back to Inner Haven…

      He doesn’t speak again until we’ve climbed into his car and the door is sealed shut. Then he deigns to answer my question.

      “There’s a general process we need to follow,” he says, turning to me in the backseat. “I have more leeway than others, though. If needs be, we might be able to expedite things.”

      “And…the end goal is, what exactly?”

      He frowns.

      “Surely you’ve been told.”

      “Well, not in so many words.”

      “Hmmm. Well, to maximise your subterfuge here, we’ll need to marry.”

      My insides shrink and dry out, like old rotten fruit. I was afraid he’d say that.

      “You don’t look happy with the idea. I was told by Lady Orlando that you were committed to this mission?”

      “I am, I guess. I mean, it’s all just happening very fast. And now, marriage? It’s a lot to get my head around.”

      “Why? It’s a simple document. We merely need to sign a piece of paper for the records. Nothing else is required.”

      “That’s what marriage is here?”

      “Yes. What else is there?”

      “Um, I dunno. A ceremony. A celebration. A party.”

      “Of course, that’s how you do it in Outer Haven…”

      “Yeah, that’s just the normal way to do it. Marriage is meant to be about love, you know,” I say sardonically. “That’s something people like to celebrate with the people they care about.”

      “Don’t look at me like that,” he warns.

      I recoil. I didn’t think I was doing anything wrong.

      “Like what?”

      “Like you are. You think, because I’m a Savant, I don’t understand the concept of love.”

      “Well, do you?”

      His grey-blue eyes sharpen, glinting like the edge of a silver blade. They contrast so strikingly with his jet-black hair and creamy pale skin.

      He falls silent for a moment, and then turns away.

      “Our marriage will be nothing but a sham, Brie,” he says calmly. “It will merely allow you greater access to certain doors. It carries with it no other obligation than to let you carry out your mission.”

      “The mission. Right. And, what is it exactly that I’m here to do?”

      His eyes come back to me.

      “They really haven’t told you, have they?”

      “Told me what?”

      His staring eyes bring my heart to life. I feel it drumming behind my chest, shouting out a warning.

      And then his words come again.

      “You’re here to kill Director Artemis Cromwell.”
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      For a good few seconds I stare into Adryan’s eyes, unblinking. Then, slowly, I turn down to look at my feet. His words take a few moments to sink in.

      And once they have, I begin to laugh.

      “I didn’t think you Savants had a sense of humour,” I say.

      “We don’t, as a general rule.”

      My eyes swing back to his, hoping to see some lightness in them.

      “But you do? You’re joking, right?”

      Please say yes. Please say yes.

      “No. That is why you’re here. That’s what all of this is about.”

      I enjoy a second bout of temporary silence. Once more my feet become the focal point for my eyes. Then, in a sudden rush, I grab the door handle, open it up, and storm out of the car.

      I set my eyes on the gate, fifty or so metres away. I’m so wired I might just try to test out my new Dasher powers, my muscles vibrating and humming and getting set to explode.

      I hold back the urge and stick to mere marching, stamping my feet hard as I head for the exit. Back to Outer Haven. Back to the academy. Back to my old life.

      I should never have come here. I should never have signed up for this.

      A voice comes at me as I go. I’m only about ten metres from the car.

      “Brie, stop.”

      I don’t. I carry on, quickening my pace just a little.

      I hear Adryan scampering behind me, rushing to catch up. Thankfully, this close to the wall, there aren’t many people around. A few cars drifting around the Spiral. A few pedestrians walking in their formulaic manner along the streets. Perhaps people can see us from up in their apartments, watching this little scene play out.

      I couldn’t care less. I’m out of here. Gone.

      “Brie, please. Stop and listen to me.”

      Adryan’s voice is closer now. Only a few metres away.

      He appears at my side, jogging right up to me, and lays a hand on my shoulder. I imagine that he’s never had to run in his life. Such a thing, surely, would be unbecoming of such a man.

      He twists me around to face him. His eyes are ice, grey-blue and frosty. Mine are fire, hazel and burning.

      “Brie, come back to the car. We cannot create a scene,” he whispers.

      “I can do whatever I want,” I counter. “I’m going back to where I belong.”

      I turn to move off again. His strong hand maintains its grip.

      “Let go, or you’ll lose it,” I growl.

      “I can’t,” he says. “I’m in this too deep now. I won’t let you go, Brie. Please, let’s just talk. Your brother would want you to talk.”

      I scoff at the suggestion, and shake his hand from my shoulder.

      I don’t care. He must have known about this all along. Why didn’t he tell me?

      Why, Zander? Why?

      I half expect him to reply, somewhere deep in my mind. He doesn’t.

      Instead, Adryan’s voice comes at me again, still calm and methodical but showing a hint of tension.

      “Brie, think about this logically…”

      I round on him.

      “Oh, you Savants just LOVE your logic, don’t you!”

      “And you love your absurd emotional outbursts. Seriously, what’s prompted this crazed display?”

      “Are you the stupidest Savant alive?! You want me to…” I cut myself off, containing my voice and turning it to a harsh whisper. “You want me to kill the most powerful man in the city,” I bite.

      “Lady Orlando wants it. The Nameless want it. Surely their combined wisdom is enough to make you at least hear me out?”

      His words have some impact on me. I take a long, deep, breath, and un-ball my fists. My arms hang a little looser by my sides, my heart-rate easing back.

      “Come to the car, Brie,” says Adryan again. “This way, come on.”

      With his hand now dropping to the small of my back, he gently guides me back up the street. Turning now, I notice that our little display has garnered a few peering eyes.

      I doubt they ever see such a thing around here.

      The audience, however, helps to quell my ire further. As we reach the car, I turn my mouth back into a little smile just to keep up appearances. The watching eyes determine that the scene has concluded, and continue to go about their evenings.

      I step into the car, and let the smile slip from my face.

      As soon as the doors shut, Adryan issues a command. To the car, not me.

      Right now, he wouldn’t dare.

      “Inner Spiral, The Court House,” he says.

      The car hums to life and immediately starts to glide off onto the pristine road, joining the Outer Spiral and turning left.

      “Why are we going to a courthouse?” I ask, my eyes still hidden under heavy frowns.

      “No, not a courthouse. The Court House,” he corrects me, as if I should understand the distinction.

      I make it very clear through my blank expression that further explanation is required. He at least has some intuition, enough to pick up on my confusion.

      “Ah, of course. A courthouse to you would be a place where crimes are disputed and suitable punishments given out. This is very different. It is a building used specifically for the process of courting.”

      “The process of courting. You make it sound so romantic.”

      “Romance has little to do with it. Marriages here are more like contracts. So, we should be just fine…”

      Was that an attempt at humour?

      “Um, well, you still seem to be assuming that our little mission is going ahead? I’m doing this as a courtesy, Adryan. After tonight, I won’t be coming back to Inner Haven…”

      “And that is your choice,” he remarks casually. “You must do what’s best for you, after all. No one can force you to do anything.”

      “I’m glad you agree.”

      He nods and turns forward. My eyes drift to the side window, and begin staring out as we pass through the lifeless world of the Enhanced.

      Between us, my jacket sits on the chair. I pull it up onto my lap, covering up my blue dress, and begin fiddling with the coarser fabric that I’m far more familiar with.

      As I do, my fingers scrape against a hard edge, and I look down to see the worn border of white card poking out from an inner pocket. I take a grip and pull it out, opening it up.

      For the millionth time, I stare at the faces of my parents. But now, my eyes spend more time with my mother, her face glowing with love as she looks at me, yet her eyes hiding the pain within.

      I need to know who she was. I need to know what happened to her…to them both.

      The thought causes a change in me. I let my anger fade and slip away to the back of my mind. I let my body relax and my mind open to hearing Adryan out. Because only here, in Inner Haven, will I find what I’m looking for.

      For me, this isn’t only about the mission. It’s not only about doing what the Nameless want, joining their rebel forces. No. This is about my past too. And the only way I’m going to be able to find the truth is by playing along.

      For now, at least.

      My peripheral vision catches Adryan watching me, turning his eyes from the picture to my face and back again. It’s as if he’s studying me, trying to gauge my reaction.

      “Who are they?” he asks.

      I shut the card and put it back into my jacket pocket, sliding it in deep.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I say.

      I look away, but still keep him right at the edge of my vision. Still, he looks at me for a few moments, before turning his face back to the front of the vehicle.

      We wind around the Spiral, turning down side streets occasionally where the roads flatten out and straighten; short cuts between the coils of the main road in the city. Soon enough, we’re plunging deep into the heartland of Inner Haven, it’s core, the High Tower, looming above us as it always does.

      Joining the Inner Spiral, we circle to the north, where we begin moving down a side road that, like all the streets here, has little to differentiate it from the rest. The only noticeable change is the grandeur of the buildings, which rise up a little higher and stretch a little wider than those on the outer coils.

      We slow half way down a street just off the Inner Spiral, and slip into an underground parking lot, the car moving to its assigned space. The place is fairly quiet, only a few vehicles scattered about.

      “So, tell me about this place then,” I say as we climb out of the car and begin moving towards a lift.

      Adryan hits a button and a light glows.

      “As I told you, it’s used for the process of courting, and offers a private place for couples to get to know each other before determining whether they wish to take their relationship any further.”

      “So, we can’t just, I don’t know, go to your apartment?”

      The lift door pings and opens before us. Adryan steps inside and I follow. He hits the button for the top floor – floor 20 – and the lift swiftly begins to rise.

      “No, that wouldn’t be allowed,” he answers. “Not until a couple have committed to each other are they allowed to officially live together. Mostly, they will be moved into a different accommodation. Single Enhanced and married Enhanced have different spatial requirements.”

      “But what if you like where you live? Do you enjoy your apartment?”

      It’s a silly question to ask of a man like him.

      “My apartment suits my needs,” comes his unsurprising response. “All apartments are standardised based on occupancy and rank…”

      “And you, being a Savant of some esteem, get a better space allowance?”

      I can’t tell if my sarcasm is lost on him or not. Either way, he doesn’t react to it, but merely answers my question.

      “Yes. It’s an indicator of rank, just like the colours we wear, and the insignia we have on our chests.”

      “But not everyone wears the city insignia,” I say, peering at the space beneath his collar. “You’re not.”

      “No, only city officials wear it.”

      “So, you’re not a city official then? What do you do for work, exactly?”

      The lift stops and the door slides open. He steps out and leads me along an uncomfortable chrome corridor, coloured in a similar fashion to his eyes.

      “I operate as a researcher for the Institute of Human Relations,” he finally answers, reaching a door.

      He plants his palm to a pad and it swiftly reads his prints and scans the distinct shape of his hand.

      “The Institute of Human Relations? What exactly does that mean?”

      “It means,” he says, stepping over the threshold and into the apartment, “that I help to understand the different types of Unenhanced, and Enhanced, in the city. And, in particular, I study ways to ensure that both parts of this city co-operate in the best way possible.”

      I stop in the doorway, staring at him. He begins moving down the hall.

      He studies us? Does that mean that…

      “Answer me this,” I say, still rooted to the spot.

      He turns, halfway down the corridor, and awaits my question.

      “Are you a part of all this? Have you advised the Consortium that suppressing our emotions is the next step, the best way forward?”

      His eyes remain flat, but there’s a slight twitch to them, a discomfort brewing behind his calm façade.

      “Come in and shut the door, Brie,” he says. “Like I said, we have a lot that we need to discuss…”

      I step forward, drawn in by a burgeoning curiosity, and let the door drift shut behind me.

      And pacing on, I start my search for the truth.

      It begins right here, right now.
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      I enter into a large living space that appears very similar to the apartment occupied by Rycard and Sophie. Only larger.

      With wide windows and an airy feel, it might appeal to minimalists and clean-freaks who hate clutter. To me, it’s lifeless and empty and exceptionally uninviting.

      I care little for the state of the apartment, though. As we move towards a polished white table, set up near the window, Adryan begins to briefly tell me about the place. It’s not the subject I’m most interested in.

      “Should we marry, our apartment would be very similar to this one,” he tells me. “The top couple of floors of this building are reserved for courting Savants and their partners. The apartments below are smaller, and used for other Enhanced…”

      “Fascinating,” I say.

      His voice cuts short and he looks at me with a rare measure of annoyance. I suppose he’s probably never been spoken to in such a fashion by a girl like me. His superiors, maybe, but that would be fine. To be cut off mid-sentence by an orphan from Outer Haven...what a shameful thing it must be.

      Then again, I’m not Unenhanced. I may not be a ‘pure-blood’ Savant, but I’ve got a mix in me that, for my money, makes me a more impressive specimen than he is.

      And that’s probably the very reason why the Savants outlawed interbreeding in the first place. Hybrids like me are too much of a threat. And to those in power, threats cannot be tolerated.

      He moves towards the table and sits down in a chair in front of me. To his left and my right, the clear wall of the building presents a magnificent view over the city and beyond. It speaks volumes that I’m not distracted by it.

      “You haven’t answered my question yet,” I say. I lean forward. “Are you part of this?”

      Slowly, he begins to nod.

      “It depends on how you look at it, really,” he says. “I was assigned my duty, and I performed it. We have conducted a lot of research, Brie, and one of the conclusions we drew was that suppressing emotion would lead to a safer, more co-ordinated society. We feed our findings to the Consortium, and they determine what to do with it.”

      “So, you’re essentially telling me that you’re complicit in all this? That your work has brought us all to this point?”

      “That’s an awfully simple way of looking at it. Most of us are just pawns on a chessboard. We are tasked with a duty and do it to the best of our ability. The same is true here, among my people, as much as anywhere. But pawns don’t make the decisions. That is the person playing the game. The Consortium is that person. Yet…they are not evil people, Brie. They’re merely doing what they believe to be right for the future of mankind.”

      “The future of mankind,” I sneer. “And you? What are your thoughts on the matter? It sounds like you agree with them…which is odd, really, given how you’re here with me right now.”

      A flash of concern rumbles through me. Have I been lured into a trap? Can I actually trust this man, or is this all just a ruse to draw me out?

      The sudden thought forces me to lean back. I’m unable to hide the wrinkle of worry from creasing my forehead. Adryan, clearly so well versed in reading Outer Haveners given his work, quickly douses my concerns.

      “You’re afraid, but you needn’t be,” he says. “I disagree with the methods of the Consortium as much as you do. I believe that, for us all to have a future, we need to embrace all of our people and come together as one. And…I have my other reasons too…”

      He trails off and turns to the window, his pale façade dimming. I search his silver eyes and try to put into practice the lessons of my brother. I inch into his thoughts, his memories, but see nothing but a blur.

      His gaze swings back round to me.

      “Stop it,” he orders harshly.

      I recoil.

      “You have no right to try to read my thoughts, Brie. I know just what you’re capable of. Keep out of my mind.”

      He stands to his feet, his chair sliding back along the floor and scraping at the polished tiles. I examine him closely as he takes a few paces away, before turning and looking back.

      The brief wave of anger has passed, the ocean now flat and calm once more. He takes a breath.

      “I am in remiss,” he says. “I haven’t asked you if you’d like a drink? These apartments are well stocked.”

      “Um…water, maybe.”

      He shakes his head.

      “Might I suggest wine. You may be craving it soon.”

      He moves off, leaving me alone with my thoughts for a few minutes, before re-appearing carrying a decanter and two glasses. He pours them out and takes a seat once more.

      I take a sip. So does he, mirroring me.

      Then he sucks in a long breath, before breaking the short silence.

      “I know all of this is quite…shocking for you. And try as I might, it can be hard for me to fully relate. Yet my work gives me a unique insight into the relations between all sects of this city. Slowly but surely, the Consortium have been trying to phase out the Unenhanced completely. They see the future as theirs, and us – the Savants – as being the only ones capable of spearheading the repopulation of this world. I don’t agree with this doctrine.”

      “And so you contacted the Nameless to offer your services? It seems a very dangerous thing to do.”

      “Danger isn’t a particularly strong concept to me. One of the benefits of having muted emotions is a lack of fear. I have no real fear of my own death. Yet I do have a compassion for the Unenhanced, and the many Enhanced who have slowly been turned into slaves. If I have to give up my life, then so be it. I am just one man. I don’t mean anything.”

      “That’s a depressing way to look at your own life. And if you place so little value on it, why won’t you kill Director Cromwell?”

      “I would if I could,” he says, his words cracking with bitterness. “But I cannot.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not capable of such a thing. I am just a man, Brie. I don’t have the powers that you do.”

      I laugh, shaking my head, and scoop up my wine glass.

      “I think you’re overestimating what I can do. This is so ridiculous. Surely the Nameless have better spies – or should I say assassins – than me? I’m no warrior. And I’m no killer.”

      “Not yet,” he utters. “But things can change quickly, and so can people. You don’t yet know who you are. And no, there is no one but you. Other than your brother, the Nameless have no Mind-Manipulators. Such powers are extremely rare, even in the High Tower, and when you master them, you’ll be capable of some devastating things.”

      He follows me as I take a sip of wine once again before continuing

      “And you have something more. You have anonymity, and you have me to open doors. This mission is one that only you can carry out. If you don’t do it, no one will.”

      His words seem to echo in my head for a while. I feel the burden of the entire city bearing down on me. How can this have happened? How can they put so much responsibility on me?

      I thought this was merely an operation to find information. To discover some big plot or ploy. To feed secrets to the Nameless and let them take care of the rest. That would have been bad enough, dangerous enough. This is something else entirely.

      They’re asking me to become a murderer.

      “This isn’t fair,” I whisper. “It’s…too much.”

      I stare down at my fingers, gripping the stem of the glass. Losing focus, they begin to fall forward, the tiniest bubbles in the wine growing into giant, clear boulders, my fingers appearing so colossal and bulbous, like those of the Brutes only magnified tenfold.

      As I stare, I feel a touch to my hand, and a new set of fingers emerges into view. I’m snapped out of my stupor and my vision returns to normal, and I see Adryan’s hand lightly laying on mine.

      I turn left, and he stands above me, his icy eyes thawed and softened.

      “You remind me of…” he starts. He cuts himself short, blinks a few times, and turns away again, dragging his fingers with him.

      He takes a few paces away as he did before, before turning back and retaking his seat.

      “I’m sorry for all of this, Brie. But it will settle. Right now, it’s all just so fresh. Change can be difficult to master.”

      Change…

      Everything is changing for me now.

      I drain the rest of my wine. Adryan refills the glass.

      “I don’t see how Director Cromwell’s death would change anything anyway,” I say, swirling the wine around the curved interior of its container. “They’d just elect a new leader, wouldn’t they?”

      “Yes, they would. And that’s precisely the point…”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, my words hardening and eyes lifting from the mesmerising liquid.

      “The Nameless have their tendrils everywhere, Brie. They don’t just exist in Outer Haven, lingering in the shadows. There are others, like me, hiding in plain sight. Some are merely sympathisers. Others are fully-fledged members. And then, some consider themselves as leaders.”

      Leaders? When I first met Lady Orlando, Zander told me she was ‘one’ of the leaders of the Nameless. Are there others? Perhaps even living in Inner Haven?

      And then it starts to dawn on me, the true goal of this mission.

      “There’s someone on the inside,” I whisper. “Right at the core. The Nameless want to replace Cromwell with their own leader…”

      My eyes join Adryan’s. One corner of his mouth rises. His imitations of a smile are varied and convincing.

      “Like the Consortium, the Nameless have been moving their pieces,” he says softly. The room feels like it’s closing in, growing ever tighter and tenser. “They’re the other player in this game of chess, and they have some moves they can make. This is their major play. If they can eliminate Director Cromwell, and replace him with someone sympathetic to their cause, then it might just save a lot of lives.”

      “And if they can’t? If…I refuse to do what they want?”

      “Then few places, or people, in this city will be safe. War is brewing, Brie. So far, it’s been kept to the depths of the northern quarter. Soon, it will erupt into something far worse. Director Cromwell is as ruthless and uncaring as a Savant – as a man – can be. He may not be evil, but he has a single mind to see the strong survive, and the rest diminish…”

      “Sounds like Darwinism,” I mutter.

      “That’s exactly what it is,” rises Adryan’s smooth voice. “Artemis Cromwell, like many of my kind, believes that the Savants are the next stage in human evolution. Hundreds of years ago, the homo sapien reached beyond the boundaries of nature. They accelerated their natural evolution through genetic engineering. It was eugenics on steroids, and now the inferior species of human is gradually being exterminated. It may take decades, or even longer, but before long, there will be no Unenhanced remaining…”

      As he speaks, I feel my mouth curling into a grimace of disgust and anger and hatred. I look out of the window and down to the cold, uniform streets, and then spread my gaze beyond the wall to the vibrant colours of Outer Haven. Even at a glance, the distinction is remarkable, a colourful haze hovering over the narrower roads and lanes and alleys across the border. Here, there’s a cold detachment, everything built for purpose and not pleasure.

      “Why now?” I ask, still staring out. “The Enhanced and Unenhanced have lived in harmony in this city for decades. What’s changed?”

      “Time,” comes Adryan’s quick reply. “The Savants have been tending to the growth of the population here for many years. Our numbers have increased significantly. Ever since the birth of the Council of Matrimony and the process of scouting, more and more suitable Unenhanced have married up…”

      “I’ll bet Cromwell hates that,” I snarl. “His people being diluted by Unenhanced blood.”

      “A necessary evil,” says Adryan. “In-breeding would be the only other choice among our people, and genetic defects would likely occur. We’ve seen that before, and the results were not pretty. Bringing in Unenhanced to live here has helped to diffuse our bloodlines.”

      I gulp more wine. He was right. I need it.

      “Soon enough,” he continues. “We won’t need Outer Haven anymore. Anyone who has no function in the world Cromwell creates will be considered expendable. That may even include many Enhanced. Before long, a super-race will emerge. And you can be sure that it won’t include any Unenhanced.”

      “If the people knew...” I begin, thinking of the hundreds of thousands living in blissful ignorance of all of this.

      “Then what?” Adryan’s voice cuts in, a degree of passion oozing from it. “This has been happening for years, right in front of them. The Enhanced have already had most of their liberties denied. They don’t complain. The Outer Haveners have been treated differently, yet the same is happening to them. The most effective methods of indoctrination take time, Brie. The longer it takes, the more natural it seems. And no one even knows it’s happening…”

      As if on cue, a sudden tremble begins to rise up through the building. It shakes lightly, the glasses on the table rattling. I pick mine up to stop it from toppling off the edge.

      When I look at Adryan, his eyes are already staring out of the window. There’s no look of shock at what he sees, merely a knowing expression, an expectation even, as if he anticipated it.

      In some strange way, I did too. But it still shocks me. It cuts right to my core.

      I see orange and black. The former hovers in a haze; the latter spews into the sky. The trembling dies down, and the room falls completely silent. And then, after a few short moments, the rumble of an explosion hits us, delayed like thunder after a distant flash of lightning.

      Miles away, across the wall, Outer Haven burns.

      I stare with wide, unblinking eyes, and allow the details to grow clearer as they zoom right in. From this high, my vantage is good enough to see the people fleeing in fear. See them writhing on the floor, drenched in flame. See the red blood and charcoal black and the growing grey of the suffocating fumes.

      I watch the whole thing play out, seeing it as if it’s right before my eyes, and yet unable to hear a thing. A silent scene of destruction and death. Another attack from the Fanatics, from the Consortium, designed to weaken our resolve and fill the streets with more of their slaves.

      Another pawn has been moved, and another of ours has been taken…

      And as I watch, my heart fills with a fresh terror. I pull my gaze back and try to get my bearings. We’re in the north of Inner Haven, just off the Inner Spiral near the core. Yet this window is facing west, straight towards the districts I know so well.

      It’s the western quarter that’s on fire. And it looks to be district 5…right near the academy.

      My mind rushes with names.

      Tess.

      Drum.

      Mrs Carmichael.

      Abby.

      I turn to Adryan, who looks upon my stark expression, his grey-blue eyes crinkled with concern.

      “You need to go,” he says before I can. “Come on…”

      We stand as one, sending chairs flying.

      And together, we rush back to the door, down into the garage, and out onto the streets of Inner Haven.
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      Adryan commands his car to drive as fast as the laws of Inner Haven will allow. It’s a low top speed.

      “Can’t this damn thing go any faster?!” I ask, pulling on my jacket and zipping it up tight to cover my dress.

      “Its maximum speed is programmed into it,” he tells me. “It’s the same as all cars here.”

      “Well can’t you, I don’t know, re-programme it?”

      “Possibly. But that could raise a lot of red flags, and it’ll waste time. It’s best we stay under the radar.”

      I grunt loudly, my eyes seething and cutting right through the front window.

      “Fine.”

      “Anyway, it won’t make much difference. We’ll be at the gate soon enough.”

      What he can do, however, is ensure that the car takes the most direct route. So, instead of circling around the Spiral, the car twists and turns down linking side streets instead, stopping and starting as we hit red lights.

      I fidget as we go, always shifting my position to get a better view ahead.

      Adryan continues to study me, like an anthropologist living with apes. I suppose that’s why he’s so good at showing emotion, if muted. It’s because it’s his job to understand the Unenhanced and what’s makes them tick.

      Still, I find it quite aggravating, and aren’t afraid to tell him so.

      “Ah, sorry…force of habit,” he says, pulling his silver eyes back to the front of the car. “You realise there’s nothing you can do to help, though, right? There will be City Guards and Con-Cops swarming all over the place already.”

      I turn to him with heavy brows cutting off half my eyes.

      “I don’t expect you to understand. For all I know my academy could have been blown up. My friends, my family might…”

      I hold back the thought, and the emotions bubbling inside me.

      “I’m sure they’re all OK,” he says. His words are comforting, yet his manner is not. At least he’s trying, though.

      He reaches out and lays a stiff hand on my shoulder. I don’t brush it away. I just sit forward and let it rest there awkwardly until he feels like sufficient time has passed and he can withdraw it.

      Soon enough, we’re speeding – well, dawdling would be more accurate – onto the Outer Spiral and moving around towards the short linking road that provides passage through the western gate.

      Before the car comes to an infuriatingly gradual stop, Adryan offers some words of caution.

      “You’re emotional, Brie, and that’s very understandable. However, be careful out there. It may be tempting for you to use your new powers out in the open, and you might not be able to stop yourself in this state. Make sure you don’t. If a Con-Cop or City Guard sees you…”

      “I know. I’ll be done for,” I rush. “I’m not that stupid, Adryan, despite what you might think.”

      He fixes me with as warm a stare as he can.

      “I don’t think you’re stupid at all. I think…I think you’re very brave.”

      His more pleasant eyes are joined by a smile, and his cheeks cut with a couple of unexpected dimples that, I suspect, never see the light of day.

      For a moment, he seems like he could be anyone, not a Savant at all.

      “I’ll be in touch soon,” he tells me. “Think about what you want from all this, and think about what I’ve told you. Talk to your brother, Brie. He may have some more answers for you.”

      “I…I will. Thank you for filling me in. At least you were honest.”

      “A quality I’ve lived with my entire life. Until now, at least, with all this subterfuge. Savants usually have no reason to lie. It’s just a symptom of our world.”

      He reaches over, like he did when removing my coat. I have no expectation of a hug this time.

      Instead, he opens the door for me, and leans back.

      “Now go, Brie. Don’t let me keep you.”

      I take one last look at him, so intriguing as he is, before stepping from the car and rushing towards the gate. When I reach the door to the side of it, I find it unlocked, and quickly step through. It appears that only the Outer Haven side of the gate is guarded by Brutes And the door itself is like a cat flap: unlocked going one way, and locked going the other.

      “Back already?” asks the Brute, watching me scuttle past. “Didn’t it go well?”

      I stop briefly in front of him.

      “It went fine. I just…I saw the explosion from a window. Do you know where it was exactly?”

      I look up to him eagerly, praying that no one I knew was caught up in it.

      Is such a thing selfish? People will have died, and judging by the size of the blast, many more than before. Am I a horrible person because I don’t even care about that right now? That I’d be happy if a hundred died, or two hundred, or many, many more, if it meant someone I truly cared about was OK.

      Maybe my Savant side is taking over? Or maybe I’m just colder than I thought…

      My insides churn as the Brute looks at me, the cave that is his mouth opening up to deliver the news.

      “District 5,” he says.

      My body tenses.

      “Where!”

      “The main market there,” he says. “Terrible thing. These Fanatics…”

      I don’t hear the rest of his sentence. Turning from the gate, I set my sights on the cloud of orange and grey and black fog swamping the distant streets, clearly visible even now under the cover of darkness, and start to run.

      Hindered by my dress and accompanying shoes – the heels I wore on my first visit to Inner Haven – my progress is slow. Perhaps that’s a good thing. Pumped with adrenaline as I am, who knows how my newly altered body would react. I might just shoot off down the street, my Dasher powers blazing to life, leaving a trail of dust behind me for the Brute to follow.

      And he knows my name. Not good.

      Heeding Adryan’s advice, I focus and make sure I’m only going so fast. Before I’ve travelled a hundred metres, however, I’ve grown sick of my heels and have discarded them to the street, flicking them off down a side-alley for some lucky person to find and leaving me running barefoot.

      They’d probably fetch a pretty penny at a second-hand market or pawnshop somewhere. For the poorest among us, such a treasure could feed them for weeks.

      I don’t quite know how to feel as I run. I’m relieved, of course, that the explosion wasn’t closer to the academy. The market is nearby, but not so much that anyone on Brick Lane could be affected by it. They’d have felt a ferocious rumble and heard a thunderous noise – and perhaps a few plates or glasses would have been broken from the ensuing tremors – but nothing more.

      However, what does concern me is the fact that the marketplace is a common venue to visit for several of the occupants of Carmichael’s. It’s where Mrs Carmichael will often go to buy the foods we eat, especially when there’s a particularly good sale on, or if certain foods are available for bulk purchases.

      Others go there too, mostly those in transition. If Mrs Carmichael doesn’t want to go herself, or if she has a particularly large order to fetch, she’ll either bring along a host of the transitioners to go with her or will send out a troop in her stead.

      And tonight, I know, the night market will be in full swing. Mostly it’s busiest during the day, but during the middle of the week, when people go along after work, it can get extremely busy after dark as well.

      And that’s why they chose it.

      The ‘Fanatics’, under orders from the Consortium, will have taken another batch of lives. It’s the perfect place to strike, and the perfect time.

      Just when the people are starting to feel a little safer, just when they’re creeping back out of their shells, Outer Haven has been rocked once more with the cries of the dead. And the wailing of the loved ones they’ve left behind. And the terrible realisation that this isn’t going to stop.

      Fear will spread again, and the warnings of the Fanatics will echo in people’s minds.

      Emotion is Evil. Give in to Logic.

      Bit by bit, such a belief is being seeded. And when the Consortium bring forth their reckoning, the people will greet it with open arms.

      They’ll walk willingly into the darkness, and the endless gloom of a life without emotion, a life without meaning. Only muted expressions of love will remain. The entire notion of family will die out. Joy will be expunged, no pleasure blooming in a heart from the sound of music, or the sight of a beautiful painting, or the taste of delicious food.

      In the end, we’ll all just march on into the future, each day the same as the last. Nothing but a bunch of pawns on a chess board, and just as inanimate.

      My mind whirs with such thoughts as I speed through the streets, passing through district 1, and along the centre boundary of 2 and 3, and arriving into the heart of district 5.

      I continue on, the district unusually quiet. Even when I near the market, set in a large square and surrounded by low slung tower blocks, the numbers of pedestrians remain thin.

      When the first attack happened at Culture Corner, it caused a stir. People who’d never been interested in art and music gathered to look at the site, at the carnage the attackers left behind. Those days following the blast, the place became more of a tourist attraction than ever.

      It was a novelty. An attack like that hadn’t happened in decades, and nor did anyone expect it to happen again. A terrible tragedy that looked set to fuel the rumour and gossip fire for many a month after.

      And then it happened again. This time in the eastern quarter, where a warehouse was destroyed, and so many workers were killed. The Fanatics’ markings appeared again. And people realised – this isn’t going to stop.

      The warehouse didn’t attract as much attention. People stopped gathering in large groups unless necessary. Some even stopped going to work for fear the Fanatics might strike again.

      And now, as I rush towards the site of the most recent blast, I find the streets so clear, almost deserted. People have already flocked to their homes, wrapped up tight in fear, their faith that the Fanatics will be stopped beginning to wane.

      And so it should.

      The scent of burning is powerful. The colours, in a part of town usually so vibrant, are dark and foreboding. With my new eyes able to see so much more clearly, even in the darkest of places, I make out the heaving swirls of black smoke, and the smouldering reds and oranges of the flames as they’re beaten back and quenched.

      Moving into full view of the square, I see that the buildings surrounding it have been devastated. That the attack didn’t only target the merchants and browsers in the market, but the many families living along its boundary too. Hundreds of people killed in an instant, blasted apart or burnt to a crisp or suffocated by the toxic fumes.

      My eyes scan the bodies on the floor as rescue teams continue to clear and secure the area. Many are regular people, dressed in the expected garb of Outer Haven. Yet among them are others, Con-Cops or members of the Enhanced, City Guards sent down here to keep the peace.

      Bats stationed to listen for danger. Sniffers sent in to catch the scent of trouble. Hawks watching from their high perches on the building tops, blasted into the stratosphere as the world shattered beneath their feet.

      I even see a couple of Brutes, their mountainous bodies and armour unable to withstand the blast, lying like giant piles of rubble amid the chaos.

      Only Dashers, perhaps, with their super speed, could have possibly escaped the onslaught.

      I stand and stare and, unlike the first time, I don’t react at all. I just stay stationary, betraying the advice of Adryan, using my vision to scan the place for some sight of someone I know.

      It’s no use. The place is too hectic, too many people pulling bodies from rubble, or dowsing flames, or holding back any onlookers or loved ones of victims, wailing to the sky and cursing the Gods.

      It’s not the God’s they need to curse…

      As I stand there, I feel a hand on my shoulder.

      It causes me to jump. I swing my head to the side and see Rycard, looking so different to how he did this morning. His face is half covered in soot and shadow, blood dripping from multiple lacerations on his right cheek and forehead. One eye is shut, a cut slashed across it, oozing blood down to his lips.

      “Rycard!” I gasp.

      I raise my hands as if to offer attention. He holds them back.

      “I’m OK,” he says. “Just a few cuts.”

      “But your eye!”

      He shakes his head and turns to look at the carnage.

      “I was lucky,” he says. “I’m alive.”

      “What the hell happened?!”

      He seems subdued, his voice soft and far less buoyant than usual. His playfulness is gone, replaced with a grimace and a stare.

      “I was stationed on the roofs to the north of the market. It…it came from nowhere. It just happened. I couldn’t see it until it was too late.”

      “Does Sophie know you’re stationed here?”

      He nods.

      “You need to let her know you’re alright. She’ll be going out of her mind!”

      “I will…when I get a chance. I should go back…go and help.”

      “But you’re injured. You need attention…”

      “Others need it more.”

      He steps away from me, preparing to re-enter the fray. I reach out and grab his arm, stopping him. He turns his good eye back to me.

      My mouth opens, but the words don’t come out.

      It was ‘them’. It was the Consortium. That’s what I want to say. To tell him that all of this has come right from the top. That his own bosses commanded the deaths of my people, his people.

      But I don’t. I merely smile weakly and say: “Stay safe.”

      “And you, Brie. You should go home. This isn’t a safe place to be…not for you.”

      He turns and his figure fades away into the fog, engulfed by a fresh deluge of smoke as a wind sweeps through, bringing a rain of ash with it. I look to the sky and see black clouds approaching, the type that people usually run from.

      Insult to injury. Acid rain onto the site of such terror and devastation.

      If I ever needed to be reminded how unforgiving my world is, I only have to remember this scene before me.

      I know it’s time for me to go. But there’s something that keeps me there for a few moments more, an impulse to let the vision sink deep into my pores, settle into the back of my head.

      To take a mental picture of this, and place it side by side with the face of Director Cromwell.

      If what I’ve been told is true, and he really is the man behind this scheme, then maybe I will do the unthinkable. If it’ll save innocent lives, and stop a war, and if I really am the only one who can…then do I really have a choice?

      Was I born for this purpose, this very reason?

      Is it my fate to become a killer?

      My train of thought is broken by the fresh arrival of relief, a small platoon of Con-Cops swarming through nearby from the street behind. They move in formation, and go right into the fray with no fear whatsoever for their own safety.

      Some people call them brave. But to be brave, you first need to feel fear. And for Con-Cops, such a sensation of fear is no longer present, their emotions suppressed and modified and altered to make them better at what they do.

      I used to hate them all, and perhaps still do. But now, at least, I understand them better. Every one of them was once an Unenhanced, living right here in Outer Haven. Some will have committed serious crimes, and were thus taken and reconditioned and turned into something quite the opposite.

      Forced into slavery. Forced to serve.

      Others, however, would have only been accused of minor infractions. Yet their fate will have been the same.

      Looking upon them, it’s impossible to know which is which. With their memories altered and erased as part of their therapies, even they don’t know what crimes they committed.

      It’s an awful fate, really, but the experiment has clearly worked. In fact, I suspect that Adryan, working for the Institute of Human Relations, will have been involved in some respect in examining the results.

      If criminals can be turned into such loyal servants, then why shouldn’t the rest of the population share their fate? That, after all, is just what the Consortium are thinking…

      As the Con-Cops rush past, a couple of larger shadows loom behind them. I turn and see two armoured Brutes stamping through. And walking between them and a step ahead, I see the shape of the Deputy Commander of the City Guard, Leyton Burns.

      I shrink away into the shadows of the side street, hoping he doesn’t see me.

      Standing in silence, my glowing eyes trace his steps as he marches towards the devastated market, stopping on its boundary and looking on as the many rescuers and paramedics work to save lives.

      I focus on his face, and only his face, and zero in on his expression. Standing fifty or so metres away, and with smoke still swirling, I see his cold eyes coming into focus through the dark shroud.

      They carry their usual stony detachment, the scene giving him no grief at all. Whether there’s a reaction in his mind I don’t know, but his expression isn’t showing it. He stares upon it all, his head slowly turning to take it all in, and I feel a burning anger rise up through me.

      He must know about this. He must know who’s behind it. He must be part of this terrible plot, so high up as he is among his people.

      Standing there, looking at his own City Guards lying dead and dying, sent here on patrol and to keep watch. Yet he knew all along that this place would be the next scene of devastation. That his men would die.

      And he sent them here anyway.

      My fists ball and my eyes burn brighter. His face appears as if it’s right there before me, my vision taking me so far into his pale blue eyes I feel I may get lost.

      Another reason to despise the colour.

      And watching him, I notice his eyes change and shift. I blink hard and find my vision pulling back, and open my eyes to see them staring now at me. Hidden in the shadows, I wonder if he can see me.

      The recognition on his face becomes clear, and with a sudden step, he begins pacing forward.

      No, not this time. I have no interest in treating with you.

      I slink back further, fading into the darkness, and notice him stopping on the spot. His head cocks slightly in confusion.

      Then I turn on my heels and begin running.

      I need to get back to the academy.
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      My lungs and legs are burning when I reach the threshold of Carmichael’s.

      I press on through and into the main hall, which I find deserted. That’s not unexpected. It’s hardly a popular hangout spot for the residents here.

      The common room, however, is, and especially at a time like this. News may have begun to filter through about the attack. The kids will be gathering about that TV set like flies around a bright light.

      Moving through the hall, I feel my feet sliding, and almost lose my footing. I look down and see that I’m leaving a trail of blood on the wooden floor, the soles of my feet cut up from my jog through the city.

      I quickly stop and move around the side of the reception desk. Opening up a drawer, I find some tissues inside which I fashion into a temporary bandage, wrapping up my left foot – which appears to be more heavily afflicted – to stop the flow of blood.

      I grimace in pain. Only now, with my heart rate slowing and adrenaline waning, does it start to show, my feet throbbing and stabbing at me as I lay them back to the floor.

      With more of a hobble now, and keeping my weight off my left foot, I continue on towards the common room. The trail of bloody footprints will have to wait.

      As I reach the corridor, all is quiet but for the muted sound of a single voice coming from the common room door. I burst through to find the room completely full, and yet in almost total silence. The one voice belongs to a TV reporter, standing on the outskirts of the market I just left.

      Eyes turn to me. Eyes of girls and boy of different ages, all huddled together in silence. It’s a rare thing to see, these rowdy kids so subdued. And rarer still are the glinting, shining tears that cover many of their eyes.

      My chest tightens and constricts.

      Something’s happened.

      I cast my eyes over the room and a little frame drifts from the crowd. Abby moves towards me, her head arching up the closer she gets until she’s right in front of me.

      Her eyes are wet.

      “What’s the matter, Abby?” I ask, dropping to my knees in front of her.

      The same names as before rush through my head.

      Tess.

      Drum.

      Mrs Carmichael.

      She sniffs out another name. And then another after it.

      “Fred,” she whispers. “And Ziggy…”

      I finish the sentence for her.

      “They were in the market.”

      I let out a short breath. Once more a terrible thought enters my head, and I grimace guiltily at the feeling of relief that works through me. Relief that other names didn’t drift from her mouth. The names I care about most of all.

      Fred and Ziggy. Two nice boys, two good boys.

      Two dead boys.

      My mind works quickly to Drum. They were his roommates, his close friends. Two other boys in transition here at the academy, living their lives in perpetual fear of being cast out into the cold.

      Fred with his fiery red hair and freckles. Ziggy the opposite, his hair black and skin dark. They were two of the nicest boys I know.

      The nicest boys I knew.

      As fresh tears begin to creep down Abby’s soft, pink cheeks, I reach up and wipe them away.

      “Where’s Drum?” I whisper.

      Her pain doubles.

      “In his room…I think.”

      I pull her into a hug, and let her sniff for a few moments into my shoulder. Then I release her in silence and stand once more. And still, no one speaks as they gaze at the TV, locked in grief and fear for their lost brothers.

      I leave the room, the pain in my foot now irrelevant to me, and limp my way back into the hall and up the winding stairs to the first floor. When I reach it, I turn my eyes down the corridor towards Drum’s room and see Tess standing outside.

      Her eyes rise to mine. They’re cold and distant and red around the rim. They stare at me as I hobble towards her, a grimace growing starker on her face.

      I stop in front of her. Our eyes link and then detach. Hers lower to her feet, and then move to mine.

      “Your feet…” she whispers quietly. “Are you OK?”

      Her words are trembling. When her eyes rise again, they’re dancing with cold tears.

      I move in and drag her into a hug. Her arms wrap tight around me.

      “I was so scared, Tess,” I whisper. “I saw the explosion…I thought you…”

      “Me too,” she mumbles. “I didn’t know where you were. Your feet…”

      She pulls back and looks down again.

      I want to explain to her what’s happened but can’t. There’s too much to say, everything so complicated now. I open my mouth to begin, but can’t find the words. Instead, all I say is: “I’m fine. It’s nothing.”

      Her eyes harden a touch. She turns to the door.

      “Is Drum inside?”

      She nods.

      “He’s with Brenda.” Her words have frozen up again.

      A flash of relief surges through my veins once more. Another person I love is safe.

      “Tess…”

      She turns back to me, her exterior hardening as she slides back into her shell.

      “Yes?”

      Another internal struggle begins. The debate is short lived. I can’t tell her…I can’t put her in danger.

      “I’m so happy you’re safe,” is all I say.

      She dips her eyes and looks at my feet. I see the tiniest shake of her head.

      I want to tell you, I say in my head. I want you to know the truth…

      I try to project it, as I would with Zander, put my voice into the back of her mind. Give her some hint of what’s happening to me.

      I know she doesn’t hear, though. She merely looks at my feet and says: “So am I, Brie.”

      And then, without looking into my eyes, she walks past me down the corridor, and disappears up the winding stairs.

      I tip my head back and grit my teeth.

      She’s safe. That’s all that matters right now.

      My eyes turn to the door, and I reach out and knock. I hear the croaky voice of Mrs Carmichael call me in.

      I open it up and find her on the bed, sitting with her arm halfway across Drum’s back. His boulder-like body is hunched over, his arms curled up close to his chest. His dark brown eyes are sunken, his frame casting his face into shadow.

      As I appear, Mrs Carmichael pulls her arm from Drum’s back, and moves towards me. His eyes glance up, note that I’m safe, and drop down again.

      My guardian pulls me into a hug.

      “Where have you been, Brie? I’ve been so worried…”

      Her eyes move to my feet, just as Tess’s did.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll explain everything to you later.”

      She doesn’t offer any further enquiry. Not here. Not now.

      Instead, she merely whispers: “Go to him,” as my gaze moves past her and towards my friend, my adopted brother.

      She slips away from me and leaves the room. A silence falls as I creep towards the hulking shape on the bed.

      I take a moment to find the right words. None will make a difference, I know that. Nothing can change what happened now.

      So I just utter the normal cliché.

      “I’m so sorry, Drum,” I whisper.

      He doesn’t react or move. He just sits there, still as a statue, staring at his hands, his mighty fingers all bound up tight. I look at them and see that they’re quivering, his knuckles white and the muscles of his forearms twitching.

      I move to the bed, the place where Mrs Carmichael sat, and sit down beside him. I don’t speak. I just sit, hoping my presence will be comforting. Just waiting for him to speak, if he should want to.

      Minutes pass. I hear him sniff a few times, and use my peripheral vision to spy his face without him knowing. Every time a tear threatens to build and fall, he blinks hard to keep it back.

      But he can’t keep it up. Not forever. Eventually, a swell of salty water gathers on his thick black eyelashes, and his attempts to blink it away only send it falling to his hands, splashing like a heavy raindrop.

      I react to his pain, and reach across to comfort him. I lay my hand onto his, and feel the tension. It looks like a child’s, a little girl’s linking with her father’s. The soft touch brings more tears, his attempts to hold them back breaking down.

      As they fall, he finally speaks, his voice cracked and growling.

      “I was meant to be with them,” he says. “We were meant to go together to pick up an order. But…I was late from work. They had to go without me. They…they died without me,” he sniffs.

      My fingers tighten around his. I want to say how glad I am that he didn’t go, that his work in the eastern quarter kept him from a terrible fate. But I know it won’t help. I know it will just sound insensitive.

      His eyes rise to look at the bunk beds across the room. Fred slept on the bottom one, Ziggy the top. Across the walls are little reminders of them, posters and pictures, their meagre belongings gathered at the foot of the bed or kept in trunks beneath them.

      “I’m going to kill them…” whispers Drum, staring forward. “The Fanatics. I’m going to find them…I’m going to kill them…”

      His words brew with anger, something I’ve seen so rarely in him. Meek and mild, Drum’s always had a shy disposition. The taunts from the youngsters have never riled him. His difficulty getting work has never caused him to shout or moan and curse his lot in life.

      He goes about his life quietly, a sweet giant who, even here, is often seen as an outcast. Yet now his words steam and rise, his chest echoing with heavy breaths and his words shaking the foundations of the room.

      I squeeze his forearm, my hands barely able to reach a quarter way round, and feel his muscle dancing. His eyes light up with sparks of revenge, a desire that so many people in this city keep.

      His threats, I know, are idle. There’s nothing he can do. Yet he repeats them again and again, venting and purging his body of so much pent up rage.

      I make soothing noises and nothing more. “Shhhhh,” I whisper, calming his wrath, my soft voice slowly working to relax him again.

      Eventually, as his words deflate his body goes with them. He hunches lower, and his chin dips to his chest, and I lay my arm across his undulating back as our guardian did.

      I want to wrap him up, pull him into a hug like I could with Abby. Not since he was a little boy have I been able to do so. Now, I can only give him half hugs, my arms stretching to his sides but never any further.

      For a while longer, I sit with him, the night beginning to grow late. Only after some time does he change his focus, his dark eyes looking to my feet.

      “What happened to your feet?” he asks.

      His question brings them back to my mind. I look down to see that they’re still oozing blood, the left in particular, the temporary bandage of tissues I applied now soaked through and leaving red stains on the floor.

      “Don’t worry,” I say. “I lost my shoes in the city. Had to walk around barefoot.”

      His bushy brows crinkle.

      “You lost your shoes?”

      “It a long story.”

      “You’re bleeding a lot,” he says.

      He reaches down and wraps a giant hand around my left ankle, pulling the leg up onto his lap. I let him peel away the bandage, happy to distract him, if only momentarily, from his grief.

      When the last of the tissue has been removed, his face curls up into a look of pain.

      “Ouch,” he says, grimacing at the sight. “Does it hurt a lot?”

      “It’s OK,” I lie. “Are the cuts deep?”

      He peers closer.

      “One is,” he says, using a clean bit of tissue to mop up the blood. “You should go to Mrs Carmichael. I’ll be alright.”

      “Drum…are you sure?”

      He stabilises his emotions and looks at me with a weak smile.

      “I’m fine. I’ll…I’ll be fine.”

      “OK,” I whisper.

      I begin standing to my feet. The touch of my now exposed sole to the floor sends a sharp strike of pain through my foot and up my leg.

      I’m unable to hide it.

      “Right…you can’t walk,” says Drum, stiffening his voice and standing above me.

      “It’s fine,” I say, trying my best to stop from grimacing.

      “You’re not, Brie,” he tells me, taking charge in a rare twist.

      With the ease of an adult scooping up a toddler, he lifts me into his arms and begins marching to the door. It’s an odd sensation, being carried so easily and swiftly, Drum’s heavy body swaying and pounding as he moves along the corridor, up the stairs, and right down towards Mrs Carmichael’s room on the second floor.

      He knocks by way of his boot, and our guardian appears. Along with the customary cloud of smoke.

      “Her foot, Mrs Carmichael,” says Drum.

      Her eyes drop to my dripping sole.

      “That looks nasty,” she says. “Thank you, Drum. Bring her in and set her down. I’ll take it from here.”

      He does so, depositing me into a chair in front of her desk, and moving another into position for my leg to lay on. Then he leaves, marching off down the corridor and back to the fresh solitude of his room.

      “Poor boy,” says Mrs Carmichael, watching him go as her door slowly draws itself shut. Her lingering stare moves to my foot, and she takes a closer look.

      After a quick inspection, she moves to a corner of her office and begins searching around for her medical kit. Having had to deal with various cuts and scrapes and minor wounds over the years, she’s become a skilled practitioner at cleaning and even sewing up such gashes.

      Unfortunately, she uses older methods, and not the medical staplers that the official medics and doctors of the city have access to. The wonky scars that some of the children here bear are testament to her proficient, if inaccurate, methods of stitching wounds.

      The process also takes longer, drawing out the pain. I set myself up for an uncomfortable half hour.

      And so she begins, wiping away the blood before working her magic. And as she does so, the questions come, and I finally provide an actual answer as to how I got myself into such a state.

      I lay it all out, leaving nothing behind. I know that Lady Orlando wanted me to feed Mrs Carmichael only the bare minimum of details, but frankly, her advice no longer plays a part of my decisions.

      She never told me that Adryan was a Savant. She never said I’d have to get married – although, admittedly, that one was partially assumed. But most of all, she never told me about my true purpose.

      That I’m to become a killer.

      That the responsibility to end a war before it escalates sits firmly on my shoulders. That my part in this isn’t to be a spy, but an assassin. And, most likely, that my mission carries with it the firm likelihood of capture and death.

      She conveniently left all of that out, and so I no longer feel compelled to heed her words.

      And tomorrow, when the sun rises on a new day, I’m going to continue my quest for answers.
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      Mrs Carmichael does a good job on my feet, the left in particular. I go to bed that night with the major cut sewn up and the rest covered in a healthy helping of healing lotion. Bandaged tight, they’re sore as I limp to my room, but feel far better the following morning.

      As has become the recent custom, I find Tess’s bed empty. She’s been so keen to avoid me recently that she’s actually volunteered to go back to work, working all hours under the sun and many under the moon as well, if she can get them.

      The brief respite of the previous night won’t last. I know that full well. Of course, there’s a deep affection between us, and that will never change. I saw it in her eyes, in the relief they showed when I walked down that corridor and pulled her into a hug.

      She’s my sister, and I’m hers. And it’ll stay like that until the day we die.

      Yet this rough patch looks set to continue. And for that I have no choice. Bringing Mrs Carmichael into the fold is bad enough. The more she knows, the more dangerous things might be.

      I won’t put Tess in the same position, even though it’s killing me that I can’t tell her the truth.

      Like with the previous few days, I wake with a dull headache that seems like it won’t ever go away. Perhaps this is a symptom of being a Mind-Manipulator. Perhaps it’s merely a burden I’m going to have to bear for the rest of my life.

      I suppose I wouldn’t be surprised about that, or the fact that Zander never told me. If Lady Orlando is at fault for keeping me in the dark, then my dear brother is just as guilty.

      Truth be told, the one person I trust on that side of the fence right now is actually Adryan. At least he had the guts to lay it all out to me, rather than drip-feeding me everything.

      I never would have thought I’d say that about a Savant. But there you go. Times are changing.

      My eyes are, mercifully, having less difficulty than my head. It only appears to be really bright lights that now cause much discomfort, especially if they come after spending a period of time in the dark.

      That just leaves my muscles, which still ache and have yet to be properly tested. I feel like every single one of them, even ones I didn’t know I had, have gone through a rigorous exercise routine and are praying for mercy. Yet still, they feel better than they did the previous couple of days, so I’m heading in the right direction.

      Most aggravating about all of this, however, isn’t the physical discomfort that comes with my changing body, but the fact that I’m stuck here waiting for my next assignment.

      I’ve got Zander creeping about and having Abby send me secret messages. I’ve got Adryan sending postal drones to my door by way of the Council of Matrimony. All I can do is sit here and twiddle my thumbs and await further orders.

      It’s infuriating.

      However, I do have one possible avenue out of here.

      The thought strikes that, maybe, I could go to the shelter in district 6 and fiddle around for the secret lock. I could then go down the tunnels and try to work my way north until I manage to get outside of the city. Right into the heart of the little town where Lady Orlando and the Nameless appear to have set up their secret headquarters.

      Then again, if the Stalkers and the powers-that-be in Inner Haven have been unable to track down their secret routes, what chance do I have? I could get lost down there in that endless maze, end up wandering around for weeks trying to find them. And even then, my chances would be slim.

      No, that won’t work at all.

      But there is a better way…

      In the quiet of my room, I shut my eyes and forget the dull ache in my head. I think of Zander, of his bright hazel eyes and wavy brown hair, and let my head fill with five words, running on repeat.

      I need to see you.

      I say the words over and over again until I lose track of time. I focus harder and picture Zander’s face more clearly, and refuse to stop until I get a response.

      And then, it comes.

      Far away, like a distant echo in my head, I hear him calling out.

      The waterfall. Come to the waterfall. Wait for nightfall…

      It’s all I need to hear. I draw back, moving outwards through the spiral of my mind, and emerge suddenly back into the room. For a few seconds I feel dizzy. Then a strange smile drips onto my lips.

      And my fists begin to clench with a feeling of power.

      Despite everything, I can’t help but enjoy these gifts I’ve been given. My telescopic vision. My supersonic speed. My ability to communicate through the depths of my mind.

      I think of Abby and her ancient comic books. Fictional heroes with strange and wondrous powers, doing good and saving the world. Like so many young kids, she’s fascinated by it all, wishing she was capable of such feats herself.

      I was never captivated like she is. And yet, now that I’ve begun to develop these strange abilities, I feel more alive than ever.

      The evening can’t come quick enough. The afternoon ticks by with a plodding lack of pace.

      I spend my time loitering around the academy, the atmosphere across each floor and in each room heavy with a sense of misery and grief. Talk of Fred and Ziggy’s funeral begins to form, their bodies taken to a local crematorium and waiting to be burnt.

      Here, the custom is for such things to happen quickly. As with the last attack the bells will toll on a regular basis once more, ringing out over the city as it mourns the dead.

      I speak with Mrs Carmichael, tasked with arranging such things. She tells me it’ll be a small affair – as all funerals are - and, if any of the kids at the academy want to come, they are welcome to do so.

      “When will it be?” I ask her gently.

      “Tomorrow,” she says. “At midday. The crematorium is full, and needs to clear some space.”

      It sounds so callous, but it’s another fact of life here. The dead are quickly burned before they stink out the place. A few words are spoken, perhaps, some respects paid, and then it’s back on with your life you go.

      I’m surprised to find that Drum isn’t in his room. I knock to no answer, and open up his door. His bed is neatly made, his side of the room still decorated. I turn to the other and see that it’s been stripped down, any memory of Fred and Ziggy already expunged.

      I ask Mrs Carmichael whether she was responsible. With space at such a premium, the deaths of two transitioners, while tragic, immediately presents an opportunity for others.

      Mrs Carmichael seems upset by the suggestion.

      “I may run a tight ship here, Brie, but I’m not that heartless. Drum will be given his time to mourn alone before I fill those spots.”

      “So you’re saying Drum took Fred and Ziggy’s stuff down himself?” I ask.

      “He must have. I guess it just hurts to look at it.”

      “And do you know where he is. He wasn’t in his room.”

      “He went to work,” she tells me. “I said he didn’t have to, but he insisted. Sometimes it’s easier to just keep busy.”

      “Is that a good idea? The state he was in yesterday...he should be here, safe with us.”

      She nods in agreement, pursing her lips.

      “I’m afraid that’s his decision. I don’t disagree with you, Brie. But we all have our coping mechanisms. And this job he’s got…he’s been doing well recently. I don’t think he wants to take time off in case he loses it.”

      I suppose I can understand that. Around here, the people often have to make hard choices. Even kids of 16.

      I decide to leave the academy before the onset of darkness, working my way towards district 6. I take up a position in a quiet alley near to the shelter, watching the street from the shadows as it begins to clear.

      Soon enough, curfew will begin, signalled by the alarms that rain down their screech across the city. Only those with special dispensation are allowed out after hours, such as those with jobs that finish later.

      Still, though, the people are already being conditioned to seek the safety of their homes before they’re officially forced to. As darkness falls, the streets start to clear, and I take my opportunity to sneak down into the shelter without being seen by peering eyes.

      I slip in, shut the door, and move into the darkness. My new night vision enables me to do so without flicking on the light. I go to the far wall, and begin working my fingers along the brick, just as Zander did the last time. Pressing in, I spend a few minutes discovering the secret lock.

      When I do, the small brick clicks an inch or so inward, and the customary cough of dust spills out as the secret door falls open. With a final check behind me to see that no one’s there, I move into the dark tunnel and shut the door tight.

      The journey to the waterfall takes less time than before. Not only do I know the way, but my eyes are now fully accustomed to the darkness, and capable of leading me through the pitch black without so much as a trip.

      The only thing that does slow me down a little is the aching of my feet. For the most part, the healing cream has done its job, closing up the minor cuts and serving to block out the pain. The cut that needed stitches, however, remains a discomfort, and occasionally calls for me to take short breaks.

      Before long, however, I’m out of the tight passages and into the larger caverns of this wild, untamed part of the underlands. The song of the waterfall begins to sound in my ears, and the dripping, verdant vines and foliage that scatter the walls give shape to a weird and wonderful underground garden.

      I see it all more clearly than two nights ago, and take a moment to marvel. Up above, there’s so little greenery, almost every inch of land within the city limits taken up by concrete and brick and metal. To see trees or rivers or mountains, you have to look beyond the borders. To the world outside, covered with a coating of toxic mist and off-limits for most of us.

      My natural curiosity has drawn my eyes to those distant lands so often, and with my new optical capabilities, that is only likely to continue.

      Yet all the while, there’s been beauty down here, hidden in the darkness. A secret world that no one above us knows about. A place of calm where I can be alone, away from the pressures of the city above.

      I move towards the waterfall, its rushing white water toppling through the opening in the rock wall, and scan the place for Zander. I don’t see him. I call his name, and get no reply.

      Somehow, far from being annoyed, I’m actually happy that he isn’t here yet. It will give me a chance to enjoy this rare bout of solitude, something that I find myself craving more and more.

      It also presents an opportunity for me to test out my powers without fear of scrutiny. Turning to the waterfall, I offer it a glare.

      “We meet again,” I say, walking towards it.

      I move through the gap in the rock wall and into the cave behind, before stepping right up to the gushing water. And, like before, I stare forward, waiting for an opportunity to shoot my arm in and out without getting drenched.

      Without the watching eyes of Zander to put me off, I enter a state of meditation, my peripheral vision taking in the entire flow of water from top to bottom.

      I take a deep breath, and the world seems to slow, time juddering to a halt as the furious speed of the cascade before me suddenly begins to mellow.

      Upon the water’s face, the gaps appear, forming and shifting as they drop from above. Through them, the cave beyond grows clear, little windows within the distorted wall of water. It’s a new sensation, my vision and speed now working in tandem, shaping the world in a whole new light.

      A large gap appears. It opens as it comes, frothing around the edges and with rogue droplets meandering through its midst. It comes right down before me, and a smile turns up on my face.

      I send my arm through, and pull it right back. It seems so easy this time. Before, it was instinct, time passing by as normal, my arm shifting quickly but not quickly enough.

      Now, my abilities have manifested further, lending me the ability to slow time to my eyes, if only for a brief period. Before I know it, my arm is back in front of me, barely a drop of water on it, and the waterfall has begun to flow as normal once more.

      I take a breath and feel a bout of dizziness coming, the use of my powers still serving to quickly drain my body of energy. Shutting my eyes, I steady my mind.

      And as I open them, I hear a voice.

      “You’re learning fast.”

      I shift my position, spinning to the left. Zander stands, legs casually crossed, leaning against the wall.

      “You did it, didn’t you?” he asks. “You saw time slowing?”

      I don’t answer. Excited as I am by all of this, I’m just as pissed to come face to face with him.

      He wanders towards me, nodding.

      “I get it,” he says. “You’re angry with me. I don’t blame you, honestly sis…”

      “Don’t call me sis.”

      His palms draw up in surrender. It’s an obvious concession of guilt.

      “OK, you’re in a bad mood. But you wanted to talk, so let’s talk.”

      He waits for me to speak. I can’t find the right words, so stay quiet.

      “I’ll start,” he says.

      It’s obvious he knows what I’m angry about. No doubt Adryan has told him.

      “So, I know all about what happened in Inner Haven,” he starts. “Honestly, Adryan was never meant to run his mouth like that. I’m not saying he’s to blame or anything, just that, well, we kinda knew what we were doing. And yeah, he screwed up.”

      “Screwed up? By telling me the truth?!”

      “No. Not by telling you the truth. By telling you the truth when he did. Look, we didn’t tell you before because it would have been way too much for you to handle. Think about it, and answer me honestly – if Lady Orlando told you, when I took you to the church, that she wanted you to kill the most powerful and dangerous man in the city, would you have agreed?”

      Again, I refuse to answer. My silence is answer enough.

      “That’s a no, if ever there was one. Of course you wouldn’t! You’d have gone straight home and forgotten about all of this. Anyone would…”

      “OK, yeah, I see it now.”

      “You do?” he asks, surprised.

      “Yep. You’re basically saying that you wanted to lure me right in first, and only once I was in too deep, and had developed all these powers, and married a Savant, and was living in Inner Haven…only then would you tell me what I was in for. Is that about right?”

      “Well, yeah, actually. Don’t make it sound so bad. How else would you play it?”

      “I’d have been up front from the start! You’re meant to be my brother, Zander, my twin! You should be honest with me. At least Adryan has the courtesy to tell me what I’m getting myself into. In fact, I’m starting to doubt whether you’re my brother at all. For all I know you could have just doctored that picture and now you’re pretending to be my twin to win me over to your cause.”

      “Brie,” he says flatly, “that’s ridiculous.”

      “No more ridiculous than anything else. Every single day there’s something else happening to me. A couple of weeks ago I was just a normal girl getting on with my life. And now I’m some sort of super-Enhanced assassin-to-be who needs to kill a man to stop a war. How the hell do you think I feel!”

      My words tumble off the walls and up through the nearby caverns. They repeat over and over as they fade away, before leaving behind nothing but the rushing water.

      “I guess, when you put it like that,” says Zander eventually, looking decidedly sheepish, “you’ve got a point.”

      I open up my arms and release an enormous sigh.

      “Thank you! I thought I was going mad.”

      “But…”

      Don’t you dare!

      “…you can surely see it from our point of view as well?” he asks reticently.

      I stare daggers.

      “OK. Perhaps not.”

      I begin walking towards him and slip straight past, before moving out of the cave and away from the water. He follows behind me at a little jog.

      “Brie…where are you going?”

      “It’s so damn loud near that water,” I say. “I need to move around.”

      He gives me a bit of space to let off some steam. In all honesty, what he’s saying does make sense. Had they told me my purpose at our first meeting, I’d have probably run a mile. From their point of view, it does seem sensible to guide me through this more gently.

      Still, it’s a horrible feeling being kept in the dark, particularly about something so sinister. As terrible as Cromwell and the Consortium are, and as evil as their plot seems, the idea of murdering a man is a very hard thing to get my head around.

      Eventually I stop and take a seat on a rock, the waterfall now way off on the other side of the cavern. Zander tentatively moves in front of me.

      “Do you think I like killing?” he asks.

      My hooded eyes rise.

      “What sort of question is that?”

      “An appropriate one. I know what you’re thinking, Brie. And no, I don’t have to read your mind to figure it out. You’re questioning yourself, wondering if you can kill. It’s only natural if you’ve never done so. Of course, I have, and you know I have. You’ve seen me do it. And now you’re thinking about how cold I am, how callous I am to just take lives so wantonly. Don’t deny it.”

      “I won’t,” I say. “Maybe we can’t all kill as easily as you can, Zander.”

      He lets out a little puff of air and shakes his head, moving to sit on a nearby rock. He shuffles his feet for a moment before falling still, lifting his eyes to mine as he speaks.

      “Do you know how old I was when I first killed a man?”

      I look at him for a moment in silence. His irises crackle, their embers starting to flame with a distant memory.

      “I was 13,” he says. “Just a boy, filled with rage. When the Nameless took me in, it took me some time to settle. I had this burning anger inside me that I couldn’t quench. I woke with it, and went to bed with it. It was always there, suffocating me, drowning me. I knew there was only one way to get rid of it.

      “Back then, I used to spend a lot of time in the northern quarter. I’d test my powers on people, reading their minds, exploring their memories. I was looking for one memory in particular. And one man.”

      The embers in his eyes catch fire, turning to a blaze. His jaw stiffens, clenching tight before he speaks again.

      “One day, I found exactly what I was looking for. I watched it play out again, reliving the memory, the night that changed my life. I saw it all from his perspective. The creeping shadows. The gun in his hand. The lost child wandering the streets, and the woman who came to fetch him.

      “I saw him trailing them as they wandered through the dark alleys, just trying to find their way home. I saw him draw out his gun and pounce from the darkness. I felt the excitement in him as he pointed the weapon and demanded the woman’s purse. How his joy surged as he pulled the trigger, and saw the blood splatter across the boy’s face.

      “I saw the death of Linda again that night as I rooted through that man’s mind. I saw my guardian’s life snuffed out by this soulless murderer, and saw the fear and pain in my own eyes as I wept by her body. I felt the rage in me soar, and when I withdrew from the man’s mind, I looked at his face with a smile on mine.

      “I was only a boy, Brie. Just 13. But I killed that man that night. I tore through his mind and paralysed his body with nothing but a thought, and took my time as I sent a knife right into his heart. I did it for Linda, and I did it for revenge. But did I enjoy it? Did I enjoy the sensation of taking a life? Even a life as worthless as his?”

      He shakes his head.

      “I don’t enjoy killing. I kill because I have to. Some people in this world deserve life, and others don’t. This man didn’t deserve to take another breath, and I rid the world of him forever.”

      He leans forwards, and his eyes begin to soften.

      “Director Cromwell deserves to die more than anyone in this city. Thousands have been slaughtered under his command. And tens of thousands will soon follow. Don’t think of it as murder, Brie. It isn’t. To be a murderer, the victim has to be human. This man isn’t human…”

      His words stop flowing, and the cave falls to silence. I watch him recover from the memory, see the reflection of pain in his eyes. And the anger that still lives there, simmering in the depths.

      “And did it help?” I ask him quietly. “Killing the man who killed Linda. Did it get rid of your anger?”

      He stands up and steps towards me.

      “No,” he answers calmly. “And I know now…that nothing ever will.”
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      The days and nights appear to be drawing together now. My world, once so rigid and organised, is unrecognisable. All I’ve ever known is order and structure. Wake, work, sleep, repeat. That has been my existence.

      Not anymore.

      Each day brings a new challenge. Each day I learn something new. Things about me. Things about others. Things about this city that I call home.

      The thought of going back to what I was, back to my simple life, no longer registers in me. I’ve turned down a path that I cannot leave, one that is drawing me further and further into the unknown with each passing day, each passing hour.

      Zander’s tale of his past cracks a fissure in my heart. Yet it says so much about my new life that it doesn’t shock me. I think of what I’d have done in the same situation. If I’d witnessed the death of Mrs Carmichael before my eyes, would I have wished for revenge? Would I have gone in search of it?

      I know the answers to those questions. I’d have done just the same as my brother. I’d have hunted that man down and taken his life. I’d have made him suffer in the way he made me suffer. In the end, I know he had no choice.

      And perhaps, now, neither do I.

      I don’t stay down in the underlands too long that night. The last two days have been too much, too draining to try to train my new mental powers. Zander, too, appears to have become a little withdrawn, the terrible memories of his past now excavated from the depths of his mind.

      His eyes fall into shadow and his words become limited to a few. Tonight isn’t the night to make progress. We both know that.

      We leave each other with the promise to meet down here the following night.

      “Take time to think things through, Brie,” he says solemnly. “Tomorrow, we’ll get back to your training…if that’s what you want.”

      He turns and disappears into the darkness, and I do the same. When I reach the safety of the academy once more, slipping silent as a ghost through the night, I waste no time in finding my bed.

      Across the room, I hear Tess tossing and turning, deep in the throes of some nightmare. I spend a little time watching her, the darkness no longer a barrier to my sight, and see the creased pain flashing on her face, her lips curling and eyes twitching as she battles with her subconscious.

      When I finally fall into dreams myself, I also get assaulted. I’d imagine the same is happening across the three floors of the academy, the whole place swamped in grief and fear, the same as the entire city.

      When morning blooms, I’m awoken by the sound of bells ringing across Outer Haven. The many hundreds killed in the attack on the market are beginning to be laid to rest, the morgues overflowing with the dead and the crematoriums working to a tight schedule.

      The atmosphere in the canteen that morning is sombre. Appetites appear to have been lost in recent days, eyes growing hollow. Even the younger kids, usually so unbowed by such worries, have seen their energies defeated. No one laughs or plays. Few of them even talk.

      Instead, it’s tears that have become so prominent, the older kids now tasked with comforting the younger. And today, especially, with Fred and Ziggy’s funeral so near, the flood of grief has grown.

      But still, life goes on. Those living on the top floor move off to work. The youngsters continue to do their chores. Above all, it’s the transitioners who have been most affected, close as they were to the two deceased. Their lives are already filled with enough concern as it is. Having to deal with death is an additional burden they could do without.

      As midday approaches, Mrs Carmichael gathers a small troop of Fred and Ziggy’s closest cohorts to take to the crematorium. I find Drum absent from the throng, and ask Mrs Carmichael if she’s seen him.

      She appears as confused as I am.

      “No. He must have gone to work I suppose…”

      “Really? Today? Does he know about the funeral?”

      “Yes, I told him yesterday morning before he left for work. He seemed a little…well, he was distracted, as you would be. Perhaps the grief is too near for him.”

      It could well be. Or maybe he’s too frightened to lose his job. After all, he’d gone straight off to the eastern quarter yesterday, despite only just learning of his friends’ deaths. The same could be true of today.

      For many – most, even – laying the dead to rest is a short and simple affair. Cremation is the only method, and for the most part, services take no longer than five or ten minutes.

      The tradition of gathering ashes and keeping them in urns, or scattering them in places of sentimental value to the departed, have long since faded away. Only a very few keep to that custom. Most simply attend the service in silent reflection, before turning the deceased into nothing but a memory.

      Keeping the residue of their bodies is no longer a common practice.

      For the children of Carmichael’s, the concept of death is ever present. It’s what binds us, what has brought us all here in the first place. We are all defined by it, named orphans after our parents saw their lives taken from them, whether through natural or unnatural causes.

      Most have attended funerals in the past. Many of their first memories will be of seeing one or both of their parents laid to rest. So today, as we prepare to do the same to Fred and Ziggy, it’s not just their deaths that are drawing tears from eyes, and filling stomachs with cement.

      Old wounds are being opened that these kids have worked so hard to close. Hearts are breaking open all over again, afflictions that Mrs Carmichael, for all her proficiency with a needle, is unable to sew up.

      We attend the funeral in district 3 of the western quarter, a little way eastwards of Brick Lane. Walking in a troupe of about a dozen, we move along like a cold gust of wind, dressed in black or whatever dark clothes we can find.

      All over the streets, similar groups appear, their heads bowed and eyes stained red. As we near the crematorium, we find the area awash with black, the funerals so short that queues have formed as the mourners gather to pay their respects.

      We line up at the back, gradually moving closer to the entrance as little groups move in and out, barely staying there for more than five minutes. Some are like we are, with perhaps a dozen or more attendees. Others have only one or two grievers to see them off.

      As the clock ticks towards midday, we find that we’re still behind several others. I see the funeral director come out and call for the mourners of a Mr Arnold Thompson.

      No one responds. The man will be burnt alone, with not a single soul as witness.

      It’s a depressing thought amid a depressing day. But the same will be true all over. Many will die with no one to love them, no one to say goodbye. At least you can say that Fred and Ziggy are leaving behind many who’ll remember them.

      It’s a small note of solace for two boys who died so young.

      Eventually, after a few delays, we find ourselves at the front of the queue, more than half an hour past our time. I have one final look around to see if Drum has appeared around a street corner. There’s no sign of his gargantuan frame.

      In we go, through towards one of many rooms assigned to the task of sending on the dead. It’s small inside, and silent, a couple of rows of tightly packed seats waiting ahead of a stage.

      Upon the stage lie two metal tables. And on them, two bodies covered in crimson sheets.

      “Can we take a final look at them?” asks Mrs Carmichael.

      The funeral director shakes his head.

      “I’m sorry,” he tells her. “Their bodies are not how you’d remember. You wouldn’t like what you see.”

      He doesn’t need to say any more. Caught right in the market, it’s a wonder there’s anything left of them. The undulating shape of the sheets suggests that the remains below are not intact. Most probably, they’ve already been partially cremated by the blast.

      We take our seats, lining up on the two rows, and the funeral director says a few words, speaking the basic funeral rites. Once he’s done, he invites Mrs Carmichael to speak, if she should wish.

      She declines.

      The director moves to the wall and presses a button, and a clear protective screen rises up at the front of the stage. As soon as it reaches its summit, another button is pushed, and the two metal tables begin to glow orange and red around the edges.

      Moments later, a furious storm of flames have risen, engulfing the bodies and sheets and quickly turning them black. A few sniffs sound behind and around me as the bodies burn and are quickly eaten away. After a few short minutes, the flames die down, leaving nothing but a scattering of black ash across the surface of the tables.

      The funeral director calls an end to the service. We stand and silently make our way outside, passing other rooms performing the same truncated ceremony. Unfortunately, the luxury of lengthy funerals isn’t something anyone of us can afford here.

      We walk back home as we came, trailing the streets like ghosts. I find myself at the back with Mrs Carmichael, her eyes wandering to mine. I always know when someone’s looking at me now, even if they think I can’t see.

      “Are you OK?” she asks. “You seem…lost.”

      “No more than anyone else,” I lie.

      “You have cause to be, though, Brie. What they’re asking you to do. You know you don’t have to? You can still turn away from all of this if you want.”

      I slowly shake my head.

      “How can I? I couldn’t live with myself if I stood back and let people die. I’m going to fight one way or another. I have no choice in that.”

      “And you believe them?” she asks. “You believe everything they’re telling you, even after all the lies?”

      “Not lies,” I correct her. “Just…hidden truths. Honestly, I don’t really know what to believe at the moment.”

      “And you trust them? You barely know them, Brie.”

      “I trust Zander,” I say. “He’s my twin brother.”

      “And you’re sure about that?”

      She continues to peer at me, her distrust of anything she doesn’t understand serving to warp her opinion. My eyes don’t get drawn in. They stick to the street ahead, at the plodding children carving their way back to the academy.

      “I’m sure,” I say after a brief silence, which no doubt to her will confirm my uncertainty.

      She remains unconvinced, that much is clear. For her to truly believe something, she needs to feel it with her own fingers, see it with her own eyes. She trusts so little and so few. Even my word doesn’t seem enough for her.

      When we reach the top of Brick Lane, the kids begin to speed their step towards the academy half way down. No longer needing to keep her eyes on them, Mrs Carmichael stops me with a hand on the arm.

      I turn to her properly for the first time since we left the crematorium. Her old blue eyes look upon me, murky and cloudy and covered in little crinkled webs of red. It’s obvious she hasn’t been sleeping well.

      “I don’t think you should do it,” she says. “None of it. You should come home for good. I can find you better work, maybe…or you could help me run the academy full time. All of this is too dangerous, Brie. You’re going to get killed if you keep this up…”

      “And I might just get killed anyway. Or Tess might. Or you or Drum or Abby. Or any of the kids. You know what’s going on, Brenda. You’ve been saying it all along, speaking out against the Savants. Why are you changing your mind now?”

      “I’m not changing my mind. Not about that. But why do you have to be involved? Yes, I know you have these powers now. But surely there’s another way…”

      I shrug and turn my eyes back down the street.

      “I don’t know. I don’t have the answers. But one way or another, none of us are safe anymore. There’s nowhere to hide from this.”

      We continue on, reaching the academy and turning in through the entrance. In the hall, the others who joined us at the funeral are removing their coats and hanging them in the closet, traipsing in mud and grime from the streets.

      As we enter, an unbroken voice calls through the little crowd, and we see Nate tumbling towards us from behind the reception desk. He holds an electronic letter in his small hands, and my thoughts immediately turn to Adryan.

      Another letter from the Council of Matrimony no doubt, inviting me along for my second date…

      There’s a rush to Nate’s voice, however, and a look of concern in his eyes. My suspicion is proven wrong when he reaches us and spreads his hands forward to Mrs Carmichael and not me.

      She takes the letter and her eyes crease too.

      “What is it?” I ask, looking over.

      Above the seal, a distinctive stamp is visible.

      “The Department of Corrections,” I whisper.

      I share a look with my guardian before she hastily removes the seal. I huddle next to her and watch as the writing on the letter glows to life.

      As I read the words, my chest compresses, and my breathing speeds. I feel like I’m being crushed by some invisible force.

      
        
        Dear Mrs Carmichael,

        It is our understanding that you are the guardian of one

        Joshua Brent, a resident of your academy on Brick

        Lane in district 5 of the western quarter.

        Unfortunately, we have to inform you that Joshua has been

        taken to the holding cells on the western boundary of

        Outer Haven, where he will await sentencing, to be

        determined this evening.

        The charge is murder.

        Please do not respond to this message.

        Sincerely,

        Christopher Lipton,

        The Department of Corrections

      

      

      I stare at the words and so does my guardian. Neither of us speak.

      Then, Nate’s little voice rises, standing on his tiptoes to read the letter.

      “Who’s Joshua Brent?” he asks.

      Mrs Carmichael’s hands drop down, taking the letter with them. She lets out a breath of air.

      “Drum,” she whispers quietly. “Josh is his real name…”
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      I tear the letter from Mrs Carmichael’s hand and read it again.

      “There’s got to be some mistake,” I say, my voice rising in panic. “This can’t be right. We need to call them.”

      “We can’t,” says Mrs Carmichael. “They say it explicitly, and there’s no way for us to get in contact…”

      “Well…we have to do something!”

      My breathing is reaching fever pitch. I might just hyperventilate.

      Mrs Carmichael takes me by the shoulders.

      “Breathe, Brie...just breathe.”

      She begins taking several long, deep breaths, urging me to follow.

      “It’ll be OK,” she says. “Drum will be OK. Look, I’ll call the supervisor where he’s been working and find out if he knows anything. Wait here, I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      She rushes back out of the door, most likely heading down the street to the nearest video communication interface planted at the bottom of Brick Lane.

      I find myself pacing from side to side, trying to calm my intake of air as Nate takes over from Mrs Carmichael in coaxing me through a few breathing exercises. I barely notice his presence as my eyes scan the letter again and again.

      It can’t be right. It just can’t. Drum wouldn’t hurt a fly…

      My mind churns with thoughts of what could have happened. Thoughts of what will happen to him now, if all this is true.

      Murder…no, it can’t be true…

      But what if it is?

      Such a thing carries with it only two possible sentences: execution or reconditioning. If the latter, that likely means being turned into a slave.

      A Con-Cop.

      A mindless, emotionless drone for the Consortium to use as they see fit.

      It may sound odd to say, but the former sentence is preferable. Better death that falling under the dark wing of the High Tower.

      But no…this can’t be real. It can’t be right. Drum could never kill someone.

      I pace so hard that Nate gets left behind. The rest of those remaining in the hall appear confused as to what’s going on. Nate sees fit to fill them in.

      His explanation is greeted with further puzzlement.

      “No way!” they say. “Not Drum. He hasn’t got a violent bone in his body.”

      I agree with the sentiment, but begin to seek answers.

      “When was the last time any of you saw him?” I ask, turning to them.

      “Yesterday morning,” says one. “At breakfast.”

      The rest shrug.

      “And no one saw him last night? Or this morning?”

      I see a round of shaking heads.

      As I begin pacing again, Mrs Carmichael reappears. Her face is as grave as a cemetery. As her eyes find mine, I immediately know the letter is real.

      Drum has killed a man…

      She walks in slowly, directing her path at me. All else falls silent.

      “It’s true?” I whisper.

      She nods.

      “But…how. What happened?”

      She lets out a weak sigh, her words croaking through the silence.

      “He’s been getting teased at work, according to the foreman,” she says, shaking her head. “I guess, after Fred and Ziggy, he couldn’t take it anymore.”

      My heart snaps in two. Tears start gathering.

      “He should never have gone to work,” groans Mrs Carmichael. “Not in that state. The men…they still teased him. I guess they didn’t know what he was going through. The foreman said he just…lashed out. Picked up a man by the neck with one hand. Snapped him in two.”

      Drum…poor Drum…

      The tears tumble, slipping from my eyes. I shut them tight and feel Mrs Carmichael’s arms wrap me up.

      I let her hold me for a few moments before pulling away. I squeeze my eyes so hard that all the tears are cast out. When I open them, they’re filled with a fresh resolve.

      I won’t let him be turned into one of them. I won’t let him die…

      I surge past her, pushing through towards the door. She calls behind me. “Brie, where are you going?”

      I don’t listen. I’m out into the cold mist of the early afternoon in a flash. All over, the funeral bells continue to ring, the day of mourning less than half way past.

      Thousands grieve for the hundreds of dead.

      I won’t let Drum join them.

      I hurry my step northwards along Brick Lane, and hear my guardian’s voice again. It’s panting, calling out as she hurries to catch me. I turn with fierce eyes and she stops.

      “There’s nothing you can do, Brie. Drum made a mistake, a terrible mistake. But he has to pay for it…”

      “His only mistake was being born what he was! He’s been taunted his whole life. Yes he made a mistake, but that man brought it on himself, he must have. I’m not going to let Drum die for it.”

      I prepare to turn. Her voice stops me.

      “What are you going to do?!” she asks. “Please, Brie, come back inside…don’t do anything stupid!”

      I fix my Hawk-eyes on her, let the fire burn bright inside.

      “No, Brenda,” I growl. “This is something I have to do.”

      Before she can speak again, I spin and dash away, running through the streets, working my way northwards to district 6. I know what I need to do. But I know I can’t do it alone.

      And there’s only one person who can help me.

      The streets are still busy, the afternoon in its early throes. It lets me move freely, without having to worry about sneaking about after curfew. I reach the shelter at district 6 without interruption, blending in with the rest of the black-clothed mourners floating about in a sea of grief.

      With a perfunctory look either way, I disappear inside, and drop into the darkness. I stop for a moment in the silence and make sure I’m not being followed, that I haven’t been seen.

      I know where the lock is now. My fingers find it quickly. They press in the brick and the secret door opens. In a flash I disappear within, closing myself off from the world above.

      In the safe silence of the passage, I stop and take a breath. Zander will be down in the caverns later on, but not until after dark. I need him sooner. I need him now.

      I hold the image of his face in my head, and project the words I need him to hear.

      I NEED YOU NOW. I NEED YOU NOW.

      I repeat the words over and over, and wait for a reply. It comes quickly, our connection growing, every telepathic word spoken between us strengthening the pathways for more to follow.

      I hear only two words, echoing inside. But they’re all I need.

      I’m coming.

      Into the pitch dark I pounce, letting my body surge and setting my Dasher powers loose for the first time. I sense the tunnel walls beginning to blur, and the sensation of time begin to slow. There’s no point of reference but for the water dripping from the tunnel ceiling, droplets drifting slowly through the air and appearing to gently float to the bottom in a partial state of suspended animation.

      Yet while they float so slowly, my limbs move freely. I charge along, my muscles aching and burning as I emerge from the narrow confines of the passage and into the large caverns of the underlands.

      When I arrive, I stop and feel my energy draining. Still so new to me, my muscles aren’t used to using my Dasher abilities, quickly losing their ability to function after any extended period of activity.

      If my instincts are right, then I might just need them later. I stop and let my body relax, recovering on a rock as I await my brother.

      He takes a while to arrive.

      For all I know, he could be busy, working on some other mission. Other than our meetings, his life remains secret to me. I have no idea how he spends most of his time.

      At the least, he’s likely to be beyond the city, over in the little town taken up by the Nameless. Getting here will take some time, so I settle in as comfortably as I can and do my best to recover my strength.

      With my eyes shut, I listen to the soothing sound of the waterfall in the distance, and try to let it calm me. I know it will fail. Nothing can keep my mind from surging right now.

      Thoughts of Drum as a cold, detached Con-Cop play out before me. I imagine him having to suffer the terrible process of reconditioning, the therapies they say are almost unbearable to undergo. I’ve even heard that many die, only the strongest emerging on the other side as the slaves of the High Tower.

      Drum would no doubt get through it, his mind meddled with and memories erased. Maybe I’d run into him one day, see him patrolling the streets, and go rushing up to greet him.

      I’d see a stranger staring back. He wouldn’t know me, wouldn’t remember me. He’d recall nothing of his past, nothing of what he did to end up as a servant of the state.

      Compared to such a fate, death would be mercy.

      As my mind swirls, I hear the sound of footsteps tapping swiftly on rock. I open my eyes and sit up, and the shape of Zander materialises before me.

      His words rush through him, speeding off his tongue.

      “What’s happening?! You sounded worried?!”

      I stand and move right up to him.

      “It’s my friend, Zander. He…he needs my help.”

      “What’s going on? What’s he done?”

      I can barely bring myself to say it.

      “He’s been taken to the holding cells. They’re going to turn him into a Con-Cop or kill him or…I can’t let it happen, I can’t!”

      “It’s OK, Brie, calm your voice. Now tell me, what did he do?”

      I grimace and let the words mumble out of me.

      “He…he killed a man.”

      Zander’s eyes change. I know what he’s thinking. Probably the same as Mrs Carmichael. That Drum needs to pay for what he did.

      No…he can’t.

      “It was self defence,” I add quickly. “He’s just a boy, 16 years old. He’s got Brute blood in him, Zander. He doesn’t know his own strength.”

      “Who did he kill?” asks my brother calmly.

      “A man where he works. They’ve been teasing him – he’s been teased all his life – and he must have lashed out…”

      “That’s not self defence, Brie.”

      “You don’t know him!” I shout. “Two of his best friends were killed in the market attack. He wasn’t himself. He’s gentle, and shy. He can’t lose his life over an accident.”

      I feel I’m losing him. The doubt flows from his face like the waterfall nearby, pouring out his many reservations. He stays quiet and draws in a soft frown as I rant and rave and try to better explain myself.

      When he speaks again his words aren’t what I want to hear.

      “I don’t know what you want me to do,” he says. “You know we have important work to do that can’t be jeopardised. I can see what you’re thinking – that we break him out of holding.” He shakes his head firmly. “It’s too dangerous, Brie.”

      I allow my face to form into a mask of disappointment and displeasure, yet my eyes still beg for him to help. I ask again, and he continues to shake his head, denying my pleas.

      “I’m sorry, Brie. I know it’s hard, but your friend killed a man. I have to see the bigger picture here.”

      I turn away from him, and suck in a long breath. In the back of my mind, a clarity forms, a bargaining chip he won’t be able to turn down.

      I spin back, and start to nod.

      “I’ll do it,” I say. “Help me save Drum…have the Nameless take him in…and I’ll do it all.”

      He peers at me. His head isn’t shaking anymore.

      “You mean…”

      “Everything,” I say. “I’ll go to Inner Haven. I’ll marry Adryan. I’ll kill whoever you want me to kill. Just…save Drum. Please! He’s like a brother to me…”

      My ringing words batter the walls. They fade and clear the path for a short silence. I look upon my twin, my hope flagging. And then, suddenly, it lives again.

      He smiles. And nods.

      “OK, Brie,” he says. “You’ve got yourself a deal. I’ll help you save your friend, if you help us win this war.”

      Our hands swing between us and grip tight. Two shakes and they disconnect.

      Then his eyes look to a far tunnel.

      “Come on then, let’s get this done.”
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      I’m in deep now. There’s no way of turning back.

      Take a life to save a life. It sounds like a fair trade to me.

      Zander rushes forwards, taking charge now. I don’t let myself think of the future, of what I’ve committed to. I’ve made a pact with death and, one way or another, he’ll make sure I see it through.

      Right now, though, there’s nothing but Drum. Locked away in a holding cell, waiting for his sentence to be passed. I can only imagine how terrified he must be, how lost.

      But I’m coming, Drum. I’m coming to save you…

      As we run, Zander mines for information.

      “You said he’s in holding? How do you know?” he asks.

      “We got a letter through to the academy. It said he was in holding on the western boundary, and his sentence would be carried out tonight.”

      “Yeah, they don’t waste time processing people these days. They’ll be shipping him straight out beyond the western wall.”

      “That’s where they recondition people? Outside the city?”

      It dawns on me that I never knew where the Consortium’s terrible atrocities and twisted experiments were conducted. I thought it would be somewhere in Inner Haven, somewhere closer to home.

      However, now that I’ve been there a few times, it makes sense that the therapies are operated elsewhere. After all, Inner Haven is hardly the place for such a thing.

      Out of sight, out of mind…

      “There’s a large facility ten miles or so out through the toxic woods and marshlands,” says Zander. “When people are shipped out, most don’t come back. And those that do aren’t who they were.”

      “And the rest?”

      “Executed,” he says. “They also take care of that dirty business over there.”

      We hurry on through the underlands, Zander’s photographic memory of the place enabling us to work through the maze at speed.

      “Do you know exactly where we are?” I ask him, impressed by his keen sense of direction.

      “To a block or two,” he says. “I’ve spent years down in these tunnels. You get to know their secret ways after a while.”

      “And they’ll take us all the way to the holding cells?”

      “Close enough,” he says. “It’ll be starting to get dark up there. I’ll have to wait for the cover of night before doing anything.”

      “And…how will we get in? Have you been there before?”

      “Never inside, no. But I’ve seen it.” He stops suddenly, forcing me to skid right into him. I bump his body but he barely moves. “And there’s no ‘we’ when we get up there, Brie. I’ll go in alone and get your friend. You’re not ready for action, and we can’t risk you.”

      “But you might need help! I want to help!”

      “I know you do. But seriously, you’ll only slow me down. Security around the holding cells is always heavy. It’s better if you stay back and let me do what I do best.”

      He waits for me to agree. I do so with a reluctant nod.

      We continue on, through tunnels and caverns of varying sizes. I try to take it in as much as I can, let my mind soak up the route. Mostly, we move in a single direction, Zander finding his way towards openings in the walls that, at first glance, are tricky to spot.

      He begins asking more questions as we go, specifically relating to Drum.

      “So you say he’s got Brute blood, this Drum. Describe him.”

      “Trust me, you’ll know him when you see him.”

      “Humour me, Brie. The more I know, the easier it’ll be to find him.”

      “Fine, you’re right. He’s…huge. Not as big as an adult Brute, but getting pretty close. Nearly 7 feet tall I’d guess, and stockily built. He’s got dark brown hair, quite short, and dark brown eyes too…”

      “And you say he’s 16?”

      “Yep.”

      Only 16…

      “OK good. He’ll be in the juvenile wing, and will have been locked in isolation. A boy that big who’s just killed a guy won’t be thrown into the communal cells. That’s good for us.”

      Some good news then…

      “When I get him out,” he continues, “we’ll need to ship him straight down to the underlands beneath the far northern quarter. He can join the rest of the refugees down there. Unfortunately, he’ll never be able to go home, Brie, or even step foot on the streets of Outer Haven again. If he’s as big as you say he is, he won’t be able to hide or blend in like most people can.”

      “I understand. He’s used to sticking out. He won’t mind having to hide away.”

      “Good.”

      We turn right, the passage beginning to rise. The air grows a little less dense, faint signs of light appearing above. An orange and yellow glow to signify the setting of the sun, seeping down through the tiniest of cracks that litter the outer roads of the city.

      Up above, the westernmost reaches of Outer Haven are sparsely populated. The same goes for each quarter, where the population tends to gather closer to the central and inner districts nearer to Inner Haven, like a frightened child gripping tight at the leg of their parent during a violent storm.

      Only, in this case, the parent is highly abusive.

      I’ve never ventured to the far border of the west, despite living in district 5 where the people pack in tight and huddle together. The further you go to the boundary, the greater the threat of the toxic mist that occasionally drifts into the city, swept in by the blowing wind.

      The holding cells, I know, are in district 10, right up against the boundary wall and close to the northern quarter. There’s little life there beyond the guards that patrol the place, and the constant stream of criminals sent through to have their fates determined.

      Moving away from the stale, dusty air of the deep caverns of the underlands, Zander guides our path to a narrow tunnel that appears to be only navigable on our hands and knees. Flattening ourselves onto our bellies, we crawl and worm our way forward, wiggling through the tightest of gaps as the walls continue to close in.

      It’s not a place for the faint of heart, and a nightmare for claustrophobics. Following Zander, I find the going easier – given the wider and more muscular size of his frame – and squeeze my way through without too much trouble.

      Of course, having him guide me helps keep me at ease. Clearly, he’s used this passage before and knows it’s safe. The occasional tremble through the earth, however, has me doubting my own conviction.

      “What is that?” I ask as a few pebbles are dislodged above me, raining down onto my hair and creeping down the back of my neck.

      Zander stops for a moment in front of me and listens.

      “Trucks,” he whispers. “The streets are right above us. We have to hurry!”

      He continues at a quicker clip, dragging himself along until the passage opens out and we’re given a bit more breathing room.

      “What’s going on?” I ask as we reach the end and drop into a larger cave. “Are the trucks important?”

      He doesn’t appear to have time to answer. He moves straight for the far rock wall and turns his eyes up. Mine follow, and only ten or so metres away I see the foundations of a building come into view. And cut into its bottom is the outline of a trapdoor.

      “Follow me,” he says, hooking his toes and fingers into holes cut into the rock and climbing straight up.

      He clambers quickly and, before I’m even halfway, has the trapdoor open and is hauling his frame through. A swirl of cool air billows down through it, and a fresh swamp of dying light pours in.

      A couple more metres up, and he’s reaching down, grabbing my wrist, and pulling me into an old abandoned building. He sneaks straight for a window, cracked and broken, the rest of the room filled with a few bits of moth-eaten furniture and little else.

      Through the hole, the setting sun lets out a final smile before dropping out of view, casting a shadow across the street outside.

      He peers through it, keeping low, and waves his hand to make sure I stay out of sight. I drop down beneath the window as he watches silently and intensely. Once more, a little further away now, I hear the rumble of engines.

      Zander turns to me, his voice a harsh whisper. Finally, he answers my query.

      “The trucks are used to transport the criminals to the REEF, outside the city,” he says. “They’ll be moving out soon. We have no time to waste.”

      “The REEF? What’s the REEF?!”

      “The Reconditioning, Examination, and Execution Facility,” he answers. “It’s where they take all criminals for whatever nefarious punishment they’ve been assigned.”

      “And you think they’re moving out already?”

      He nods.

      “We heard the trucks moving overhead from the tunnels. That means they were going towards the prison. They’ll be loading up the criminals and moving them out soon.”

      “How soon?!”

      “I can’t be sure. As long as it takes to fill the trucks. Could be minutes only.”

      “Minutes! Then what do we do?!”

      He glances through the window again, arching his eyes to the sky. It’s quickly darkening, a mass of cloud cover sweeping from the north to blot out the fading light.

      “We have to move now,” he says. “The holding cells are a couple of blocks northwest of here. Yet this might present an opportunity…”

      “How?”

      “If we catch the convoy between the holding cells and the gate, it might be easier to release your friend. The only problem is, we won’t know for sure if he’s being transported.”

      “But the letter…it said he was being sentenced tonight.”

      “Sentenced, yes, but not necessarily taken to the REEF. It’s possible he’ll be transported tomorrow, depending on numbers.”

      “Then…how are we going to find out if he’s in a truck or being kept in the prison?”

      “I can’t answer that until we get closer. Come on, follow me and keep low.”

      With his back bent, he starts moving to an old door. Opening it up, we enter onto a deserted street, the hum of colour and noise from the inner district of the western quarter a way off to the east.

      We turn northwest, however, towards the silent and empty roads and decaying buildings that spread around the boundary of Outer Haven. Around us, only a few lights appear in old buildings, the odd pair of eyes peering down in curiosity.

      Moving in single file, I stick right behind Zander in his slipstream as he begins to rush along to the nearest alley, keeping close to the wall and low to the ground. We reach the alley and disappear into it, darting to the other side where a more open stretch of earth extends towards the city’s border.

      We stop at the edge and look out, and I see the twinkling of a hundred little lights that dot the collection of buildings before us, all hidden behind high walls and a strong metal gate. It looks impenetrable, the walls fitted with razor sharp wire and metal spikes, the gate manned by armed guards peering relentless out towards us.

      The night brings with it a bitter chill that descends as quickly as the sun departs. Beyond the wall and behind the gate, I see the rising of steam and know it can only be from the engines of the trucks. They must be in there now, preparing to be loaded.

      But will Drum be with them?

      “OK, what now?” I whisper harshly.

      Zander doesn’t appear to be listening. His eyes scan the gate and walls and all external parts of the prison. I let him work. Moments later, he comes back to me, stepping deeper into the shadows of the side-street.

      “The trucks will be blacked out. We’ll never be able to see if Drum’s inside.”

      “Then what?”

      “I need to get closer. There’s a guard on break, just outside the wall to the south. Do you see?”

      I look around the side of the alley again and see the shape of a dark figure pressed up with his back against the high wall. There’s a little light hovering by his waist, which quickly rises up to his lips, smoke billowing out of its end.

      “The one smoking,” I whisper, turning back. “What are you going to do?”

      “Stay here,” he orders. “I’m going to find out what he knows.”

      In a flash and a blur, Zander’s body shoots off, scuttling so fast away from me that even my new eyes are hardly able to keep up. He zips quickly, moving through the shadows, working his way towards the southern wall.

      I quickly inspect the security of the prison again, and note that the men appear to be Con-Cops, and not Enhanced. Their eyes won’t be enough to see him coming, and he’ll choose his moment wisely to make his move.

      As he continues to move in, I lose sight of him, merging away into the night and taking cover behind anything he can find. I keep my eyes on the smoking guard, casually tapping his foot against the wall behind him, looking towards the empty streets without a care in the world.

      Then, suddenly, a form darts from the shadows. It’s on the guard before he can react, wrapping him up tight with strong arms and setting a glinting knife to his throat.

      I focus hard and find my eyes zooming right in, see Zander whispering into the man’s ear from behind him. The guard’s eyes grow with fear, and I realise that he cannot be a Con-Cop, whose minds have been altered to suppress such a feeling.

      He must be a normal man, his job to oversee this terrible place.

      As his stark eyes weaken, his lips quiver, spilling the secrets that Zander is looking for.

      I watch on as the knife hovers across his neck, expecting it to cut suddenly through is jugular and empty his body of blood. But Zander doesn’t do so. Instead, he turns the man to him and stares right into his eyes for a few moments.

      And then he lets him go.

      Less than a minute later, he’s whooshing through the dusty streets and emerging right in front of me. The guard, meanwhile, merely finishes off his cigarette, before wandering back around the wall and through a small door beside the gate.

      “What the hell, Zander! The guard’s gonna say something…”

      “No, he won’t. I erased his memory. He won’t know I was ever there.”

      “You can do that? Erase people’s memory?”

      “Sure. And you’ll be able to as well. In fact, it’ll be crucial for your mission.”

      My mission…I’d rather not think about that now.

      “And Drum? Do you know where he is?”

      He nods, and as he does so, the sound of engines begins to rumble once more, quiet but audible beyond the gate. We both send our eyes to the source of the sound.

      “He’s being transported tonight,” he tells me. “There will be two trucks. We just have to figure out which one he’s in.”

      “So, now what? Sounds like they’re about to leave…”

      “Yeah, and we need to be ready. Come on, sis, it’s time we laid a trap.”

      With a little smirk that suggests he’s enjoying himself, he turns and fades back into the shadows, moving south through the western quarter.

      And I follow right behind.
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      Zander’s knowledge of the city, as much as his substantial powers, is a godsend. Leading me southwards, we dash down side-streets and narrow alleys, quickly escaping district 10 and moving straight through 9.

      Around the city’s perimeter, it’s quiet and lonely, the place – even though we’re in the western quarter – carrying a similar feel to the far reaches of the northern quarter. Here, so near to the boundary wall, the threat of the toxic mist has grown sufficient in recent years to drive people away.

      The concern enters my mind as we rush through the streets, going as straight as we can in the direction of the western border gate that sits right between districts 8 and 9. We don’t move towards it, though, but begin moving back up into the district in the opposite direction as we near, readying ourselves to cut off the convoy before it can reach it.

      “The trucks will have to take a longer route,” Zander tells me. “They’ll keep to the main roads a little deeper into district 9, and will have to circle around before hitting the western exit road that leads to the gate.”

      Thankfully, we have no such restrictions, and use the narrow cut-throughs to make quick progress. Our Dasher powers – which we have to use sparingly due to my lack of endurance and practice – also helps us to arrive at a suitable ambush point before the trucks come into view.

      Stopping behind a low wall outside of a tower block, just off a straight wide road, we crouch down and set our eyes to the distance. Swigging in some long breaths, I note the scent of the acidic mist that so often seeps into these rough edges of town.

      I cough and splutter, and Zander quickly reaches into his coat and pulls out a gas mask. It’s just like the one he gave me when he took me beyond the city walls to meet Lady Orlando.

      “If you’re having trouble with the air, put this on,” he says, handing it to me.

      “What about you?” I ask, my nostrils and throat feeling like they’re on fire.

      “I’ll be fine. I’m more used to it than you. This isn’t lethal, not around here. You’d have to go way outside of the city for that. Go ahead, put it on.”

      I take his advice and place the mask over my nose and mouth, pulling the elastic straps around the back of my head. The sensation of relief is immediate and welcome.

      “So, how are we going to stop these trucks exactly?” I ask, my voice now slightly muffled and distorted.

      Zander answers by pulling another trick from his coat. This time it’s a pulse rifle, craftily folded up and hidden away. With the push of a button on its side, the handle extends, allowing him to fix the weapon to his shoulder to provide better stability for aiming.

      I watch him work to fully unpack the weapon, pressing his thumb to a small scanner on its underside. A second later it hums to life, the barrel of the weapon glowing blue. It appears as though it activates to his thumbprint only, a useful security measure to ensure no one else can use it.

      “And what are you going to do with that?” I ask, wondering just what he’s got in mind.

      “Don’t look so worried,” he says. “This thing’s got an EMP setting. I’ll be able to disable the trucks. And like I said before, leave this to me, Brie. You just stay here and keep your head down. I can handle it.”

      With time against us, I don’t argue. Instead, I turn my eyes to where his are, down to the end of the street a couple of hundred metres away. As the moon continues to creep across the sky, the darkening clouds ahead bring with them a growing mist, tinged with green and causing little tingles to dance across the exposed skin on my face.

      “They’re coming from there?” I ask.

      Zander nods, just staring. In the silence, I hear the distant hum of engines, and see a pale yellow light beginning to glow in the fog.

      “They’re here,” whispers Zander. “Stay down, and don’t move. As soon as I’ve taken out the security, we run. Got it?”

      “OK,” I whisper, watching the fog grow brighter.

      It continues to do so, until from around the corner the first truck appears, little more than a shadow in the haze. Then, another joins it, right up behind, the two heavy vehicles grinding along the worn down streets.

      They grow in clarity as they come, thickly armoured and devoid of windows, their metal extremities stained and rusted and eaten away by the toxic mist they so regularly have to contend with. They’re so unlike the vehicles from Inner haven, sleek and smooth and clean, operating under voice command.

      The trucks aren’t run by a computer. Behind their windscreens, blacked out and covered in iron bars, an actual person will be driving, manually shifting these hulking metal husks in and out of the city. Ferrying people to the REEF to be returned as little more than shades of their old selves, if they return at all.

      I stare at the two trucks and note that the one at the front is riding a little lower on the rear axle. It could just be filled with more criminals. It could just be in need of repair. Or, it might just be that Drum is sat there in the back, weighing the rear of the vehicle down.

      “I think he’s in the front vehicle,” I whisper to Zander.

      “How do you know?”

      “It’s riding low.”

      He seems to understand what I’m saying.

      “OK, I’ll check that one first when I’ve disabled the guards.”

      I appreciate his confidence. There’s nothing in his voice to suggest he’s concerned about what he’s about to face. I suspect he’s faced off against far greater foes across the years than this.

      My throat feels like it’s turning to ash as I watch the trucks trundle on, my heart thundering so hard I feel it pulsing in my neck. I take a few deep breaths to calm myself, and hear Zander growling through a whisper as his eyes fix to the front vehicle.

      “Stay down,” he warns. “And be ready to move. It will all be over quick.”

      I duck as low as I can, but can’t help but keep my eyes above the low wall, the trucks only about 50 metres from us now. Zander begins counting himself in.

      “Three,” he whispers, his fingers gripping tight to the handle of his rifle. “Two…”

      I brace for the fight, even though I’m a non-combatant, my entire body tensing and turning rigid as Zander says: “One.”

      Immediately, his finger clicks the trigger and a little burst of blue spits out of the end of the barrel. Fizzing and swirling, it leaves a trail of sapphire light in its wake as it zeroes straight in on the first truck, hitting it square on the front.

      The blue ball bursts, engulfing the entire truck in a coating of crackling sparks that quickly fade. The vehicle comes to a screeching stop, just as Zander sends a second round at the truck behind. It too is quickly immobilised, the wide road turning suddenly silent.

      The eerie calm only lasts a second.

      Bursting from the front doors of both vehicles, several armed men come. From my hidden vantage, I count three from the front truck and two from the rear.

      They lift their weapons and point them in various directions, trying to find the source of the attack. Then their eyes discover the fading blue trails and turn towards the wall where we hide.

      I look to Zander, and see him smile.

      “Time to play,” he says.

      Then, with a blast of air, he explodes from cover and storms at the men. None are able to see him coming or react before he reaches them. The first two don’t even have a chance to get off a shot, so quickly are they taken out and disabled.

      Like lightning my brother moves, leaving his own trail of swirling mist as he surges from one man to the next, using the butt of his rifle to knock the men out. Once he’s taken out the first two, the third from the lead vehicle fires, lighting up the street with his own pulse rifle.

      The rounds blaze from the tip, fizzing in my direction and burning holes in the tarmac and the sides of buildings. One comes right at me, hitting a portion of wall just to my left and leaving it with a black crater.

      I thank my lucky stars that it didn’t come at me, yet find myself unable to tear my eyes from the scene. The rounds have no impact on Zander, his speed too great and eyesight too fierce to let himself be hit.

      The guard’s brief attack ends abruptly, his lightshow brought to a swift conclusion by Zander’s rushing fist. By the time he’s been dealt with, the other two guards are storming around the truck and looking to engage.

      The tenacity with which they do so makes it clear to me that they’re Con-Cops. No normal man would approach such a dangerous foe in this way, their fear holding them back and forcing a different response.

      In most cases, that might be to surrender or flee. Only the bravest and most foolhardy would attack.

      In such a way, fear can be both a hindrance and a help. Some men will be paralysed by it. But others will use it to their benefit, seeking out a course of action that will let them defeat their enemies without personal harm.

      The Con-Cops have no such advantage, their ability to feel fear stripped away. So they rush in without thinking, without fearing what might become of them, without seeking a smarter way to take their opponent down.

      Their failure is total. Zander sends them to the dirt in moments, leaving them unconscious but alive.

      The sound of combat dies. The streets grow quiet again. And then, suddenly, I hear my brother call.

      “Sis, it’s time! Let’s go!”

      I stand without a second thought and pounce towards the trucks.

      I find Zander at the rear one, fiddling with the settings on his rifle. He reduces the intensity of the pulse rounds and sets the gun to the door, shooting out the lock. It cracks and burns, and he reaches out to pull open the door.

      Before he does, however, he turns to me with a tight frown.

      “Step to the side and out of sight.” His voice is low now, a speedy whisper. “No one can see your face.”

      “But the gas mask…”

      “Will hide you to most, but not all. These people will be interrogated to find out who attacked the truck. If someone says your name your entire mission is bust before it even begins.”

      “Not if we let them go…”

      “There’s no time. And most will be caught anyway.”

      His eyes force me to obey. I move around to the side of the truck, next to one of the knocked out Con-Cops. His body is slumped awkwardly, his jaw broken and nose running with blood. But he’s breathing.

      Zander saw no need to kill these men.

      As I stand to the side, I hear him opening the back of the truck. A sound of whimpering immediately drifts to my ears, men and women cowering in dark corners. They begin to cough and wheeze too, the green-tinged mist immediately pouring into the back of their mobile prison cell.

      Zander’s voice whispers harshly.

      “I’m looking for a boy named Drum.”

      My breathing halts and my ears open wide. Time seems to stand still for a second. There’s no response. Then, after asking for a second time, a low but soft voice detonates from the truck’s interior.

      “Who are you?”

      I recognise it immediately. He sounds frightened. I want to rush around the side but hold my form.

      Zander speaks again.

      “I’m someone who’s here to help. Step out of the truck. We don’t have much time…”

      I hear a stamping sound, and the truck rocks, and the clinking of chains rattles. Then, a light blast from Zander’s pulse rifle fills the air with a colouring of blue. The chains are discarded, thrown to one side.

      “What’s going on?!” asks Drum again. “I don’t understand…”

      “It’ll become clear soon. I’m the friend of a friend.”

      As Drum asks: “What friend,” Zander appears around the side of the vehicle. Drum trails behind him, his clothes tattered and torn and skin dirty. His face carries a haunted look, a cocktail of confusion and fear etched across it.

      Yet mine flows with a smile, hidden behind my mask, and I feel a slight dampening in my eyes as I see his gigantic frame stomp into view. When he sees me, his confusion momentarily grows, and then his bountiful lips bursts open as I slide the gas mask up to my forehead to reveal my face,

      “Br…” he starts

      He’s cut off immediately by Zander, whose hand rises quickly to his mouth.

      “Shhhh. Don’t speak. We need to go, right NOW!”

      I can see the intensity in him growing by the second. Someone will surely have seen and heard the brief firefight. Soon, they’ll be coming for us.

      As Zander’s hand slips from Drum’s lips, I immediately rush in and take his hand, whispering: “We’re getting you out of here,” as I do.

      Zander starts moving east, the sprawling expanse of the western quarter spread out before us. I drag Drum along, but then feel myself stop, the whimpering calls of ‘help us’ leaking from the back of the truck.

      “What about the others?” I ask.

      My brother turns.

      A terrible fate awaits all of them. Some may deserve it, but I’d imagine most will not. What sort of person would I be, would Zander be, to leave them chained up like beasts?

      “We can’t just leave them,” I say. “We have to set them free…”

      “We don’t have time,” rumbles Zander. “Back-up will be here any second.”

      “We have to. I won’t leave them to be taken to the REEF!”

      I turn and begin moving back, forcing Zander to follow.

      “Come back,” he growls. “We can’t risk it!”

      I don’t listen.

      Pulling the hood of my jacket right over my head to shield my eyes, and my gas mask back down to cover the rest of my face, I quickly rush towards the rear of the truck.

      I peer inside, and see a mess of cowering bodies, some bowed in fear, others attempting to tear away the chains that bind them to their cell. I take one look and know it will take a while to free them all.

      Zander appears beside me.

      “Get the other truck open,” I tell him.

      “We have to go!” he barks, grabbing my arm.

      I pull it away, and repeat my order.

      He knows I won’t budge.

      He shakes his head violently and lets out a grunt of frustration, before moving quickly to the rear truck.

      As he works to unlock it, I move between the downed guards, quickly checking their belts and jacket and pockets for keys. I have no luck with the first two. The third, however, yields what I’m looking for.

      As Drum hovers nearby, looking slightly dazed and confused and holding his hand to his mouth to shield it from the septic mist, I rush back to the truck and throw the keys inside. The nearest man, working feverishly and yet fruitlessly to free himself, grabs them.

      He looks up at me.

      “Who are you?” he coughs, peering through bloodshot eyes.

      “I’m no one,” I tell him. “Now get yourselves out of here. And don’t go home or they’ll catch you. You’re on your own now.”

      I rush to the rear vehicle, and find Zander inside, coaxing people out. Using his pulse rifle, he begins shooting out chains and roaring at the prisoners to run as soon as they’re released.

      It’s taking too long, a couple dozen of them all chained up in the darkness. I rush over to the remaining guards – those that had been transporting the second truck – and search for another set of keys.

      I reach one of them, and rifle through his clothes, pulling aside his jacket to reveal his belt. The keys hang off it. I snatch them away and prepare to turn back to the truck.

      But something draws my eye.

      The man’s inner forearm, face down in the dirt, exudes a flashing red glow around its border. I grab his limp wrist and pull his arm up, and a dart of alarm surges through me.

      On the interface of his inner arm, I see a map, displaying the streets around the outer rim of the western quarter. The streets we’re on.

      Above it, two words flash red.

      BACKUP REQUESTED.

      He must have called for help before Zander attacked…

      I look back to the truck, and then to Drum, standing nearby and watching silently. And when my eyes turn back down to the interface, the words suddenly begin to blink and change, and I stand immediately to my feet.

      BACKUP INCOMING. ETA: ONE MINUTE.

      I charge to the truck, chuck the keys inside, and find Zander turning to me.

      “They’re coming! Right now!” I call. “We have to go!”

      They’re the words he’s wanted to hear.

      Springing from the truck, he begins shooting off into the night, waving his hand for us to follow. And with my fingers gripped again to Drum’s hand, we disappear from the street in a flash, leaving a host of several dozen prisoners to fend for themselves.
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      I spare a glance behind us as we set our sights on the inner districts of the western quarter, pulling the gas mask from my face and stuffing it into the inner pocket of my jacket. From the two trucks, the prisoners pour, galloping off in various directions to escape the incoming force of guards.

      Others will have no time to escape, backup now mere seconds away. Already I can hear the screaming sirens of distant vehicles as they spin around corners, closing in on the trucks.

      I turn my eyes back and see Zander scooting left, zipping off into the darkness of an alley and off the wider road we’re on. Drum circles after him, panting hard, his heavy body finding it difficult to corner at such speed.

      I stay right next to him, guiding him into the shadows. Zander stops quickly, and slips in behind a large refuse bin. He reaches out and pulls Drum straight down as he comes, dragging him right up against the wall as I do the same.

      “Stay down, don’t make a sound,” he hisses.

      Seconds later, the end of the alley we just ran down begins to light up red, and the bright lights of two Con-Cop cars begin to glow. Keeping close to the wall, I hear one pass straight by, rushing through towards the site of the fight at the end of the street.

      The second, however, starts to slow, and the red lights fixed to its front grow brighter. None of us make a sound as the engine hums gently, the vehicle crawling forward slowly as a new spotlight begins searching the alley.

      Zander’s body tenses once more, preparing itself for a fight. As he’s about to rush back out of cover, I take his arm and he looks to me with an intense stare. His hazel eyes seem to glow brighter than ever.

      I shake my head and mouth: “Wait.”

      My instincts prove right. After a few more seconds, the spotlight fades out and the car hums a little louder, moving off down the road.

      As soon as it’s done so, Zander whispers: “Up,” and we stand to our feet once more.

      We continue to the end of the alley, which leads into another wider road. Utilising his more seasoned and battle-tested abilities, Zander quickly scans the scene ahead and determines our onward route.

      As he does so, more cars shout their song, alarms rising up from all angles across the northern districts of the western quarter. Those who arrived first at the scene will no doubt have raised the state of alert even higher.

      “They’ll be sending out their full force to hunt down the fugitives,” says Zander. “Freeing them might just have been a good idea after all. They’ll help to draw off the attention from us.”

      As he speaks, another Con-Cop car comes surging from the top of the street. We slide back into the safety of the side-road as it roars past.

      “So where do we go?” I ask, my voice hurrying.

      “We need to get to the underlands. They’ll be setting up a street-level perimeter to catch any stragglers. It’s critical we get to the northern quarter immediately.”

      I look to Drum, who appears completely lost. Zander spares him a glance, taking in his size.

      “He’s too big for some of the passages,” he says. “We’ll have to take more dangerous routes.”

      “Dangerous? What do you mean by that?”

      “The Consortium have been sending more of their men down into the underlands in recent days. With an attack like this, on one of their prisoner convoys to the REEF, you can bet that they’ll be sending men down there right now.”

      “Stalkers?” I whisper, the clear concern in my voice drawing a ripple of fear to Drum’s confused eyes.

      “Hopefully we’ll get lucky,” says Zander. “So far, they’ve had little fortune in finding our secret passages into the north. But around here, the networks are easier to discover. There’s an acid rain shelter nearby with an entrance, just east of here a few blocks away. That’s our way in. Follow me.”

      Once more, he quickly peruses the nearby network of streets before leading us on. The wailing of sirens grows louder, and from above the tops of buildings the red flashing glow of the patrol cars lights up in the darkness.

      The streetlights here are dim, and the buildings smaller and more sparsely populated. It affords us the chance to skip through between cover without the threat of being seen.

      The darkness, however, is a hindrance to Drum if not for my brother and me. Our eyes work through the shroud of night without interference, the gloomy cut-throughs and alleys between larger streets doing nothing to cool our step.

      Drum has no such gifts, his eyes struggling to adjust to the murk. His pace, too, is slow, serving to keep us from utilising our Dasher powers. I stick close to him as we work our way to the shelter, desperately trying to escape the net that’s being gradually closed around us.

      I can sense Zander getting frustrated. He doesn’t know Drum, and he doesn’t care about Drum. His mind is set only on seeing me free from this, setting me back on track so that I can get on with my mission.

      If I should be discovered tonight, the chance to carry it out will be gone. And now, with Drum having no choice but to turn away from his old life, and begin one in the shadows, my desire to complete my assignment has bloomed.

      I will do it. I must do it. I’ll see us all free.

      But first, we need to get through this night, battle to the other side and live to fight another day. I know that this is nothing but a taste of what’s to come. A minor skirmish in the face of a far larger battle looming on the distant horizon.

      Yet for me, it’s a good start. A chance to see what Zander can do, to see the true extent of his hybrid power. Power that, when I’m fully ready, will surge through me as well, just as it does him.

      As we go, every so often Zander’s pace goes beyond what any normal human is capable of. I suppose it’s just habit from spending his life fighting and running from Stalkers. Being in a chase like this, without being able to fully utilise his gifts, must be difficult.

      So he starts to flood away, his body zipping on in a fashion that only my eyes can see. Running next to me, Drum gasps at the sight, before Zander remembers himself and slow his pace again, his body forming once again before our eyes.

      “He’s a Dasher?!” asks Drum in surprise. “Why are you friends with an Enhanced?”

      His words pant out, but I have no time to explain right now.

      “I’ll tell you everything later,” is all I say.

      Soon, we’re nearing the shelter, Zander hissing to us that it’s just over on the next street on the corner of a square. Once more, he waits and watches and scans the world ahead, making sure the coast is clear.

      Once satisfied, we burst across a more brightly lit street, our path drawing us closer to the populous districts to the east of the quarter. Drum lumbers along, his heavy legs now growing slow, lungs begging for air as he tries to keep pace.

      “Come on!” calls Zander, a little way ahead, turning his eyes to the square. “It’s right here. Quick!”

      Half staggering now, I hook Drum’s giant arm over my back, and try my best to prop him up as we go. It only serves to drain my own energy, his arm alone feeling like it must weigh as much as me.

      Zander comes zipping back, drawing up a cloud of dust from the street as he screeches in beside us. He picks up Drum’s other arm and, as a three, we surge onwards across the final stretch.

      There’s no time for sneaking now. The shelter lies ahead, tantalisingly close. We cross the square and reach it, and Zander stretches out and grips the door.

      “Damn it,” he growls. “It’s locked.”

      “But they’re never locked…” I say.

      It’s true. The shelters are intended only for public safety in the event of a sudden deluge of acid rain. I’ve never seen one locked.

      Zander pulls out his pulse rifle once more, hidden in a holster behind his jacket. Its grip has been retracted, and the weapon shut down to allow him to run more swiftly. He doesn’t bother extending the handle, but merely presses his thumb on its underside to bring it back to life.

      It takes a mere split second before he’s aiming at the lock and shooting it out.

      “They must be locking them to stop us Nameless sneaking about,” says Zander as he does so, the pulse round glowing bright blue and blazing a gaping hole through the door handle.

      He quickly kicks forward and the door swings open.

      “Nameless?” asks Drum. “You’re…part of the Nameless.”

      Zander passes his gaze over Drum but doesn’t answer.

      “Come on. Inside,” he says, stepping into the darkness as he fixes his rifle back to its holster.

      “Go on Drum, go inside.”

      Drum’s bushy brows close in on one another as he looks at me.

      “You’re not taking me to the Nameless are you? What’s going on, Brie?”

      “There’s no time to explain!” says Zander impatiently. “Do you want to live or do you want to die? If the former, get your ass inside. RIGHT NOW!”

      A measure of anger crawls onto Drum’s face. A flash of what I saw the other night, when he sat mourning the deaths of his friends. There must be a streak of it in the depths of him that I never knew of, one that can be lethal when stoked to the surface.

      “Drum, listen to him. He’s trying to save your life,” I say.

      He bows his head, turning meek once more, and ducks into the darkness. As he clanks down the metal steps, the pounding of his feet echoing into the deserted square, I hear the faintest shuffle of movement behind me.

      Still standing on the threshold to the shelter, I turn, and feel the breath in my lungs stolen away.

      They’ve found us.

      Standing ahead of me, on the other side of the square, I see a squad of Con-Cops pouring in, more than a dozen of them spreading from various angles. All hold weapons to their shoulders, pointing them directly at me as I stand by the door at the top of the stairs.

      “Hold it right there…” comes a growling voice.

      For a few seconds I feel like I’ve been zapped with an immobiliser, my feet planting themselves firmly to the concrete floor. My face remains hidden beneath my hood, the shadows sufficient to shield my identity even without my mask.

      As I stare out, a voice whispers from the darkness behind me.

      “Get in the shelter, Brie,” says Zander calmly. “When I say run, turn and get down here. Got it?”

      I nod my head.

      “OK. RUN!”

      His voice growls out, and I spin on the spot and throw myself into the shelter. Immediately, the sound of pulse rounds come hissing and fizzing from across the square, connecting with the opening and sending sparks and bits of concrete and brick flying.

      I tumble in and clatter down the steps, falling into a mound of flesh that turns out to be Drum’s arms. As he sets me to my feet, Zander’s voice comes from the back of the room, and I look to see the secret door opening up with its usual puff of dust.

      He surges towards Drum and grabs his meaty arm, dragging him through the narrow slot. It’s barely big enough for him, his wide shoulders having to turn sideways to get inside. I follow behind and into the pitch black, and immediately hear the sound of the Con-Cops raging down the stairs.

      I get a sense of déjà vu as Zander begins pushing the door shut, my mind turning back to the first time we met, when those Stalkers chased us through the tunnels.

      How fast things have gone since then. How my life has changed…

      This door’s heavier, though, than the usual ones we find in these shelters, and doesn’t close so quickly. Drum adds his strength, lumbering forward and sending his weight into it. It slams hard, just as our pursuers begin to flood down into the shelter, the blue and red flames of their pulse rounds lighting the interior up as they come.

      The door is just enough to hold back the blasts. But it won’t be for long. Without a word Zander grabs Drum again and begins surging away into the darkness, leading him on.

      “I can’t see!” calls the giant, holding his hands out in front of him like a blind man might.

      “I can, don’t worry,” says Zander. “I’ll guide you. Trust me.”

      The tunnel isn’t as narrow as others, and quickly grows wider as we go. Zander would have likely chosen it for that very reason, forced to take this route due to Drum’s size.

      The Con-Cops will be through at any moment, and though they can’t see in the dark, they’re sure to have torches. That suspicion is confirmed mere moments later when a loud boom sounds in the distance and several lights begin to shine down the passageway.

      The path quickly concludes in a low but wide cavern. I hear the flowing sound of water, faint and somewhere in the wall. It must be the river, working its way from the north and down through the western quarter to the south.

      It gives me some bearing of where we are, the grand underground garden and waterfall not too far away.

      Rushing to the centre of the wide cavern, I notice several different passages leading out. Some are small and narrow, others larger, most leading to dead-ends and only a few providing onward travel through this subterranean maze.   A place that few could navigate without getting lost.

      My brother is one of them, and he comes to a stop now, turning his eyes down the entrance we just passed through. Then his eyes fix on mine, keen and glimmering in the darkness.

      “We have to split,” he says. “I can’t risk them finding you. You’re too important. Let me draw them off…”

      “No! What about Drum…he can’t even see down here!”

      “I’ll keep him safe, I promise. Brie, I don’t have time to argue.”

      His eyes turn to a tight passage, one that Drum could never fit through.

      “That’s your path. Go down it and you’ll come right out near the waterfall. Follow the sound of the river. You know the way from there. Get yourself back to the academy, and keep safe. I’ll be in contact…here,” he says, touching his fingers to my temple.

      “No. I’ll come with you! I need to protect Drum!”

      “BRIE!” he growls, tightening his voice so my name doesn’t flow down the tunnels. “Listen to me now, and do as I say. If we stay together they may catch us all. You have to go.”

      The sound of the Con-Cops grows louder. Voices ring across the walls. Lights flash into the cavern, our enemy growing ever closer.

      Zander fixes me with one final look. I turn from him to Drum, trying his best to see anything as he blinks and feels about with his hands.

      I turn back to Zander.

      “Keep him safe,” I say. “Remember our deal.”

      He nods, and quickly pulls me in, kissing my forehead.

      “Now go,” he says.

      I take a step back. Then two.

      And with one final effort, I tear my eyes away.
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      I reach the tight opening to the passage and squeeze my body straight through. Ahead of me, the confines of the shaft look to remain narrow for some distance, a major benefit during a chase.

      Before continuing, I turn and look to see Drum’s vast trunk enter another passage on the other side of the cave. Zander stays right behind him, pushing him on and turning his eyes back to see how close the pursuers are.

      I can hear them now, the shuffling of dozens of feet as they scamper through the shadows, their torches lighting brighter as they reach the entrance to the multi-exited cavern.

      I slink back, but find it hard to turn away until Zander and Drum have all but disappeared. Voices call from the Con-Cops, wondering which passage to take. They spread out and begin aiming their lights down them, stopping to listen for the sound of movement.

      Before they reach my passage, I manage to move deeper and around a corner, hiding myself from view.

      “The big one couldn’t fit down there,” I hear one say.

      Immediately, they move onto the next one.

      But even to my ears, the slapping of heavy feet is still audible, Drum’s nickname coming back to haunt him.

      Echoing from the passage my allies took, the plodding stamp of footsteps against rock can be heard. Immediately, the Con-Cops determine which route to take, and begin surging down it.

      Keep him safe, Zander. Don’t you dare let him die.

      I turn and set my eyes back onto the passage ahead, moving silently now and at less of a rush. As I go, the trickling of flowing water begins to grow louder, coming from somewhere to the right above me.

      Moving down at a slight angle, the tunnel eases around to the right, jagged walls tightening in places and causing me to slow my step. I duck and weave my way through, and all the while the familiar sound of the crashing waterfall begins to grow clearer in the otherwise deathly silence.

      Soon enough, the end of the passage comes into view, my Hawk-eyes peering through the darkness and sighting the cavern I’ve grown to know in recent days.

      I emerge into it from an exit I never knew existed, nothing more than a wide crack in the rock set a few metres up from the cavern floor. I drop down into the cave and land with a thump of my feet.

      My eyes take in the interior. To my right, the river bursts forth from the gap in the rock, turning to a waterfall before landing in the large pool of frothing, icy cool water below.

      To my left, the grand cavern stretches, itself with a number of exits, most of which I’ve never explored. Some I have, such as that which Zander took me down, leading to the little, quiet cave with the two boulders in the middle. The place where we sat and he first began to open up the pathways in my mind, train me to use my powers of mental manipulation.

      Those powers have been slower to manifest. Not like my eyes and vision. Not like my body and muscles and hastily improving speed.

      Other than my ability to communicate with Zander telepathically, I’ve never yet been able to read a mind or manipulate thoughts. Watching Zander this evening, wiping the memory of that man with such ease, I grow excited at the prospect of what’s to come.

      Yet those powers need training. And so far, they’re yet to be properly tested.

      And if I’m to complete my mission, I’m going to need to master them pretty quick.

      The most familiar passage to me, however, is the one that leads right back up towards the shelter in district 6. I head towards it now, my body still tense from the chase, my eyes ever watchful as I advance.

      I reach the entrance, and begin moving up and away from the underground gardens, so near now to the way out into the populous streets above.

      At this time, with the early curfew in place, they’ll be quiet. Yet by now I’m far enough away from the western border that I should be able to creep back to the academy unseen. I can’t imagine the Con-Cops’ net will have been spread this wide.

      Moving slowly and quietly, I work my way up, my body beginning to ease and mind beginning to wander. Thoughts of Drum and Zander dominate, their path towards the north a lot longer and more perilous. I can only pray that Zander can see them both to safety, using his powers and knowledge of the maze to outwit his pursuers.

      With my mind turning to them, thoughts of my own predicament fade. As I continue up the path, however, I realise that my growing ease is premature.

      Voices. I hear them, whispering quietly.

      And footsteps too, tapping lightly.

      No lights brighten the dark, no torches guiding the path of whoever lies ahead. I stop and listen and quickly know the truth: they’re coming my way; they’re moving down the tunnel.

      In a split second of panic, I turn and start moving back towards the cavern below. I keep my footspeed light, trying not to make a sound, shuffling as fast as I can manage without alerting them to my presence.

      But as I begin to move faster, I note that they do too.

      The sound of stamping feet grows louder. Heavy boots hitting the rock. I have no need to hide my motion now, to stay quiet. I launch myself back down, surging as fast as I can manage with the use of my Dasher powers.

      I rush so fast that I lose my footing, tripping on a rock as I reach the end of the path. I burst through into the cavern, tumbling head over heel, my body battered by rough rocks as I land with the wind pushed out of me.

      I stand, wheezing, my muscles sore and drained. Quickly, my vision spreads to the other exits, and my heart performs a double beat.

      I see lights. Coming from another tunnel. And then another.

      I turn to the tunnel behind me and hear the shuffling of feet still so close, tapping rapidly against rock, and a fresh terror engulfs me.

      Stalkers.

      Only they could rush fast enough to catch me. Only they could see in the dark without lights.

      The hybrid killers have come to take me.

      I rush to the centre of the cavern, my body feeling slower now, my legs heavy. From all angles I hear voices and footsteps, all converging on me. I turn to the narrow slit in the wall, the one that leads back up to where I first came from. It’s too high up to get through, several metres off the ground.

      My eyes flick from one option to the next. None are feasible. All are either filled with rushing feet and voices, or unknown to me and could be dead ends.

      I begin backing off, heading towards the deepest and darkest shadows I can see, shadows that won’t hide me for long.

      The waterfall grows louder as I go, singing its calming song. And as I listen to the lyrics, a final option comes to light, blooming in the back of my mind.

      The river…

      I recall Zander’s words when I first came down here.

      You can swim it, he’d told me. It takes you right down towards the far reaches of the southern quarter.

      It flows underground from the pool, rushing through the rock beneath us. It’s my only chance.

      I turn, and run, my muscles burning as I blast my body towards the foaming pool of water at the base of the waterfall. I cast my eyes back as I go, and see those I fear the most: Stalkers, dressed in their sleek black armour, shooting forward out of the tunnel and flashing straight across the cavern towards me.

      Behind them, more lights brighten the place as squads of Con-Cops come, all now converging on me as I reach the water’s edge. I turn my eyes down to the water, frothing and surging wildly and rushing down into the underground river.

      I quickly reach into my pocket and pull out my gas mask, slipping it back over my nose and mouth. It might just help me down there…

      Then, suddenly, a voice comes from behind me, electronic and distorted.

      “Stop right there. You’re surrounded.”

      With my hood still drawn over my head, I hold up my arms and slowly turn around. Before me, I see several Stalkers, ten or so metres away, the cavern behind them still filling with light as the Con-Cops rush to join the fray.

      “There’s no way out for you,” comes the Stalker’s voice, his odd helmet and visor serving to make his words more menacing. “Step forward, and you will not be harmed.”

      I take the tiniest step back to the edge of the pool, the raging water a couple of metres below. My heels creep over the edge, and the spray of the water begins raining down on me.

      I turn my eyes to the leading Stalker, and shake my head.

      “Oh, I think I will,” I say.

      And before they can raise their weapons to fire, I let my body drop back.

      And into the freezing river I fall.
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      The sensation as I hit the water is like nothing I’ve ever felt.

      My lungs seem to freeze, my entire body turning to cold stone as I enter the froth, plunging deep and immediately losing my bearings.

      Above me, I see the glowing barrels of pulse rifles appear through the white veil of foaming water, ready to aim and fire. But they’re too late.

      Hitting the current, my body is quickly pulled out of the pool and into an underwater cavern, the deep darkness closing in. With my eyesight blurred by the river, I’m barely able to see as I start to thrash and claw, dragging myself in the direction I think the surface to be.

      A panic begins to engulf me as I fail to break through, my fingers reaching up and hitting only rock. Pulled along by the speeding water, I feel my lungs burning now instead of freezing, desperately calling for air as I continue to search for the surface.

      The burning grows intense. So intense I need to breathe, to rip off my mask and suck in. Then, suddenly, unable to hold it any longer, I see a glow of light, and the white surface of the river appears.

      I launch myself up, scrambling wildly, and break through. I pull down my mask and let it hang around my neck, and gasp to fill my lungs with fresh air. Just as I do so, I’m dragged back under, the river running wild and free through the drowned caves and tunnels.

      Then, again, I reach a pocket of air, and take another swill of it. I reach to the side, gripping at the rocks to try to halt my motion, the water dancing over my head and shoulders and spitting into my eyes.

      It pulls me straight off, my fingers slipping on greasy stone. I’m dragged along once more, this time along the surface, the river levelling out and slowing just a touch.

      It takes no time to hit another wall, however, the water dragging me back down through an underwater cave. Such is the speed of the flow that I’m quickly being launched to the surface again, spluttering and gasping and praying for the torture to end.

      Yet it’s the force of the current that keeps me alive as well. I’ve never been swimming before, don’t know how. Were the river to flatten into a calm pool, I might not make the surface.

      But here, I have no control at all. I’m tossed and turned and swept along, my shoulders and arms and hands blasting against the rock. Bounced from wall to wall, then through a sunken tunnel, then back up to the heaving spume of the surface. The process continues over and over again as I try to calm myself, to search for some exit from this deathtrap.

      Eventually, I see one, a little ledge to the water’s edge. A place to climb out.

      From the other side of the river I thrash with all I have, kicking my legs and rolling my shoulders and pulling at the water with my arms. I reach out and try to grip the rock, and my fingers dig into a tight crevice as the water tries desperately to drag me away.

      Holding on, I pull with all my strength, reaching with my other arm for a firmer hold. My eyes flash up and I see a passage ahead, leading up and out of this place.

      I must be in the southern quarter. This must be the way out...

      Clinging on for dear life, my arms start to throb and my fingers start to slip. With a final surge, I reach out and grip my spare hand to a shallow crack. I heave forward and drag my body closer to freedom, the tunnel so tantalisingly near.

      One. More. Heave…

      I expend all my energy, gather all my might, and pull. My fingers dart with pain, my arms turn to rubber. I drag my neck, then chest, a little way onto the ledge.

      So close…

      But the river has the final word.

      With a sudden swell, it grips me again, and my drained limbs can’t fight back. I’m hauled unceremoniously from the ledge, the ruthless river tugging me back into its midst. I plunge and tumble into the icy depths, my desire to fight back waning.

      And as I enter another tunnel, and am pulled back beneath the surface, a terrifying thought enters my mind.

      I’m going to die down here.

      And no one will ever find me.

      Thrown about, I let my body hang loose, unable to do anything now. I hit another wall, my back smashed against it, before being sucked down to the bottom. My legs scrape along the writhing riverbed, underwater reeds now entering the game.

      They try to grip my feet, tangle my ankles, hold me down and keep me in this nightmare.

      Once more, my body calls for air, and my survival instinct kicks in again. Thoughts of my friends, my family, bursts into my head, bringing a fresh vigour and strength to my limbs. I reach down and grip the slimy reeds, tearing them from my feet.

      Under attack from my fingers, they release me, and I’m swung back to the surface. My lungs feel air again as my body hits another rock, the river twisting its course.

      Once more, my tired limbs relax, unable to do much more than splash fruitlessly in the surf. I turn my eyes to the walls and search for another opening. None appear.

      Then, with the river turning again, I’m battered against the jagged rock, and my neck snaps back, smashing the back of my skull.

      I feel my brain suddenly fog, and my eyesight begin to blur, just as the river starts to straighten back out.

      And as it does, through my fading eyes, I see a light at the end of the tunnel. Soft and pale, it glows comfortingly, drawing me in. And as it nears, another sound comes, one I’ve grown to know well.

      A waterfall.

      With my mind covered in mist, I’m unable to do much but let myself be drawn on, speeding faster as I approach the precipice.

      I blink hard, and my eyes clear, and through the end of the tunnel I see something I’ve never seen so close before.

      Trees. Woodland. Rising hills in the distance.

      I reach the end with a final breath, and to the edge of the waterfall I go. I see a flash below before I fall, see the lake spreading out in all directions, see the woods and marshes that litter the lands beyond.

      I tumble. My body rocks and rolls. Thirty metres below, the swelling water awaits, rushing up to my eyes in an instant.

      I shut them tight, and aim my feet down, and crash straight into the froth, disappearing into the silence beneath the surface once more.

      I’m dragged several metres down, and summon my final ounces of strength to kick my way to the top.

      I reach it and gasp, my body floating off away on the ripples, my mind struggling not to fade into darkness. The pool is calmer now, no longer rushing or surging, no current sucking me through the deadly tunnels.

      I’m pushed straight to the side by the force of the tumbling water, and soon enough feel the alien touch of wet sand and thick mud beneath me.

      I drag myself onto the shore, and look up into the moonlight, casting down its soft glow from above. Then I turn and look at the trees and marshes, and the toxic green mist that hovers several feet above its surface.

      My faltering mind wanders, searching for answers.

      The river must have dragged me beyond the city walls, right out of the southern quarter. I weakly look back at the waterfall, and upon the cave that just spat me out, hidden in the high rock wall.

      Above it, another light glows. But not moonlight. Not pale and natural, but glowing a sickly yellow.

      The High Tower, way off in the distance.

      My body begins to wane, my mind fading. I reach down and feel for the gas mask around my neck, and slowly pull it up over my mouth and nose.

      And as my head drops back into the mud, and the darkness closes in around my eyes, I fall to the blackness with a single thought.

      I have to get back to the city.

      I have to complete my mission…

      

      
        
        THE END

      

        

      
        The Enhanced will continue in the next book, Nameless.
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      My eyes crack open, drawing in the first shards of sunlight. The feel of dried mud breaks on my skin as I lift my head from the riverbank, the shape of green trees coming into focus ahead of me.

      I push up from the muddy shore, my entire body caked in dirt, and immediately feel the heavy throb pulsing in my skull. I struggle to sit up, reaching around to feel the matted lumps of bloodied hair at the back of my head.

      A gash cuts across it, the skin split open from when I cracked my head on the rocky wall. It’s sore to the touch, sending a further pulse of dizziness through me as I sit and cast my eyes back up to the tumbling waterfall.

      Around me, the sun is only just starting to rise, creeping through between the trunks of trees and lighting up the hovering green mist. I must have been out for hours, slumped on this shore some way outside of the city.

      Once more, I look beyond the cliff and see the top of the High Tower glowing in the red sky of dawn, perpetually lit and an eternal beacon visible from so many miles away.

      Across my mouth and nose, the gas mask still lies intact. At least I’d had the sense to put it on before I passed out, lethal as the toxic fumes can be out here beyond the city walls.

      Near the water, however, I seem to be in some sort of safe zone, the toxic air sticking mainly to the woods and marshes that surround me. I turn in all directions to see if I can spot a path through.

      Nothing obvious sticks out.

      I lift my eyes back to the cliff, where the river spurts from the high opening, and see that it extends right across in front of me in both directions, an impassable wall blocking my way home.

      There’s a chill to me, my muscles sluggish as I try to stand. My legs feel weak beneath me, my body badly bruised from my brutal journey down the river. My back aches as I attempt to stretch out my limbs, every joint in me feeling inelastic and brittle.

      I collapse back down to the soft floor, my clothes still damp and wrapping me in an icy blanket. I pull my arms into my chest, my entire frame shivering as I begin to try to rub myself warm.

      My motion is too slow, my body too cold. I raise my eyes to the far side of the lake, where the sun appears to have broken through onto the shore, casting a large patch in an inviting orange glow.

      I rise back to my feet with difficulty, every movement a struggle, and begin shuffling around the shoreline, crossing the trickling river that continues off from the lake into the woods at a gentle pace.

      I manage a scowl at the languid and leisurely motion of the water, so different from the raging beast flowing down from above me. I spare little thought for much else, though, my single focus right now on getting warm.

      Within a few minutes, I’m gingerly entering into the low sunlight, blooming through a gap in the eerie woods. I find a suitable spot on the shore and sit back down, facing right at the sun and closing my eyes as its rays begin to warm me.

      I sit for a while, unable to think or do anything but wait for my muscles to thaw. As the sun continues its climb, its bright light lifting, the gap through the trees becomes clearer.

      I look ahead and see the rolling hills in the distance, drifting far away from the city at my back, stretching into the unknown and dangerous world beyond. Still trembling, I sit and rub my arms and chest, transfixed by the silence and natural features that surround me.

      All my life, I’ve wished to see what it was like beyond the city walls. To discover the smell of trees or the taste of water from a spring. To walk in the high passes of the mountains or ramble through the woods searching out the weird and wonderful wildlife.

      Yet I never imagined that it would happen. And if I had, this wouldn’t be how the fantasy would have gone. Now, as my body begins to wake, my only thoughts turn to escaping this eerie, peaceful place, and returning to the city I’ve grown to hate and longed to escape.

      I manage a small smile at my predicament, and the strange ironies that life throws at you.

      It doesn’t last long, though. I have no idea exactly where I am, or how far the city is. The High Tower is visible, so I can’t be too far, and yet with the cliffs blocking my view, I can’t work out how far the city boundary might be.

      As I work to warm my body, I consider my options.

      Scaling the cliff looks impossible. You’d have to be a professional climber for that, or else have absolutely no other alternative. Right now, neither applies. I’m sure I can think of something better.

      More obvious is the option of working around the cliffs by navigating through the woods and marshes. As I look at them now, they’re fairly dense and look none-too-appealing. Add to that the stories I’ve heard of strange, deformed beasts that roam the wild, and the idea doesn’t seem particularly attractive.

      Yet, I don’t appear to have a choice. Thankfully, I have my gas mask, and a fair enough coating of clothes to shield me, temporarily at least, from the toxic mist. As long as the jagged cliffs ahead don’t go too far, I should be able to work my way around, and hopefully get within view of the city walls.

      Of course, that’s another issue: how to get past the wall?

      Could I climb it? Sneak through some sewage pipe? Creep through one of the gates when no one’s looking?

      Having never been close enough to properly inspect the boundary wall, particularly down here outside the southern quarter, I won’t really know until I get close enough. All I do know is that there are four gates – one for each quarter – that lead into Outer Haven, and that all are heavily and perpetually guarded.

      The same most likely goes for the entire perimeter wall. Even if it’s climbable – which it most probably isn’t – then I suspect it’s constantly watched and patrolled by the servants of the Consortium.

      None of that will matter, however, unless I can get my body in gear. Slowly but surely, as the sun continues its climb, I feel my aching muscles start to relax just a little. It’s enough for me to be able to stand up, at least, and stretch out my arms and legs in an attempt to improve my current range of motion.

      Yet with the good comes the bad. The brightening light is only serving to intensify the ache in my head, my eyes feeling sensitive again as they did when my abilities first started to manifest.

      This, however, doesn’t appear to be related to my evolving eyes, or even my advancing mental capabilities. Instead, it’s merely a reaction to having my head smacked hard against a rock wall, the gash on my cranium still leaking a little blood.

      With a wince of pain, I step back down to the water’s edge and cup some cooling liquid into my palm. Down on my knees, I begin washing my hair of the dried blood and coating of mud, turning the water around me an unpleasant shade of dark crimson.

      Once I’m satisfied, I remove my jacket and tear off a bit of fabric from the sleeve of the sweater underneath. It takes some doing, my strength still drained, but eventually I’m left with a strip large enough to wrap around my head.

      Washing the rag clean, I tighten it around my skull before creeping back into my jacket, and pulling the hood up over my head for extra protection from the green fog, lurking nearby along the treeline.

      I look at it with a sense of dread. I’ve tasted the mist before, but only in diluted doses. Here it looks all the more potent, a putrid smog that has taken plenty of lives in the past.

      Clearly, this particular area has been deemed unfit for decontamination. That, I’d imagine, is probably due to the sticky marshlands in the area. If the lands can’t be cultivated or built upon, then I suppose there’s little point in trying to cleanse them.

      Elsewhere, large swathes of the outerlands beyond the city have seen very different treatment. The Consortium are constantly trying to detoxify the lands and soils to allow us to expand our reach.

      If what Adryan said is true, and their population is growing as rapidly as he suggests, then space is going to be at a premium soon. And with Inner Haven locked within the centre of the city, and with no way of expanding, I’m sure they have designs of developing other settlements and cities way off beyond our current borders.

      But, here I am, stuck in this little refuge in the middle of the marshes, cold and alone and with no idea how to get back into the city. All I wanted to do was save Drum…and now I might just get myself killed in the process.

      The thought brings the fate of my allies back into my head. I’ve been so concerned with getting warm and figuring out a way out of here that I’d all but forgotten about them.

      Now, however, my body blares with a fresh concern. The last I saw of Zander and Drum, they were charging off down some tunnel in the underlands, a whole squad of Con-Cops in hot pursuit.

      Did they make it to safety? Were they caught?

      A host of worries flutter in my aching head as I stand in my open-air cell, surrounded by green poison. I try to douse them, to calm my mind. Then, focusing, I picture Zander’s face, and bring forth a question to the forefront of my mind.

      Are you safe?

      My brain squeezes against my inner skull, feeling like it’s about to explode out of my ears. I ask the question over and over, but get no response. I try again, concentrating hard on Zander’s face and the words I want to ask him, but fail to keep the image in my head, to clarify it for him to see.

      It’s too painful. My mind is too muddled, too weak.

      I won’t be able to communicate with him.

      I’m on my own out here…
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      Before I venture off into the unnerving and silent woods, I double and triple check my gas mask. Removing it, I inspect its outer surface to ensure there are no cracks or breaches.

      Satisfied that it’ll do its job, I then make sure to cover every inch of me to keep the noxious mist from burning my skin. My clothes should be enough to protect most of me, and the extra coating of dried mud will surely be of aid as well.

      My face, however, while largely protected by my cloak, is still exposed. And my hands, although I can hide them in tight pockets, will also be under threat.

      I take inspiration from my muddy clothes and decide to paint my skin in the stuff as well. Scooping up handfuls of soggy dirt, I spread the paste across any bare skin until I’m happy with the shield. Then I wait for a few minutes, letting the wet mud bake in the sun and solidify on my flesh.

      With my body now suitably warm and feeling a little more lively, I turn my eyes back to the cliffs and determine which way to go. By the looks of things, the High Tower is slightly off to the right beyond the rock wall, suggesting that that might be the best route to take.

      Either way, my vision through the woods is severely compromised, and I won’t really know if I’m right until I try.

      So, turning to the right, I move along the shore of the lake until I’m close to the base of the low cliffs. Ahead of me, the woods begin only a few metres back from the shore, the mist swirling about on the breeze and inviting me in.

      It’s strangely mesmerising, and beautiful in a deadly kind of way, a Venus flytrap luring me into its lethal snare. Taking a deep breath to settle my raging pulse, I take my first step towards it, wincing anxiously as I enter into the fog.

      Immediately, it begins to churn and dance around me, creeping up my legs and towards my waist. It’s thicker at the bottom, so heavy it hangs low to the ground, diluting a little as it rises and clears.

      It allows me to see where I’m going as I move across the sodden earth, sludge squelching beneath my feet. Only a few metres in and already I’m feeling a bit more confident about my protective suit of clothing and mud.

      I suck in a deep breath through my mask and feel no burning down my throat or in my nostrils. Tentatively, I creep my hands out of my pockets and drop them into the mire. The green gas surrounds them, desperate to penetrate through my filthy armour.

      For the most part, it fails, only the lightest tingling nibbling at my fingers. I make a mental note to try not to move them too much for fear of the dried up mud breaking off.

      The woods remain thick and difficult to see through as I go, keeping close to the rock wall on my left. Immediately, however, any view of the High Tower is extinguished, the cliff my only point of reference.

      Soon, it begins to curve a little to the right, which I know must be guiding me further south and away from the city. The jagged rock walls, however, appear to be growing smaller, receding a little as I work to the southeast.

      Up near the rock the ground remains steady, if a little soft, the roots of the cliffs doing enough to hold back the marshlands. I cast my eyes into the woods away from the wall and note that it’s far boggier only a little further in, the trees giving way in places to swampy pools of acidic water that I’d rather not fall into.

      I doubt even my suit of mud would keep me safe in there…

      As I venture deeper into the unknown, the light of the sun finds it increasingly difficult to pierce the slithering, knotted canopy of branches above. A gloominess descends around me, one that calls my nightvision into service.

      Far enough away from the thundering waterfall, it’s almost totally silent now. Only the cracking of twigs beneath my feet, or the occasional chirp of a bird, somewhere high in the foliage above, does anything to disturb the spooky calm.

      With the morning still so young, I keep my eyes on the deep woods, stories from the city streets echoing around in my head.

      Over in Outer Haven, the people speak of odd creatures, mutated over the centuries by the toxic air. Adapted to live within it, they stalk the outerlands beyond the city walls, hunting the workers sent out to clear the lands of the poison.

      So rarely are they seen that few consistent descriptions have surfaced. Some have returned from work beyond the wall, speaking of flashes of bear-like beasts. Others have told of wolves or cougars and other jungle cats, migrating up here from the southern lands to seek out their prey.

      Mostly, however, it’s just shadows the people tell of. Shadows that come from nowhere, swooping from the trees or climbing from the murky marshes, silently snaring unsuspecting victims and dragging them to their deaths.

      The Shadows of the outerlands. That’s what people call them. Some form of mutated human, perhaps, scraping a living from the dirt.

      I’ve skipped from one side of the fence to the other over the years, sometimes believing such stories, and at other times considering them nonsense. Yet right now, as I creep quietly through the swamp, I can’t help but feel a rising fear that something might be out there.

      Whether some strange, mutant human, or raging wild beast, I’d rather not be here too long to find out if the rumours are true.

      I hasten my step, keeping the receding wall to my left as I go, until it begins to crumble and break up. Soon, craggy formations of rock appear, with little pathways through that might just be climbable.

      I reach the first and begin working my way in, making decent progress until I reach a dead end. Around me, several overhanging crags grind up from the earth, all of them out of reach of my fingers as I attempt to jump and climb up.

      I turn back, re-entering the murky woodland with my eyes once more growing keen. Any time a bird suddenly calls out, or a rustle shakes in the leaves, I feel my heart hammering suddenly in my chest, a swell of adrenaline suddenly pulsing through me.

      And, each time, my head pounds harder with the sudden force of blood, my temples throbbing under the bandage that tightly binds them.

      I continue moving towards the next pathway, this one appearing more promising. Up boulders and large tables of stone I climb, moving up and away from the festering marshlands. With a little effort, I work through the small maze of rocks and reach the summit, appearing in another area of woodland above.

      It remains densely populated with a variety of trees, the toxic fumes still spreading as far as my eyes can see. Yet through the canopy above, yellow lights hover amid the blue of the sky that fill the gaps between the green leaves.

      It’s not the sun. No, that’s behind me, still low as it continues its climb into the sky. Instead, it’s the beacon that calls me home, visible from so far and wide, the glowing outer visage of the High Tower an ever-present sight in the city and beyond.

      I’ve always marvelled at the place, always wanted to see the view from the top. Now, in a strange twist, it’s right to the top that I need to go. Up there, right now, Director Cromwell will be looking down on us all, gradually unfolding his master plan that’s been long in the making.

      A plan that only his death can stop.

      I glare through the lofty branches at the glinting, metal façade, wondering if he’s looking out on the outerlands right now. Perhaps he’s looking right down at these woods, his eyes taking in the beautiful lands that spread off in all directions to the far horizon.

      I hope he is. I hope he’s looking right at these woods, right at this very collection of trees that cover me.

      Because he won’t see me, slipping unseen towards the city, my mind now filling with purpose. With the mission I promised Zander I’d fulfil.

      Take a life to save a life.

      If my brother’s kept to his bargain, if he’s saved Drum’s life, and gotten him safely to the northern quarter, then I’ll keep to my word too.

      I’ll go to Inner Haven. I’ll marry Adryan. I’ll train my powers all day and all night until the opportunity arises to strike Cromwell down.

      And when it does, I’ll do what needs to be done.

      That is my purpose now.

      But first, I need to find a way in. If I can’t do that, then nothing else matters. I grind on, working through the woodlands, climbing over thick roots and through dense foliage that litters the forest floor.

      The leaves scrape at me as I go, and my fingers begin to work harder, gripping to roots and trees to steady myself on the unstable ground beneath my feet.

      Before long, the dried mud protecting my hands is starting to crack and peel, opening up little slits through which my soft skin is visible. Immediately, as I lower my hands back into the green mist to lift myself over the trunk of a tree, I feel the caustic burning of the acid on my flesh.

      It sizzles and burns worse than any acid rain I’ve ever had to contend with. I flinch in pain and heave my hand out of the swampy fog, the exposed skin already red and starting to blister.

      I thrust my hands into my pockets to defend them, working slower now to carefully climb my way onwards along the uneven woodland floor. When a new obstacle comes my way - a collection of stringy branches that writhe and coil across the path ahead – I have no choice but to either find a way round or use my hands.

      My initial attempts to step through with only my feet prove fruitless. And with my hands locked in my pockets, I’m only likely to topple over and descend right down into the burning green cloud hovering below my waist.

      So I withdraw my hands, and struggle through, accepting the pain whenever a freshly exposed portion of skin gets attacked. Gritting my teeth, I try not to gasp too loudly at the sudden stabs of pain, still concerned that I might attract one of the many strange beasts that the rumours speak of.

      After an agonising few minutes, I’ve managed to work my way through. I look to my hands and grimace at the litter of burning blisters that cover them. They sizzle and sting, calling for the relief of cold water, or one of the palliative healing lotions Mrs Carmichael keeps in her quarters.

      The best I can manage is to reach out to the overhanging leaves, still cool and damp in the morning air, and press them to the sores to try to soothe them. They have little impact, but do serve to stick to the mud and lesions on my skin, offering a little extra protection from the gas.

      Turning the pain from my mind, I carefully place my hands back into my pockets and work my way on. The trees begin to grow a little thinner, the way ahead stretching out before me. Peering forward more intently now, I hurry my step, the proximity to the High Tower suggesting that the perimeter wall must be close.

      Then, through the trees, I see a clearing. My step quickens, the pain across my hands subsiding as the adrenaline starts to pump. Cantering forward now, I hurdle over roots and branches, the light at the edge of the forest growing brighter.

      I reach the final trunks and come to a stop, keeping myself hidden behind the largest tree I can find. From its back, I peer around the side and set my eyes on the open ground ahead, the mist hovering around it lighter than here in the woods.

      Standing on the edge of the forest, the boundary wall comes into view ahead, just to the left. Tall and built from grey stone, it looks impenetrable, and too high to climb. I arch my neck a little further from cover and the gate appears; the southern gate giving passage to the outer districts of the southern quarter.

      I look closer and see guards on top of it. They stand inside little watchtowers on either side, pulse rifles fixed to their shoulders as they gaze out.

      I wonder: why the need for such security? Who exactly are they protecting the city from? The beasts in the woods? The Shadows of the outerlands? If they even exist…

      Right now, it doesn’t matter. What matters is that the gate isn’t going to give me a way in. And by the looks of things, neither is the wall. Not here, at least, where there are too many eyes.

      I creep back a little, melting into the darkness, musing on my next move.

      I could move west a little, search the external wall in some hope of finding a weak point? Either that or try to dash across the clearing and into the woods on the other side, and hope that the wall further east is less heavily guarded.

      Either way, I’m not sure it matters. One way or another, I have to find a spot where I can get back into Outer Haven unseen…

      A sudden noise grips at me, tearing my mind right back into the woods.

      I go suddenly still, and listen closely. It came from the left, a little way into the woods closer to the city. I set my eyes to the source, my breath caught in my lungs. And then, it comes again.

      A voice.

      No, voices.

      Quiet, whispering, slightly distorted. And the creeping of feet, crunching gently over twigs.

      I immediately react, stepping backwards, going deeper. They’re close, hidden by the foliage, but drawing near.

      I move more quickly. I have no choice. Turning, I duck low and grimace hard as I enter the putrid smog, creeping along amid the shroud.

      Working my way back to where I came from, I hear the voices again. They talk quietly, but casually, one raspy and the other deep, clear enough through the gas masks they wear.

      “This is a waste of time,” says the croaky voice. It’s close, only a dozen metres away, moving towards me.

      I duck lower, disappearing to my hands and knees. Once more, the poison begins to nip at my exposed skin, the already tender blisters being besieged. I bite down hard on my bottom lip to keep from making a sound, every fibre of my body tensing.

      The next voice speaks.

      “It’s just procedure. You know what they’re like…they don’t enjoy loose ends.”

      “Well, loose ends don’t stay loose for long out here,” scratches the raspy voice again. “There are loads of ways that they get tied. If that girl got out here alive, she’s not anymore. You can be sure of that.”

      They’re looking for someone. For me…

      I crawl further back, moving into some low shrubbery. Through the shroud, the shape of two shadows appears, metres away now. One towers above the other, his heavy feet digging deep as he moves through the trees.

      A Brute. And another Enhanced. They must be City Guards…

      The smaller man speaks again.

      “And you know, if she was out here, I’m sure I’d be able to smell her…”

      He’s a Sniffer.

      The Brute laughs.

      “Yeah, sure, with all this fog about. No chance.”

      The Sniffer shrugs, offering no retort.

      “Maybe you’re right. I can’t exactly do much with this gas mask on. I don’t even know why they bothered sending me. Or you…you can hardly fit through the trees!”

      The Brute lifts a heavy arm in a threatening fashion. The Sniffer merely chuckles.

      “Hmmmm, maybe you’re right,” admits the Brute. “Let’s do one last check, then go back. You head off east. I’ll check around here. Meet by the car in 15 minutes.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      The Sniffer moves off, and I sink lower beneath the murk. His silhouette fades into the background, leaving only the looming shadow of the Brute above me. He twists on the spot, sending his eyes in all directions, before turning right at me.

      No…

      He takes a step, covering twice the ground of a normal man, his frame clearing through the mist as he comes. I refuse to breathe, and skulk a little deeper, keeping as low to the ground as possible.

      A crack sounds behind me, my shin pressing on a dried up old root. I freeze in the sludge and inch my eyes up.

      The Brute has stopped moving too.

      He stands, mist flowing around his thighs, his body blanketed in black armour and his face hidden behind a mask.

      For a second, he doesn’t move. He just stands there, listening. I pray for him to move off, to stride away on those long, powerful legs of his.

      He doesn’t. He strides right at me instead.

      I have no choice.

      I jump from the shroud and try to run. I go about half a foot before being caught. Around my ankle, a huge hand wraps up tight, pulling me back and lifting me up high.

      I’m tossed upside down, my body swung into the air with consummate ease. I prepare to scream, but no sound escapes me. Instead, I merely hang there as the giant peers at me through his visor.

      I know there’s no point in struggling. Not against such a beast.

      And all I can think is: game over.
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      I hang in the air, my hood slipping off my head and my matted hair dangling down like old vines.

      The Brute continues to look at me, lifting me a little higher so that we’re face to face. Through his visor, I see his eyes staring, a little frown crinkling on top of them.

      “Well, look what we have here,” he says.

      I gather what strength I have for a vain attempt at an escape. One that I’m fully aware will be entirely unsuccessful.

      I try anyway, reaching up suddenly and gripping at his fingers. I pull as hard as I can in an attempt to dislodge them, to free up my leg for a daring getaway.

      They barely budge. Perhaps a few millimetres, nothing more.

      I writhe a few times like a snake, sending my aching brain rocking about inside my skull. The Brute merely holds me, apparently mildly amused by my efforts, before lowering me back into the smog.

      Keeping his hands on me, he twists me around so that I’m standing straight, then pulls my wrists together and binds them tight with cuffs.

      “There we go, much better,” he says.

      I give up the escape attempts, and stand up straight before him. The top of his head reaches skyward, way beyond the green swamp below. Up there, where the air is clearer, his face comes into view, mostly hidden behind his mask but partially visible through his visor.

      I stare at the space between his forehead and the top of his nose, focusing on his eyes. Something familiar sticks out, causing me to peer more closely.

      “You’re one of them are you?” comes his voice, muted and altered slightly by his mask.

      Yet there’s some familiar about that too. A tone, a pitch that rings a bell in the back of my head.

      I don’t answer his question, but continue to stare.

      “Yeah, you must be one of them,” he continues. “Only Hawks stare like that. What else are you? You got Bat blood? Nah, you’d have heard us coming. I’d say you’re a Dasher but you’d have run away. Gotta be a Sniffer. But a hybrid for sure…”

      I let him speak, let his words fill my ears, listening closely as I rack my aching head. And then, it comes to me. His eyes and his voice join, and a memory forms.

      “I know you,” I whisper.

      He recoils, cocking his head a little to one side.

      “Is that right?”

      “You were at the bachelor ball,” I say. “Only last week. I met you there…”

      He goes silent for a moment, and then slowly leans down, arching his mighty back until his face is close to my level. Now it’s he who looks at me, who examines me, staring into my eyes as I did his.

      Then, a whisper creeps from his cavernous mouth.

      “Brie? Brie Melrose?”

      He reaches out with his fingers, and grips my mask with a lightness you would never expect from a man of such proportions. Slowly, he pulls it down to my neck, revealing my face, muddied in places but clearly recognisable.

      I take a breath so as not to suck in any poison, and let him inspect me for a second. Then, quickly, he slides the mask back up.

      “Brie…it is you. What on earth are you doing out here?!”

      His voice in a harsh whisper. I watch as his eyes widen suddenly and he turns to look east, off in the direction of his partner. He’s not visible now, far off searching through another part of the forest.

      “It was you they found in the underlands last night?” he questions. “You jumped into the river?”

      I nod.

      “You need to help me. Please…”

      I take a shot. When I met this man at the bachelor ball, he told me he’d come specifically to meet me. That he was impressed with how I acted after the first attack by the Fanatics, and how courageous he thought I was.

      Maybe he’s more like Rycard. Maybe he’s even one of the sympathisers of the Nameless like Adryan told me about. Or maybe he’s just a good man, willing to do the right thing.

      “Help you?” he asks. “You need to explain yourself. What were you doing down beneath the city last night?”

      “I…I can’t explain. Please, if you take me in, they’ll take me straight to the REEF. I can’t go there. Please…”

      “Brie, I have orders. You must understand that. Maybe if you tell me what you were doing, I could talk to someone, but…”

      “No. You can’t talk to anyone. No one can know I was here.”

      My voice pleads, galloping from my throat. The pity in his eyes is evident. I continue to work on it, lies quickly forming in my head.

      “I was just…just down there by the waterfall,” I say. “I like it down there, it’s calming. A load of Con-Cops came from nowhere, and they didn’t give me a chance to speak. I didn’t know what was going on. I thought they were going to shoot me. So…so I jumped in the river. It was just instinct, I didn’t know what I was doing.”

      As I rattle on, spewing the fake story, he rests a mighty paw on my shoulder.

      “OK, calm down…don’t get too worked up.”

      I suck in some long breaths.

      “So, you were just down in the underlands?” he asks. “You do know the Nameless operate down there, right?”

      I shake my head like a child caught doing something they shouldn’t.

      “I didn’t. I found a secret door in one of the shelters one night, during a storm. I was curious – I’ve always been curious – so I went down the tunnel. That’s when I found the waterfall. It was so beautiful, so wild. I didn’t think I was doing anything wrong…”

      “I see. And last night, you just jumped in the river? You didn’t try to explain what was going on?”

      I shake my head hurriedly.

      “They didn’t give me a chance. I was scared…they just came out of nowhere with their guns. I panicked and jumped in.”

      “And the river took you all the way out here?”

      I nod.

      “I woke up this morning, and was trying to make my way back…”

      “Convenient you’re wearing a gas mask then.”

      “Oh…not convenient,” I say, thinking fast. “Just smart. I always carry one around with me in case I get caught in the mist. I’ve worked a lot around the outer districts. It’s a habit I’ve picked up.”

      He nods, seemingly buying into my tale.

      “Yes, that is something the workers from the perimeter districts do.”

      Really? I had no idea…

      I keep my eyes under a deep frown. Let tears begin to gather in their corners. Through the most pathetic expression I can manage, I stare up into his colossal face, and offer a final plea.

      “If you take me in, no one will let me explain, or even understand. You work for the City Guard…you know that they take people to the REEF for just about anything. Please…please don’t let me die for this.”

      I can see him softening. He falls silent once more, his lips pressed together, and looks again to the east.

      “I have my duty to attend to, Brie…”

      “Please. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to become a Con-Cop.”

      The tears drift from my bloodshot eyes. I can’t tell if I’m overplaying it or not. Right now, I can hardly look like the courageous girl he thought I was.

      I stiffen myself, and grit my teeth, steadying my gaze on his. His large, soft eyes examine me closely, perhaps trying to figure out if I’m telling the truth. So far, I think I’ve been fairly convincing.

      Then, he begins to nod.

      “It’s a shame,” he says. “A shame that you’re right. If I take you in, you won’t get a chance to defend yourself, even with my testimony. I’ve worked for the City Guard long enough to know that.”

      He smiles, his ample cheeks building behind his visor.

      “And you know, I think the city has enough Con-Cops as it is. They’re swarming all over the place these days.”

      He reaches around my back as he speaks, and I feel my cuffs clicking off. My hands swing back around in front of me, burnt and blistered.

      “Those look painful,” he winces. “You’ll need medical attention when you get back.”

      He straightens himself up to his fullest height again, looking back east.

      “My partner will be heading back to the car in a few minutes. We don’t have much time.”

      “You’re helping me?” I whisper, barely believing it.

      He nods.

      “I’m sworn to protect the citizens of this city. And that includes people being sent to the REEF for no good reason. Frankly, as you say, that happens far too often. Now keep low and follow me. I’ll get you back across the wall…”

      I launch myself at him. I can’t help it. My sizzling hands wrap around him as far as they can go, gripping to nothing but black armour.

      “Thank you,” I whisper. “I won’t ever forget this.”

      “You helped save lives in Culture Corner. It’s only fair that someone saves yours. Now come, my partner will be returning soon…”

      He turns and begins moving through the forest in the direction of the city walls. As he goes, his gigantic frame leaves a trail in the fog, the green smoke swishing and swirling about in his wake.

      I slip in beside him, staying low and keeping a lookout for any movement. Hidden beneath the fog and his shadow, we soon reach the outskirts of the forest, the city wall waiting ahead across a clearing.

      And there, parked in the dirt on the edge of the trees, I see a car of the City Guard, sturdily built and large enough to accommodate a man of his size.

      “Stay here a second,” he says.

      He marches across the short gap to the vehicle, and opens up the trunk. For a few moments, he fiddles about, before turning once again to look in every direction.

      Then his eyes come to me, and he nods for me to move.

      I rush across into the clearing, leaving the dense fog, and join him at the back of the car.

      “Get in,” he says.

      I look inside and note that he’s fashioned a little space for me. Boxes and tools and various items of clothing have been pushed to one side. I jump in, and shuffle right to the back.

      Lifting a large coat, he covers the little space I cower in, hiding my body and leaving only my face visible.

      For a moment, he looks at me with a measure of curiosity once again, before slipping the jacket over my face, locking me in the shadows.

      I hear him whisper on the other side, just before he shuts the trunk.

      “Don’t move. Don’t make a sound. I’ll take you somewhere safe in the city and let you out. My partner’s coming…”

      With those words, the trunk suddenly slams down loudly, blocking out the light and sound. All I hear are muffled and indistinct words as the Sniffer joins him.

      It sounds like they’re quickly discussing whether they found anything. Then, I hear two doors opening and shutting, and the car’s engine begins to rumble to life.

      I stay tense as the car begins to move. It feels like it’s turning around, crunching through the dirt and returning to the southern perimeter gate a little way away.

      Soon, we start to slow, and then I feel the car stopping completely. Its engine continues to hum, the temperature in the trunk starting to rise. Beads of sweat start to gather on my forehead, sliding down and breaking up the patches of mud that still cover me.

      For a few moments, the car stays still. Outside I hear the shuffling of feet, and the tapping of fingers on the metal coffin that hides me. Suddenly, the trunk opens, and a sweep of cool air pours in.

      I go rigid like a statue. Voices come now, clear as day.

      “Is this really necessary?”

      It’s the Brute. My saviour.

      “Protocol,” grunts another voice.

      I feel him prodding and poking around inside. The jacket around me gets nudged, almost slipping away. I tighten my bundle of limbs and sink deeper.

      If he finds me, I’m dead. And the Brute will be too.

      His life is now on the line. He’s put it there on my behalf.

      I hear his voice come again.

      “Are you satisfied yet?!” There’s a menace to him now, a burgeoning frustration. “Hurry up. I have more important things to do than to waste time with you wall-watchers.”

      It sounds like an insult. Perhaps among the City Guard, those guarding the wall are considered of low position or rank.

      “I’m just…doing my job.”

      The other man sounds a little more cowed now. By the tone of his voice he doesn’t sound like a Brute. More likely a Hawk, I’d imagine, watching from the ramparts.

      “And what’s the smell,” says the guard. I hear him sniffing, his nose growing closer.

      Even from behind the jacket, the shadow of the Brute appears to grow, looming large over the other man.

      The sniffing stops abruptly, and the man leans back.

      “I’ve just been out in the toxic marshes,” booms the Brute. “What the hell do you think that smell is? Now step aside. I’m a busy man. You may not have heard, but the city has been under threat and needs defending…”

      A momentary silence follows. Then, quietly, the guard speaks again.

      “Fine. Be on your way,” he says.

      I hear him step to the side. A hand comes down on the top of the trunk, closing it with some force.

      Back in the darkness, I let out a long drawn out breath, my heart-rate thundering. I stretch out my legs as much as I can, my limbs growing numb, and feel the car begin to grumble off again, passing through the gate.

      A smile of relief hovers on my lips for a moment, but is quickly doused. It’s not over yet. Until I’m back in the academy, safe and sound, I can’t lose focus.

      From the motion of the vehicle, we seem to keep to a fairly straight route, presumably moving up through the southern quarter. The car slows and speeds up, keeping to the traffic rules, before eventually stopping.

      I listen to the muffled voices inside the car for a moment, a discussion taking place. Then, a single door opens and shuts, and the car begins to move off again.

      It feels like it’s turning around again, working its way westwards. Another ten or so minutes pass before it comes to a stop once more.

      The engine shuts off, and a door opens. I hear the stamp of heavy feet, and the creeping of fingers on the trunk. Even before it’s opened, I smell the scent of the city streets I know so well, seeping in through tiny gaps in the rear of the car.

      The odour only increases when the trunk lifts and the jacket covering me up is pulled away. I blink in the low light and see the Brute standing ahead of me.

      “Get out,” he says.

      I climb from the car, my body numb and in need of rest, and finally pull the gas mask from my face and place it in my pocket. I check out my surroundings and see that we’re in a quiet alleyway, the light of the sun blocked by the tall buildings around us.

      By the look of them, we’re around the border of the southern and western quarter, somewhere in the outer districts.

      “You should be safe now, Brie,” says the Brute. “The Conveyor Line isn’t too far to the left at the end of the alley. I’m sure you’ll get your bearings quick.” He looks at my hands, bloodied and blistered, and the filthy clothes that hang off me. “Best get home as fast as you can and have a clean…”

      He turns back to the trunk of the car and roots around for a moment, before pulling out another jacket.

      “Here, put this on. It’ll cover you up.”

      I take it and wrap it around me. It’s too large, but not ridiculously so.

      “Whose is it?”

      “My partner’s. Don’t worry, I’ll make up some excuse…”

      “I really don’t know what to say. I don’t even know your name.”

      He pulls up his visor – his gas mask already discarded – and smiles.

      “It’s Titus.”

      “Thank you, Titus. You saved my life.”

      He bends down onto one knee, coming face to face with me.

      “You know, I don’t usually do this, Brie. And especially with someone like you. I can’t be sure what you’re up to, but whatever it is, be careful…”

      “I’m…not up to anything.”

      “I can see what you are. I saw it when you looked at me out there. Your eyes…I know you’re a Hawk. God knows I’ve spent enough time around them to know how they look at the world. I imagine you’re probably a hybrid too, and you were on the run because of it. For all I know, it was you who freed those prisoners being taken to the REEF.”

      My lack of immediate response is enough to solidify his suspicions. I consider working up some lie, but don’t. Instead I merely ask: “If you know I’m a hybrid…then why did you save me?”

      “Because hybrids are the same as the rest of us. I don’t think they should be rounded up and killed just because they have mixed blood. For my mind, the only bad hybrids are the ones the Consortium have cooked up themselves.”

      “The Stalkers?”

      He nods.

      “They spend their lives hunting people, most of them innocent. But then again, I suppose that’s what they’re designed for. They don’t have much say in the matter. But you do, Brie. Whatever you’re doing, I suggest you cut it out. It’ll only get you killed.”

      “I…maybe I have no choice,” I say.

      “Few of us do,” he sighs. “All I can suggest is that you be careful. The way you looked at me gave you away. Don’t go making a habit of that unless you’re in safe company.”

      I nod slowly.

      “Thank you, for the advice. This is all quite new to me.”

      “I can tell,” he says with a wry smile. “But I’d better get back to work.” He stands back up to his full, towering height, before fixing me with a firm stare. “Don’t make me regret helping you. Or I’ll escort you over to the REEF myself.”

      He starts moving back towards the front of the car.

      “Titus,” I say, calling him back. His mighty trunk wheels round. “I won’t ever forget this. Not til I die…”

      He smiles.

      “Think nothing of it. Sometimes it feels good to do the right thing, even if that means betraying your duty. And this was a good thing, Brie. Just try to make sure you don’t die too soon! Take care.”

      He turns again, climbs back into his car, and begins rumbling off away onto the street.

      The alley grows quiet, the throbbing in my head becoming clearer once more. And as I stand there, every ounce of me weakens, a surging flood of relief gushing from every pore.

      I drop down, lie back against the alley wall, and suck in the stale air.

      I got lucky this time. Very lucky.

      But sooner or later, my luck is going to run out.
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      My journey home brings with it a sense of high anxiety. That’s not so rare for me these days, although mostly it’s my night-time jaunts after curfew that get my blood pumping.

      Right now, it’s still not even mid-morning, and the streets are filled with pedestrians going about their days. Yet still, I shuffle my way through the crowds with an intense aching in my chest, and a deep pool of nerves bubbling in my stomach.

      Even hidden under my new jacket, I feel as if I’m completely exposed. Every time I pass a patrolling Con-Cop, or sight a Hawk peering from a high rooftop, I quickly avert my eyes in a manner that would suggest utter guilt to anyone.

      In reality, none of them are likely even looking at me. If I keep myself to myself, I’m sure I’ll get right back to the academy safe and sound.

      When I reach the Conveyor Line, I get a few funny looks. Lining up in the queue, the people around me narrow their eyes and crinkle their snouts in disgust.

      I can only assume it’s a mixture of the mud, and the thick coating of toxic fumes that will almost certainly have seeped into my clothes. I keep my head down and don’t engage with them, stepping quickly onto the Conveyor Line as it swishes around from the east and begins turning northwest.

      I cling onto the pole like my life depends on it. It’s not something I can control right now. My hands tremble so hard I have no choice but to clamp my fingers down, my knuckles growing white as I’m carried along through the city.

      Until now, I’ve had my run-ins with the law, but nothing like what I’ve been through over the last 24 hours. This time yesterday I was still gearing up to attend the funeral of Fred and Ziggy, an emotional enough experience as it is.

      A little after that ended, I was discovering that Drum had murdered a man, had been incarcerated in the holding cells, and was set to be taken out to the REEF that very night.

      Firefights, chases through the tunnels, and a terrifying ride through the raging underwater river quickly followed, and that was all before midnight. The events of this morning have only added to the feeling of utter tension that grips to every single one of my muscle fibres.

      I feel exhausted. I feel filthy. My head throbs harder than it ever has, and my hands burn with terrible sores and blisters.

      I think it’s safe to say that I’ve had a rough time of it recently.

      And yet, I can be pretty certain that I’m only just getting started. Now that I’m back safe in the city, I’ll have little rest before I’m being called upon to carry out my mission.

      But as with earlier, when I could think of little else but getting warm, now my brain has a single function: get me home to bed.

      I’m so drained that even thoughts of Drum and Zander’s safety make little more than a cameo. I’m worried about them, of course, but being properly worried takes energy.

      And I have none to give.

      What little reserves remain within me are directed to the task of getting me home. With the Conveyor Line doing most of the work, I merely need to look out for the nearest stop to the academy.

      When it comes, I step off as the line slows at the debarkation point, summoning my wits to make sure I don’t take a tumble. Safely back on stable ground, I drag my heavy limbs through the streets until I arrive at the bottom of Brick Lane.

      So close now…

      More funny looks follow from the local residents, who may or may not recognise me. Still covered from head to toe, it’s only when I turn into the academy and pass its threshold that my true identity is revealed.

      A few kids linger inside the foyer. They sniff as I pass and ask why I ‘stink so bad’.

      I don’t answer. I don’t even look at them. I just drift by like a member of the undead, pumping my legs dry as I move up the stairs and onto the second floor.

      I don’t even spare a thought for whether Tess will be around. Seeing me in this state will certainly raise more questions, but our relationship can’t really get much worse right now so it hardly matters.

      Mercifully, however, she’s nowhere to be seen – not wholly surprising given the amount she’s been working recently – leaving me to strip out of my clothes in private.

      Peeling off one layer after another, I grab my wash bag and fill it to the brim, tying it up tight to make sure the stink doesn’t escape. Then, grabbing a towel, I amble along the corridor to the shower, step inside, lock the door, and let the water flow.

      It’s cold, as it almost always is. Not freezing, just unpleasant and tepid at best. After last night, however, my definition of what constitutes freezing water has been permanently modified. Stepping under the flow, this doesn’t feel too bad.

      For the first minute or two, my hands feel like they’re on fire. I carefully work to remove the clumps of mud on my exposed skin, before removing the rag from my head and working on my hair.

      Despite already having washed it in the lake this morning, it remains covered in filth. The reddening of the water at my feet also tells me that more blood has accumulated, the gash on my head still leaking. It’ll need attention.

      But that’ll have to wait.

      Working in a state of autopilot, I perform a perfunctory wash of the rest of my body. Before I know it, I’m trailing wet footprints back down the hall to my room, pulling on my soft nightclothes, and crawling into bed without a second thought.

      Shutting my eyes, my mind flashes with lights and guns and toxic, green mist. For a few minutes, I struggle to turn off, the events of the previous day starting on an endless loop.

      Soon, I’m back out there, struggling through those woods, being tossed about in that river, running through the tunnels from the hoards of mindless slaves. The memories fill my mind, turning to dreams as I drift into an uncomfortable sleep.

      Rarely do I wake in a sweat. Only when I’m sick – which in itself is a rare thing – do I come out of a sleep feeling drenched. Yet today I do, the sheets and blankets both carrying a cool damp as my eyes blink open in the darkness of my room.

      It takes a few moments for my vision to kick in, revealing that Tess’s bed isn’t quite how I left it. When I’d fallen asleep, it had been empty. Now, there’s a bag on it – her work bag.

      Without even having to check my watch, I know it must be evening. When I do, I discover that I’ve enjoyed a solid 10 hour stretch of slumber, the clock ticking towards 9PM. It’s done me the world of good.

      As my fingers grip the watch, however, it takes me a second to realise that my hands are strapped up in coils of white dressing. I squeeze them into balls and then stretch out my fingers – actions which were causing a great deal of pain before I dropped off – and feel little discomfort.

      My head, too, no longer throbs. Reaching up, the tips of my fingers come into contact with yet more dressing, my head wrapped up tight in a fresh bandage.

      I search my mind for any memory of having had treatment, but nothing materialises.

      Did Mrs Carmichael creep in while I was sleeping and patch me up?

      I consider that that must be what happened, and set my feet to the floor. With a clearing mind, I move to the door and exit into the corridor, keen to pay my guardian a visit to say thanks.

      I hear her music playing inside, and knock. When I appear, she bolts from her chair in surprise.

      “Brie, you’re awake!”

      “Er, yeah. Was this you?” I ask a little groggily, holding up my hands.

      “Um, yes,” she says, frowning. “ You don’t remember?”

      I move in and shut the door, lazily dropping into a chair in front of her desk.

      “Should I? What happened?”

      “Tess found you on your floor, passed out and face down. Your hands, Brie…they were terrible. And your head…” She shakes hers. “Tess was half out of her mind with worry.”

      “She was?”

      Such a thing shouldn’t surprise me. Recent events have changed that.

      “Of course. So was I! We sorted you out and put you back to bed. You were awake for some of it, mumbling about chases in tunnels and firefights and freezing water and all sorts of things…”

      “I was?”

      I rack my brain for some recollection. Nothing comes.

      “I guess it’s no surprise that your memory’s hazy. You were delirious.”

      “And did Tess hear?”

      “She heard some. I don’t think she knew what to make of it, though.”

      She shakes her head, exasperated, and her eyes turn from relieved to accusatory.

      “I swear, each time you step out that door you come back with some sort of nasty injury. And they’re getting worse every time. One day I’m going to come back to find you dead in the foyer,” she says grumpily. “But don’t worry…I’m not going to tell you to stop. I’m done trying to do that. Although I would like an explanation from your mouth…I’ve heard bits and pieces and put some of the puzzle together myself, but I want to hear your side.”

      “You’ve heard…what exactly?”

      “The attack on the prisoner convoy. It’s been on the news. They’re talking about it being the Nameless, freeing all these murderers and rapists, causing all this trouble. It’s all sanctioned by the Consortium, of course, but the people don’t know that.”

      “More fear mongering,” I mumble. “That doesn’t surprise me. That’s not exactly what happened, though…”

      I lower my eyes and her voice looms again.

      “It was you,” she starts. It’s not a question. “I mean, that’s obvious enough. You and Zander set free a bunch of criminals to get Drum back. OK, so it’s great he’s safe and all, but didn’t you stop and think…”

      Her words form in my head, but it takes me a second to react.

      It’s great he’s safe and all…

      Drum’s safe…

      “Hold on,” I say, cutting her off mid-sentence. “You said Drum’s safe?! Are you sure?! How do you know?!”

      On the table ahead of her is her usual buffet of cigarettes and whiskey. She’s been going hard on both since I arrived. The smoke used to bother me. Not anymore. Spending time around that horrendous toxic mist has toughened me up to anything less lethal.

      She tips the last sip of whiskey down her throat and sets the glass to the table.

      “Let’s just say I see the resemblance. I have no doubt now that Zander is your twin, much as I don’t like his influence on you…”

      “You met him! He came here?!”

      “Oh yeah.” She refills her glass. “He came looking for you yesterday night. He looked awful worried. And he looked like you…”

      My eyes are swamped in a frown.

      “Hang on…he came looking for me yesterday? But yesterday I was off with him, saving Drum.”

      Now it’s her brows that drop. Then they lift again in realisation and her head tips back.

      “Ahhh. You think you’ve been sleeping all day. Nope,” she says, shaking her head. “You’ve been out since yesterday morning.”

      “What! I’ve been out for over a day?”

      “After what you clearly went through, that’s not too surprising. I was close to getting the doctor in to have a look at you, that’s how serious it was.”

      And that is serious. Mrs Carmichael abhors paying for medical treatment unless there’s severe need for it.

      “So, Zander came here looking for me, and you went down to meet him?”

      She nods.

      “He had given Abby a letter to give to you. When she came up to your room she found me in there, much to her surprise. I took possession of the letter. You’ll have to excuse me for opening it up. He asked to meet at the top of the street. He was rather shocked when I appeared in your place.”

      “He wanted to meet on Brick Lane? That’s odd…usually we creep off somewhere more private.”

      “Yeah, well, he seemed quite distressed. Told me he couldn’t contact you ‘in your head’ – I assume he was talking about some sort of telepathy – so came right down here to find you.”

      “And he was fine? Drum too?” my voice rushes.

      “Both of them…just fine,” she nods.

      I lean back and let out a long breath.

      “Thank you, Zander,” I whisper. Then I turn my eyes to the whiskey bottle. “Do you mind? I could really do with some of that.”

      She raises her eyebrows as she pours me a glass.

      “I’d urge you not to get a taste for it. It’s a slow killer. Although, I guess that won’t matter the way you’re going.”

      I stare a few daggers at her.

      “Brenda…”

      She slides me the glass.

      “You know it’s the last thing I want in the world. But there comes a time, Brie, when you have to be realistic. You’ve told me just what your mission is. It’s barely even gotten started and already I’m finding you at death’s door. I’ve got to be prepared for the worst. It’s easier that way. I know that full well.”

      Her eyes swim briefly with the memory of her husband, Derek, who died after a protracted battle with lung cancer. I always considered it odd that his death wasn’t enough to curb her own smoking habit. Then again, she was already too far gone in that regard to quit.

      “If I get it, I get it,” she used to say, talking of her husband’s illness.

      I found that odd too. Derek’s last few years, and months in particular, had been difficult to say the least. However, it did give her time to prepare for his passing. Now, perhaps, she’s doing the same with me.

      I take a sip of whiskey. It doesn’t burn like it has before. I guess I must be getting used to it.

      “So, what else did Zander say?” I ask.

      “Not a great deal, to be honest. He didn’t exactly seem pleased with all my questions.”

      “He’s just careful. I’ve told you how long he’s been with the Nameless. I guess when you spend your life running and hiding, you’re more selective with who to trust.”

      “Oh, I agree entirely. In actual fact, I was pleased with his cautiousness. He’s clearly a prudent young man. His distrust of me made me trust him more, conversely.”

      “So he didn’t say anything? Nothing else about Drum?”

      “He’s under the protection of the Nameless, that’s all he told me.”

      Good. He kept to the bargain.

      “But what I want to know is what happened with you after you split,” she continues. “Zander filled me in on a few details. He said the last he saw of you, you were safe in the tunnels and making your way back to the academy. Clearly you didn’t because you only got back the next morning. So where were you?”

      “You won’t believe me if I tell you.”

      “I think you’d be surprised. Try me.”

      She leans forwards as I speak. When I say: “I was outside the city,” she hardly reacts at all. She merely dips her chin in a knowing nod.

      “I thought so,” she says. “I found your clothes. They were putrid, for want of a better word, soaked in mud and poison. Your hands too, all those blisters. I assumed you’d been in some heavy fog somewhere, and you only get that outside the city.”

      I purse my lips, impressed.

      “I think you’ve missed your calling, Brenda. You’d have made a great detective.”

      “I wouldn’t say it took much to work it out. The evidence was pretty clear. What I can’t figure out is how you got out there and how you got back in. Even my skills as an amateur detective aren’t powerful enough to untangle that riddle.”

      A smile runs up my face. She seems to be relaxing. I am too, my concerns for my friends now taking a backseat.

      So I go about telling her my tale. The Con-Cops and Stalkers. The raging river. The waterfall and lake and surrounding woods and marshlands. When I explain how I managed to gain re-entry, she looks almost disappointed that it wasn’t by my own design.

      “You got lucky there,” is how she puts it. I completely agree with her.

      Once she’s satisfied that I’ve brought her up to date, she sets about unpeeling my bandages and checking on my hands. I’m staggered to see how quickly they’ve cured. The magical healing lotions that she uses never cease to amaze me.

      “And how’s the head?” I ask.

      She unwraps that too. I feel with my fingers and find that she’s stitched up the wound, and it too is quickly on the mend.

      “I hope you appreciate how good a job I did,” she says. “I did it all without disturbing your hair. Tess suggested I shave it, but I resisted the urge. Funny though it might have been.”

      She chuckles to herself and gulps some more whiskey. Meanwhile, my fingers rush around frantically, keen to decide for themselves whether my hair is fully intact.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” she laughs. “I wasn’t going to mess up your mane. Not with all the important courting you need to be getting on with.”

      “Adryan?”

      “Yes, Adryan. We had another message this morning from our esteemed friends at the Council of Matrimony. Apparently, Adryan wants to see you again tomorrow night. As long as you’re up to it, that is.”

      I nod with some resolve.

      “I’m up to it. I’ve got no choice.”

      “Well…that’s not strictly true.”

      I don’t argue. She’s not aware of the bargain I struck with Zander. It’s one thing I’d prefer to keep from her.

      “So you’ve taken to reading all my mail now have you?” I bite with some false scorn. “First the one from Zander that you got from Abby…and now this. I never knew you to be so nosey…”

      “Desperate times, Brie. With everything that’s going on, someone’s got to look out for you. Consider me your personal gatekeeper.”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “None at all.”

      I laugh and let the warming whiskey glide down my throat and settle my mind. And for a little while longer, we chat with an ease that spits right in the face of everything that’s going on right now.

      It’s a rare thing, and the sort of respite that won’t last long. So I cling to it for as long as I can, enjoying – properly enjoying – for the first time the scent of smoke in that little room, and the relaxing atmosphere that pervades it for a short time.

      And then it fades as quickly as it spawned, reality descending like a swamp to drown out the joy and laughter. I leave the room with a slightly heavy head and a slipping smile, cast away and replaced with the usual crinkle of anxiety that’s begun to shape a web of wrinkles on my youthful brow.

      It’s something I’m going to have to get used to. Right now, my youth is quickly evaporating.

      And if I blink too long, I’ll open my eyes an old woman.

      Yeah right, Brie. Like you’ll live that long…
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      I wake the following day with a voice in my head.

      Most people would consider that a sign of madness. And seeing what I’ve been through recently, you might forgive my mental state for slipping that way.

      I’m well aware, however, that the voice is that of Zander, guiding me out of another bout of sweaty sleep. It draws me from my nightmares, his face taking their place as I come back to consciousness.

      Brie…Brie can you hear me.

      It’s a sure sign that my head is fully on the mend. Though clouded, his voice is just about clear enough to identify. A smile dawns on my face and I sit up. Tess’s bed is empty.

      My first attempts to reply fail. Communicating telepathically takes practice, and I’m far from an expert yet. After a minute or two, however, my answer seems to find its destination.

      I’m fine, I say. Thank you for saving Drum.

      As yet, our conversations are necessarily brief. I’d love to ask some in-depth questions, but know that anything more than a few words – from my end at least – will be too indistinct for him to hear.

      So when his reply comes, it’s to no surprise that he suggests we meet. Nor is it surprising that the shelter in district 6 is discarded as a possible meeting point. The same goes for the waterfall cavern in the underlands, both of them now known to the Consortium and off limits.

      It’s disappointing. I’d grown quite attached to that subterranean garden.

      When I hear his voice again, there’s a sense of real urgency to it. Sometimes tone can be hard to gauge when speaking telepathically. Yet his next words rush with a clear tension.

      Meet me right now. Bottom of Brick Lane. I’m waiting.

      He’s waiting? This must be serious.

      With a burgeoning concern that something might be wrong with Drum, I quickly leap from my bed and pull on some clothes. As I do I take note that the muddy, poison-infused clothes that I placed in my wash-bag have been taken away. I can only assume Mrs Carmichael has seen to cleaning them.

      I spare little thought for it as I wrap up warm and rush down the stairs, out of the door, and down to the bottom of Brick Lane. The streets are busy at the intersection, where several routes along the Conveyor Line converge, and the large advertising screens glow with their colourful displays.

      The place isn’t short of Con-Cops and City Guards either, their increased presence becoming the norm. Ignoring them, I turn my eyes around as casually as I can manage, searching for the face of my brother.

      It’s difficult to see him among the crowds, so I begin meandering about, focusing on alleys and other little alcoves that cut away from the main streets.

      As I go, a voice sounds behind me.

      “Brie…”

      I make a move to turn but he speaks again.

      “Don’t move. Look up at the screen.”

      My eyes drift up to the largest screen ahead, fixed on tall pylons on the side of a building and attracting plenty of eyes. My breathing shallows a little as I see what it’s playing: footage of the attack on the convoy, clearly caught by some security drones high up in the sky.

      I watch the footage play out with a quickening pulse. Only the tail-end of the escape appears to have been captured, and not the initial attack. As prisoners rush from the backs of trucks, escaping into the dark night, I watch myself hovering over the downed guard, fetching the keys.

      Hidden under my jacket and hood, and with the gas mask fixed around my face, I’m impossible to recognise. As I stand and move to throw the keys into the rear truck, Zander emerges. He too is indistinct, hidden beneath his own hood.

      Then I look at Drum, standing silently and watching proceedings. He’s not so hard to identify. Not only will he be on the books as an official prisoner, but his giant frame makes him easy to distinguish.

      As we gather as a three and rush off into the shadows, disappearing from view, I begin turning to face Zander again.

      Once more, his voice stops me.

      “Don’t,” he hisses. “Too many eyes. Move to the alley to your left. I’ll see you there.”

      I do as I’m told, turning left and walking towards the first alley. I step inside and wait. A minute later, Zander joins me, his glowing hazel eyes hidden beneath his cowl.

      “Is Drum OK?” is the first thing I ask.

      He checks around us, notes that there are no Con-Cops or City Guards nearby, and leads me a little deeper into the shadows. He turns me to a wall and answers.

      “He’s fine. He’s safe in the underlands. But this isn’t about him. It’s about you.”

      “What’s going on?”

      He takes my hands and inspects them. The bandages have been removed, leaving only plasters on the more serious blisters. Then he asks: “How’s your head?”

      I reach up and feel the thin scar under my hair.

      “A lot better. I heard you met Mrs Carmichael?”

      “Yes,” he says bluntly. “She told me about your wounds. Brie, I need to read your mind, OK. I have to know what happened to you, and there’s little time.”

      “Why? What’s the urgency?”

      “Stay still,” he says. “I’ll explain in a moment.”

      I prepare for the unpleasant feeling of having my mind infiltrated. He fixes me with an intense stare, and begins scanning my recent memory, discovering in mere moments what’s happened to me since we split up in the tunnels.

      When his eyes withdraw, they continue to stare, pinching together in an accusatory frown.

      “You told her everything,” he whispers.

      “Who?”

      “Mrs Carmichael. Brie, you need to be more careful. You should be keeping what you’re doing to yourself…”

      His voice is growing with rebuke, turning to a low growl.

      “Why? What’s happening?”

      “The Consortium are conducting an investigation into the attack. They’re going to be sending an agent from the SCU down to the academy today to interview the residents.”

      “The SCU?”

      “It’s the Serious Crimes Unit, an off-shoot of the City Guard.”

      “Right, that doesn’t sound good. And by ‘interview’ you mean…they’ll be reading minds?”

      “Yes. I don’t know who they’ll send, but you can be sure he’ll be a Mind-Manipulator and an expert at memory extraction. They know Drum got help during the escape, and they’re going to start by finding out if anyone at the academy has any information about who helped him, and where he might be.”

      “Oh no…”

      It dawns on me. If they read Mrs Carmichael’s mind, or my mind, they’ll know I was part of it. Our ability to lie will be irrelevant in the face of a Mind-Manipulator.

      “What the hell do we do?!” I stammer.

      “Calm down. We have a bit of time. The agent shouldn’t come until later on, when all residents of the academy are present. They have plenty of other people to interrogate, seeing as so many managed to escape. Your decision to release the others may just save us here. Do you know if Mrs Carmichael is at the academy right now?”

      “Um…I don’t know. Could be.”

      “We need to get her immediately. I’m going to have to alter her mind, and yours. You’re not ready to defend yourself against skilled mental infiltration. Go to the academy immediately. Bring your guardian back here. Go, now…”

      I turn on my heels without delay and start off at a jog. When I reach the crowds I slow a little, keen not to draw the eyes of any of the agents of Inner Haven. Walking with as much haste as I can manage, I return to the academy praying that Mrs Carmichael is present.

      I find Nate at his usual station behind the front desk. He’s so reliable at gathering the post that I suspect Mrs Carmichael has seen fit to make it a more permanent posting.

      “Is Mrs Carmichael here?” my voice rushes.

      “Um, I think so. Up in her office.”

      I turn to run to the stairs, jumping up three at a time until I reach the second floor. Flying down it, I burst into my guardian’s room to find her at her desk, going over a few files.

      Her eyes rise up in surprise.

      “Brenda, we have to go, right now!” I say, panting.

      She stands to her feet.

      “What’s going on?”

      “They’re sending a Mind-Manipulator to investigate the attack on the convoy. I should never have told you what happened…”

      I don’t have to explain anything more. She knows immediately.

      “If they read my mind, they’ll know it was you!” she says.

      “Exactly. Come on, Zander’s waiting.”

      On creaking legs, she battles around her cluttered desk to join me at the door. With as much pace as she can manage, we circle back down the winding stairs, pass back onto Brick Lane, and re-join Zander in the alley.

      He hides in the shadows, watching closely as we come.

      “Nice to see you again, Brenda,” he says. “I wish it was under better circumstances.”

      “What are you going to do?” she asks, keeping her distance. Her guard’s up. Even more than usual.

      “I’m going to remove your memories,” he says bluntly.

      She recoils.

      “No…you can’t.”

      I lay my hand on her forearm and step in.

      “He must, Brenda,” I say. “If they extract the memory of what I told you, I’m done for. And so are you. They’ll charge you for aiding a fugitive, and we’ll both be taken to the REEF. We have no choice.”

      “You as well?” she asks. “But these are your memories. You can’t erase all traces of what happened out there. What about this guard, this Brute. He saved you. You can’t just discard that.”

      “I don’t like it, but it’s what needs to be done,” I say again. “There’s no alternative.”

      “There is,” comes Zander’s voice. We both turn to him. “Brenda’s right, Brie. Your memory needs to be retained, just hidden. I can do that. I can lock it away for only you to access. The agent won’t be able to find it.”

      “You can really do that?”

      He nods.

      “And Brenda, I can do the same with you, if you wish? Or…there are other options. If you’d rather be kept out of all this, I can remove all traces of what you know…”

      She firms up her eyes and shakes her head.

      “No. I’m part of this now. I want to help Brie, wherever I can. If she’s going to be part of your cause, then I can’t stop that. But I can offer her guidance and support. I’d like to retain my memory if possible.”

      “OK,” says Zander. “I’ll lock away everything Brie’s told you.” He turns to me. “And Brie, I’ll have to do the same with you. Everything you’ve been through since we met needs to be hidden. Soon, you’ll be able to do all of this yourself. But for now, this is the only way. Now stand against the wall, both of you, and try to relax. This will take a little while.”

      As I stand back, sinking into the shadows, I spare a thought for Tess and feel a sense of vindication. Had I kept her in the loop, she’d be under threat too. Somehow I knew that something like this would happen.

      And the fewer people who know what’s really going on, the better.
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      The agent from the SCU doesn’t come until early evening. For me, that’s a merciful gift. After having Zander in my head, searching for and manipulating my memories, I need some time to recover.

      Mrs Carmichael does too. Once Zander’s completed his work, we return immediately to the academy and she disappears straight into the bottle. The fact that it’s barely mid-afternoon doesn’t seem to bother her.

      Cracking open her favourite vintage – the ‘good stuff’ as she calls it, which she tends to reserve for special occasions – she pours a glass to the brim and sucks down a long gulp.

      Letting out a sigh, she shakes her head and mumbles: “That was unpleasant.”

      She’s right. It was. Although I’m beginning to get used to it.

      Sitting in her office, I silently try to recall the memories he’s hidden. It takes a little effort, but all appear to me, murky and shrouded. I’m well aware of what’s been happening to me these last few weeks, and yet somehow I feel less anxious about everything, my mind not quite seeing things as clearly as before.

      It’s exactly as Zander said it would be. He told us that we’d be able to access the memories, but only with a bit of focus, and that we should feel some relief from the stress that the recent days have brought.

      In a sense, it’s actually quite liberating. I can only assume that Zander performs such mental surgery on his own memories, locking them away a little deeper so they don’t have such an impact on his day-to-day thoughts.

      Perhaps that’s what he’s done with our parents? Perhaps that’s why he’s appeared disinterested in finding out more about them?

      I suppose it makes sense. He’s locked them away somewhere deep, refusing to bring them up in order to maintain his focus. I remember back a few days, to when he told me about the first man he killed, the man who murdered his guardian, Linda.

      After telling me his story, he became subdued. Perhaps such a memory had been kept sealed from his thoughts for some time, only to be opened up so he could share it with me.

      In the end, there’s something quite attractive about suppressing painful recollections.

      Naturally, Mrs Carmichael’s wariness and distrust of what she doesn’t understand roars to the fore as she settles into her drink. She doesn’t appear to believe that Zander’s efforts will work, and considers that the agent of the SCU will simply be able to recover our memories as easily as we can.

      “Trust Zander,” is the only advice I give her. “He knows what he’s doing.”

      I only wish that he could have suppressed her deep-set cynicism. She could certainly use a bit of personality adjustment on that front.

      Before evening arrives, bringing the agent along with it, I turn my mind to Adryan. There truly is no rest for the wicked – and once I’ve committed murder, well, I’ll certainly be that – and I’m expected back at the western gate to Inner Haven by 7PM.

      The letter that Mrs Carmichael snooped on gives that instruction, but little else. It merely states that I’m to go to the gate, as before, where Adryan will meet me. Any details of what will occur during our second ‘date’ are not included.

      I prepare my exit before the SCU agent arrives. I shower, put on the blue dress that I first wore at the ceremony in Inner Haven, and set about searching for a pair of suitable shoes. Given how I had to throw away my adjustable heels last time, I don’t exactly have anything appropriate myself.

      If I had time, I might just call on Sophie to help, but I don’t. Instead, it’s my guardian who supplies the aid, passing me the only set of suitably coloured shoes she has – a fairly bland pair of sky blue flats that really don’t suit the dress or properly fit my feet.

      I suspect that I’ll have some fresh blisters tomorrow, this time on my toes.

      By the time the agent turns up, I have my sparse makeup on and have done the best I can with my hair. I hardly look like I did after my trips to the beauty parlour, but it’s a start.

      At the agent’s behest, all the residents of the academy are told to gather downstairs in the foyer. Going down dressed as I am, I get plenty of funny looks. I’m used to that by now.

      However, most of them already know that I’m courting an Enhanced, and so aren’t overly surprised to see me dressed as such. Still, the sight of me descending the spiral staircase looking like something out of a low budget fairy-tale is plenty to garner a few staring eyes. I know I must look ridiculous, but right now there are far more urgent matters for me to worry about.

      As I come down, my eyes find the agent for the first time. I’m surprised to see that it’s a woman, tall and thin and dressed in her light grey suit with the city badge emblazoned on the front.

      Her hair, too, is similarly coloured, which I find odd considering she doesn’t look that old. In her late thirties, perhaps. Too young in my mind to have a full head of grey hair.

      The look is striking, though, and as I get closer, I notice that her eyes are so dark they’re nearly black. She stares around the room with a shark-like glare, surveying all of us gathered before her. Unlike the rest, she offers no reaction whatsoever to my choice of attire.

      She isn’t alone. To her flanks, two other officials have come with her. It’s immediately clear from both of their faces that neither are Savants, but regular members of the City Guard sent along with the agent to offer their aid.

      The agent addresses us, her tone as unappealing as her physical appearance.

      “Good evening, boys and girls, my name is Agent Woolf of the SCU. I am sure you are aware that some criminals escaped into the city a few nights ago. These people are very dangerous, and need to be apprehended immediately. Among their number was a resident from this academy, Joshua Brent. It is my duty to make sure that none of you are hiding any information about his whereabouts, or who helped him escape.”

      Her eyes swing metronomically from one face to the next. No one makes a sound.

      “I will be speaking with each and every one of you individually, starting with the youngest. If you could please arrange yourselves into order of age, we will begin shortly. It shouldn’t take long.”

      I glance at the clock above the reception desk. It’s already growing late, and I have a date I have to keep.

      I step towards Agent Woolf as the rest of the kids begin to arrange themselves in order. That alone is going to take some time. I suspect some of these kids don’t even know when their birthdays are. When being taken in by an orphanage, certain details like birthdates can get lost during the transition.

      I also note that Tess isn’t present, her work clearly keeping her overdue. I assume, since curfew is about to begin, she must have a pass to get home a little later. If she doesn’t have official documentation with her, I might just find myself having to recruit my brother for another prison break…

      As I approach Agent Woolf, she lays her cold eyes on me. Behind me, Mrs Carmichael begins working to get the kids in order. She probably knows their own birthdays better than they do, if at all.

      “Agent Woolf, can I have a word?” I say.

      She nods me forward as her two guards watch from the sides of the hall.

      “What is it, Miss Melrose,” she asks.

      I recoil for the briefest of moments as she says my name. Then it dawns on me that she most likely recognises me from the ceremony. After all, I’m wearing the same dress, and she’s a Savant. They’re all rather gifted in the memory department.

      “Would you mind doing me first?” I ask. “I know I’m one of the oldest here, but I have an important engagement that I need to get to.”

      She peruses my appearance.

      “You’re going to Inner Haven,” she surmises. “I assume you’re in the process of courting?”

      “Um, yes. I’ve been told to get to the western gate for 7PM.” I arch my eyes to the clock. “I don’t want to keep him waiting.”

      “No, I understand. OK, well that seems reasonable to me. I’ll need some privacy and quiet to conduct my interviews. Could you recommend somewhere?”

      “The common room would be best,” I say. “This way.”

      I move through the crowd of gathered children, stopping at Mrs Carmichael.

      “Brenda, Agent Woolf is going to do me first, seeing as I have somewhere to be. We’re going to use the common room.”

      She nods, her eyes a little wary. I drop my right eyelid into a wink to say: “I’ve got this.”

      Leading the agent on, I feel strangely relaxed. My major concern had been that the agent might be able to sense my abilities, and determine that I was a hybrid. Zander put that worry to bed by telling me my own knowledge of my gifts have been suitably hidden, and should be perfectly well protected from any mental intrusions.

      I went on to tell him about Titus, and how he quickly worked out what I was, suggesting that a Mind-Manipulator would have no such trouble. Again, he didn’t seem concerned.

      “Titus knew because of the way you were looking at him. It’s a dead giveaway for all Hawks. And given how he found you, he clearly just worked it out from a situational standpoint. As long as you relax, and don’t use your Hawk or Dasher powers, you’ll be fine.”

      I had to defer to his superior knowledge and experience. All I have to do is open my eyes, let this woman quickly examine my memories, and then be on my merry way.

      Simple, right?

      Reaching the door to the common room, I open it up and step to one side, allowing Agent Woolf passage within. She glides through as I follow, shutting the door tight and inviting her to sit.

      She turns to me, shaking her head.

      “No need, Miss Melrose. This shouldn’t take long. If you’d stand over here, please, and stay as still as you can. Keep your eyes open, and try to relax.”

      They’re the same instructions as I’ve heard before. From Deputy Burns, from Zander. She won’t know it, but I’m becoming a seasoned pro at having my mind examined like this. Soon enough, the shoe will be on the other foot…

      I move to the location she assigns, right in the middle of the room, and stand before her feeling almost entirely calm. There’s only the slightest shuffle of nerves inside me, just a ripple on an otherwise tranquil pond. It’s nothing really, fading quickly as it skims through me.

      Agent Woolf moves in right ahead of me, just as Zander did earlier. Her black eyes begin to open a little wider, and she fixes me with a stare that will almost certainly give some of the younger children here nightmares.

      “OK, I’m just going to inspect your memories for any knowledge of Joshua and his possible location. If you have nothing to hide, then there’s no reason to be anxious.”

      I nod and then turn as still as a statue. Her pupils, barely visible within her dark eyes, begin to dilate, spreading wide as they search me.

      As always, the sensation is unpleasant as she begins to creep inside my head. For the other kids, it’s going to be even more so, although will make for plenty of gossip later on.

      This experience is new, however. In the past, having someone examine my memories had tended to bring them back to the surface. As they sift through them, they appear before me too, playing out like a highlights reel of my recent life.

      Only this morning, when Zander quickly caught up on what had happened to me over the last couple of days, I saw it all once more. It came in flashes – the Stalkers, the river, the waterfall and toxic woods. As he saw it all, so did I once again.

      But right now, it’s different. My memories of the last few weeks have been locked away, hidden and replaced. Instead, counterfeit memories have been implanted, false records of me performing the regular, boring duties that I’d otherwise be doing.

      Working. Doing chores. Helping Mrs Carmichael keep the kids in order. All the normal things that populated my world before Zander came on the scene and revealed who I truly was.

      Yet, naturally, such false memories can never be as convincing as real ones. Instead, they’re murky and clouded, blurred re-runs of my old life. Once again, Zander had told me exactly what would happen, and how such fake memories would manifest, calming my concerns that the agent would see right through the lies.

      “Don’t worry,” he’d said only hours ago. “Not everyone develops clear and distinct memories, especially when relating to hum-drum activities that they perform on a daily basis. A lot of the time, people can barely remember what they had for breakfast. They flow through their lives on autopilot, and when you try to read their minds, the image can be dulled.”

      “But won’t it look suspicious?” I’d asked.

      “No, it shouldn’t. It’s perfectly normal. And in any case, the agent will be looking for specific memories relating to Drum. She’ll find nothing, don’t worry. Everything that happened is safely hidden.”

      As always, Zander’s confidence helped give me strength. And now, as Agent Woolf concludes her inspection, and slowly draws back, I have further reason to never doubt him again.

      “OK, Miss Melrose, thank you.”

      “That didn’t take long,” I say, rubbing my temples and pretending as if this is my first experience of such an invasion.

      “No, there’s no reason for it to do so. It’s obvious that you have strong feelings for Joshua. I’m sure I’ll get the same with many of the residents here, with this being such a unique community. But my initial conclusion is that you have no knowledge of his whereabouts.”

      “Initial conclusion?” I ask, frowning.

      “Yes. I may require further examination after I’ve reviewed the rest of the residents. That will provide a clearer picture to ensure that all memory threads line up.”

      “Right,” I say. “So, I can go?”

      “Yes, of course, Miss Melrose. I won’t keep you from your engagement. Please send in the next child on your way out.”

      I nod, and creep away from her. Her eyes stay with me as I go, showing absolutely nothing. That’s the problem with Savants. She might be entirely suspicious of me and I’d never even know it.

      I leave the room and take a breath. It seems as though Zander’s manipulations held up. They’d better. If they don’t, then it’s game over for me. And, more importantly, my mission too.

      Returning to the foyer, I find Mrs Carmichael awaiting me. Behind her, the kids are all neatly ordered, many of them looking rather sheepish under the watchful gaze of the two Enhanced sticking to the corners of the room.

      “You can send the next one in,” I say as I reach her.

      She turns and nods to the first child in line. He’s new here, perhaps only 4 or 5 years old, blessed with big blue eyes and a mop of curly blond hair.

      “Liam, off you go to the common room,” says Mrs Carmichael.

      The poor boy wanders forward, looking like a frightened mouse. The kid’s only just lost his parents and now he has to suffer this. I doubt whether he even knows who Drum is.

      “Surely he doesn’t need to go through this,” I say, watching him tremble as he moves to the corridor.

      “Orders are orders,” says Mrs Carmichael. “It won’t take a minute for him. He’ll be alright.” She leans a little closer to me. “But how about you?” she whispers. “Did it go…OK?”

      “Fine, as far as I can tell. She didn’t give much away, but seemed satisfied.”

      “Good,” says Mrs Carmichael, nodding. “The sooner we get past this little episode, the better.”

      I’m thinking the same thing. Sometimes you don’t realise just what consequences your actions will have. Saving Drum, while something I had to do, has almost derailed everything.

      Yet I’d do it again.

      I’m not a Savant, looking at things logically. They’d probably work out the possible repercussions of an event and then determine the proper course of action based on that. I can’t imagine that any of them would conclude that breaking Drum free was the sensible move.

      And I suppose, that’s exactly what we’re fighting for. When it comes to friends and family, and those you care about, sometimes you just need to follow your heart, logic be damned.

      And that, after all, is something that Savants will never understand.
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      With curfew imminent, I speed my way to the western gate into Inner Haven. By some stroke of luck, I manage to arrive just before 7PM, finding a typically colossal Brute standing guard at the border.

      As I approach, I try to work out whether it’s the same man as before. Hidden behind his armour and helmet, he’s more or less indistinguishable from the rest.

      Beneath his visor, however, the showing of big white teeth suggests he knows me.

      “Ah, Miss Melrose, back again I see.”

      I move towards him.

      “Hi there…um…sorry, I don’t know exactly what to call you.”

      “My name would work,” he says with a wry smile. “It’s Magnus.”

      Magnus. Titus. These Brutes all appear to be appropriately named. I guess their parents knew what they’d grow into.

      “Good to officially meet you, Magnus. Is it always you on guard at this gate?”

      “Oh, goodness me, that would be a violation of my rights, wouldn’t it,” he says. “Not that I have too many rights…”

      A false laugh bellows from inside him. He quenches it quickly enough.

      “No, in all seriousness, I work in shifts with other members of the City Guard. My current rota is here, at the western gate. I’ll be here on and off for the next few weeks.”

      “Ah, I see. Well, it’s nice to see a friendly face before I cross to ‘the other side’.”

      He laughs.

      “You know, I get the impression that you’re not too fond of Inner Haven.”

      Now I laugh. Awkwardly.

      “No…I do like it. It’s just very different,” I say.

      “It sure is. I wouldn’t worry. I’ve met a few girls like you who take time to settle. It’s only natural when moving across from Outer Haven.”

      I muse briefly on his work, right here at the border. The colourful, vibrant and sometimes dangerous world of Outer Haven lying before him. The cold, lifeless, but seemingly safe streets of Inner Haven behind. At least, that’s how it all appears on the surface. I know now that nothing around here is quite what it seems.

      “Well, good to know there are others like me,” I say. “Anyway, I’d best get going. I don’t want to keep him waiting.”

      “Quite right too. Through you go, Miss Melrose.”

      “Please, call me Brie.”

      He nods courteously and opens up the door, allowing me to pass through. My eyes shoot straight up the short linking road to the Spiral, where I see Adryan awaiting me once more, standing as he did the last time outside of his car.

      A sense of déjà vu envelops me at the sight.  He looks to be standing in precisely the same position, and with exactly the same posture, as he did previously. It’s as if he’s figured out that it’s the most inviting way to stand as he awaits me, and so will make sure he adopts it each time.

      I find myself smiling at the sight as I wander up the street, removing my jacket as I go. Already, I can feel the underfloor heating working its magic, warming the streets so the ideal temperature for comfort and productivity can be maintained.

      Seeing me come, Adryan quickly moves off from the car and approaches me. His smile is even more natural than last time. Either he’s been working on it, or I’m simply getting used to seeing it.

      “Good evening, Brie,” he says. He stops before me, performs his little bow, and I do the same. Then he sweeps forward to grab my jacket, before turning me to the car. “How are you?” he asks as we wander casually towards it.

      “Good,” I say, with no need for feigned enthusiasm.

      As bad as things were a couple of nights ago, I consider myself to be in a pretty good position. Drum is safe and sound. I got back into the city without being detected. Zander’s sorted everything out so that my recent activities should be suitably hidden from the authorities.

      I’ve sure dodged a few bullets recently. But you know, it’s all about growing pains. Soon enough I’ll get the hang of this spy business.

      I’d better, anyway…

      “I’m glad to hear it,” says Adryan, guiding me into his car. He steps in after me and shuts the door, locking us away from the outside world. “I hear you’ve had a fairly adventurous time of it recently?”

      Is that a smirk I detect?

      “I’ve hit some speed bumps, that’s for sure. But you know what they say, all’s well that ends well.”

      “A good mentality to keep. Let’s just hope there aren’t too many more speed bumps left, though.”

      “Knowing my luck, I wouldn’t be so sure! So, what’s the plan then?”

      Adryan answers by way of giving his car an instruction, calling for it to take us to the Court House.

      I’m not overly surprised, nor am I particularly disappointed. In fact, I’m quite the opposite. Whilst there’s a niggling desire in me to explore Inner Haven a little more, there’s also the suspicion that I’ve seen about all there is to see.

      Being as uniform and functional as it is, with its ergonomic buildings and identical streets, I doubt there’s a great deal to explore. In fact, the only place that I am quite keen to visit is the High Tower itself. Which, I suppose, is a good thing given that’s where my mission is likely to take place.

      For many years I’ve yearned to see the view from the top, wondering just how far my eyes will take me. And now, with my newly evolved vision, the desire to gaze upon the world is growing ever more potent.

      “So, is it true that you went outside of the city?” asks Adryan as the car whirs and glides down the grey streets. “I was told that you were quite sick, most likely from toxic poisoning? Are you OK now?”

      There’s a measure of concern in his voice, and his eyes show it too.

      “I’m fine now. Is it…good for me to tell you all of this?” I ask, thinking about earlier. “Surely the less you know, the better. Just in case you get interrogated.”

      “I’m afraid there’s no point in hiding the truth from me, Brie. Right now, there’s no suspicion on me. And if there were, then none of this would be happening. As soon as you’ve completed your mission, we’ll be perfectly safe. And, well, if either of us got caught before then, then I suppose we’ll both suffer the consequences.”

      “I guess so. I’m just trying to be a bit more cautious about things now. I’ve just had my mind read by an agent of the SCU. I’ve been advised by my brother to keep from telling too many people what’s been going on.”

      “And I agree with that entirely. But not me. I’m in this with you, Brie. We’re partners.”

      “You’re right,” I say, relaxing again.

      “So, this agent…I assume they’re investigating the academy because of the friend you saved?”

      “Yep, I know that wasn’t the best idea but I couldn’t help it. I had to save him. I’ll bet Lady Orlando is fuming.”

      And I don’t care if she is…

      Adryan shakes his head.

      “You made a choice to save your friend. Some people consider it a weakness of the Unenhanced. I don’t agree with them. You were just being human.”

      “And by some people, you mean the Savants?”

      “Most Savants,” he corrects me. “There are varying degrees of emotional understanding within my kind. I suppose I happen to be at the opposite end of the spectrum to others.” Others like Director Cromwell. “So what was this agent’s name?”

      “Woolf. I guess that was her surname. I didn’t get her first.”

      “Agent Romelia Woolf. Yes, I’ve heard of her. She’s quite, um, thorough in her work, even by Savants’ standards. I can assume by your current state of relaxation that your brother was able to secure everything?”

      I nod. “He did…well, I don’t really know what he did, but it worked. Agent Woolf didn’t appear to see anything out of the ordinary in there,” I say, tapping my forehead.

      “Good. And, back to my original question – what would she have seen?”

      “Oh, well, I suppose you know from Zander that we had a chase through the underlands. When we split, I managed to escape from some Stalkers by jumping into an underground river. It took me outside the southern gate, down in the marshes. I got back in with a little help.”

      “Help? From who?”

      “A Brute called Titus. He works for the City Guard.”

      Adryan’s eyes curl into a mini-frown. It’s the best he can manage.

      “Why would a City Guard help you? It doesn’t seem very logical.”

      I raise my eyes.

      “Logical? And you? You’re helping me right now. Does that seem logical to you?”

      His fingers scratch his chin as we curve around the Inner Spiral, our destination not too far off.

      “I suppose you’re right, from a certain point of view. Then again, from another…what I’m doing is entirely logical. But, let’s not talk about that. You’re safe, you’re here, and our mission is still on track. We should be grateful for that, and I’m sure you could do with relaxing after what you’ve been through.”

      “It’s been a hectic few days for sure. So what’s on the agenda this evening?”

      The car glides right and slips underground, moving into its assigned parking spot.

      “Nothing exciting. This is Inner Haven, after all.”

      That had to be a joke. His attempt at a smirk confirms it.

      I feel like I’m watching a robot achieve sentience, an animatronic coming to life.

      He leads me to the lift and up through the building to the 20th floor. Then back down the corridor to the same apartment he brought me to before. As we step in, a smell saunters up my nose, drifting from the kitchen in the large open plan living area down the corridor.

      As we move down it, I turn my eyes around and notice that the apartment isn’t quite as drab as before. Still, it’s mostly layered with chrome and silver and grey, yet there’s some colour too, dotted around the place.

      Turning to the kitchen, I see that two red dishes have been set out on a table top. Over on the table by the window where we sat the last time I came here, I see similarly coloured napkins and a vase of multi-coloured flowers.

      On the wall, I make out a painting, a beautiful picture of the mountains and woods and rivers. I step towards it and it comes to life before me, the same view towards the landscapes to the northwest of the city that I’ve gazed upon so often.

      I turn back to Adryan, who hovers nearby.

      “Did you do this for me?” I ask.

      He tilts his chin with an abbreviated nod.

      “I just thought you’d like a bit of colour. To make you feel at home.”

      “I don’t know what to say. That’s so…sweet of you, Adryan.”

      A warm smile works up the corners of his mouth, holding its form. It looks natural. Real.

      “Think nothing of it.”

      I sniff again and hear the lightest humming of an oven at work. I drift towards the kitchen, and the hum grows louder, and the scent grows more potent. It smells like he’s roasting meat of some kind, but I can’t tell what.

      “Did you cook?” I ask, my shock still growing.

      I twist around to look at him again, wide-eyed.

      “I know people like to cook over in Outer Haven. I thought I’d try my hand at something. It’s roast beef. Have you eaten beef much?”

      I shake my head silently, staring at his silver eyes.

      “Well, it’s very tasty. I hope, anyway. Um…perhaps you’d like a glass of wine? As I say, we’re here to relax this evening. Go and take a seat, Brie. I’ll bring it over.”

      I do as ordered, wandering over to the large white sofas and taking a seat within view of the painting on the wall. I’m so pre-occupied with it that I barely even notice the rug beneath the coffee table that sits between the sofas. It too is a warm maroon, bringing the entire apartment to life.

      As Adryan wanders over with another shade of red in his hands owing to the wine, I ask him whether his own apartment is like this.

      He shakes his head as he passes me a glass.

      “No,” he tells me. “That would be rather odd for any Enhanced, let alone a Savant. Few people have anything of this shade in their apartment.”

      “But how do you know? Do people police this sort of stuff?”

      “No, it’s not illegal or anything. Just frowned upon, I suppose you might say, particularly for us Savants in the High Tower. It’s possible that some regular Enhanced around the Outer Spiral have some colourful embellishments in their quarters, but I wouldn’t imagine it’s particularly common.”

      As he speaks, a few words stick out.

      Us Savants in the High Tower, he said.

      I hadn’t really thought about it before, but now it becomes clear.

      “Do you live in the High Tower yourself?” I ask.

      He takes a sip of his red wine, which is quite possibly another luxury he’s providing, just for me. Given how they are, I can’t imagine the Savants drink much wine, what with the impact it has on your mental faculties.

      “Of course I do,” he says flatly.

      “Of course you do,” I repeat, nodding and thinking. That’s how you get access, Brie. “And when we marry?”

      “Then I’ll be moved to new quarters, and you’ll join me.”

      “Really? An Unenhanced girl living in the High Tower. I didn’t know that was possible.”

      “Well, it happens on occasion. I’m fairly high ranked among Savants. Working for the Institute of Human Relations has provided me with a decent standing, and I’ll be staying in the High Tower whoever I happen to marry.”

      “Well, that’s convenient.”

      “It’s more than convenient, Brie. It’s essential. It will give you entry and a base from which to operate. Without it, this mission wouldn’t be possible.”

      Yep, I get it. I’m unique, and he’s in a unique position to help. I’m the only one who can do this job, and he’s the only one who can give me access.

      We’re like two peas in a pod, Adryan and me. The sarcastic tone to my inner dialogue sets an ironic smile to my face.

      “Anyway,” comes Adryan’s voice again. “Let’s move off that topic for now, and enjoy our nice glass of wine.”

      “And do you? Enjoy it I mean?”

      “I appreciate the taste,” he says. “My emotions may not be quite as lively as yours, but my taste buds certainly are. I enjoy a glass on occasion.”

      “Hmmmm, I didn’t realise you Savants enjoyed anything. I…I guess I didn’t realise you could enjoy anything.”

      He shakes his head.

      “Ah, Brie, you do have a lot to learn. It isn’t all quite so black and white between the different people of this city. There are various shades of grey in between. You only have to look into my eyes to realise that…”

      He smirks, and takes another sip of warm wine.

      And meanwhile, I do look into his eyes, silver and cool, and yet strangely beautiful.

      Certainly, I judged Adryan far too early when I first met him.

      He’s a lot more complicated than I thought he was.
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      I think it’s safe to say that Adryan’s roast beef is about the most delicious thing that’s ever graced my lips.

      Given my upbringing, I suppose that’s not saying a great deal. Yet still, I can’t conceive of a piece of meat better cooked than this. And to be served it by a Savant of all people? I’m truly shocked.

      Then again, they are rather good at following orders and being precise. So, I suppose a task like cooking should be quite suited to them.

      I make Adryan very aware of his culinary skills by way of a boatload of gushing compliments. The fact that it goes so well with the red wine doesn’t exactly halt my tongue from waxing lyrical. By the end of the dinner, I’ve had at least two full glasses to myself and am craving a third.

      Adryan appears to enjoy my compliments, and seems only too happy to oblige when I ask for more wine. He too, drinks along with me, both of our lips quickly growing red.

      It’s a strange side-effect that I never knew existed. Wine – red wine in particular – isn’t that common where I’m from. Like the champagne I had at the bachelor ball, it’s very much a luxury that few enjoy on a regular basis.

      The sight of his lips as they grow increasingly stained is enough to make me laugh. Against his pale skin, grey-blue eyes, and black hair, it’s quite the colour shift. I’m sure the same is true of me, although he appears to be gentlemanly enough not to draw attention to them.

      I enjoy the meal so much that it surprises even me. It isn’t until the end that I recall the slaughterhouses over in the eastern quarter, and remember the terrified eyes of the poor cattle there as they await their doom.

      I’m grateful that that particular memory stays away until I’ve finished off my plate. It might otherwise have put a hex on the entire thing, which would be quite the disappointment given how good a time I’m having.

      By the time the meal has concluded, and we retire to the sofas once again with glasses in hand, I’m beginning to look upon Adryan in a new light. I can’t tell whether it’s the alcohol – I’m sure it is, at least to a certain extent – but I’m actually starting to enjoy his company.

      He even goes so far as to make me laugh. Not necessarily through his own ability to tell a joke, but more through his natural coolness and his amusing manner of taking things quite literally.

      I suppose, when we’re not talking about such serious things, it can be very interesting spending time with a man like him. Learning about what makes him tick, and the world he inhabits.

      And, it turns out, learning about each other is an important facet of the courting process. Apparently, it’s not just about ‘signing a contract’ as he made me believe last time. There’s also a test that I’ll need to pass to show that I have at least a basic knowledge of his past, as well as the inner workings of life here.

      It’s just another hoop for us Unenhanced to jump through to prove our commitment to living here and learning about the world we’re set to join, and the man we’re set to marry.

      It does ring a bell, somewhere in my head. I suspect Sophie would have mentioned this test at some point, most probably during one of her unbearably dull slideshows.

      “It’s a means to an end,” Adryan assures me. “It won’t be difficult, but it is important that you know a bit about me. They’ll be asking some simple questions about me and my work. As well as Inner Haven itself.”

      “OK. So…like, how old are you?” I ask. “Surely they’ll ask that?”

      “I suspect so. I’m 23. And you’re 18. I know that already. Obviously.”

      “Yeah, although I’ll be 19 soon. And what about your birthday?”

      He shakes his head.

      “What does that mean? They won’t ask about birthdays?”

      “No. I don’t have a birthday.”

      “Huh. How can you not have a birthday?”

      I know, of course, that it’s fairly common for orphans over at the academy to be unaware of their birthdays. But Adryan? That makes no sense…

      “I know I was born in April. That’s all. Age isn’t really important here. It’s merely a number that has no bearing on anything. People are judged on their ability to perform their work. Knowing how old someone is doesn’t change that.”

      “That’s…odd,” I say. Although, inside, I’m thinking that it actually makes some sense. “But, your parents. Surely they know when you were born, right?”

      Again, he shakes his head.

      “I don’t know who my parents are.”

      I lean in, peering at him.

      “What, so…you’re an orphan, like me?” I ask softly.

      “I don’t know exactly,” he says, maintaining his natural stoicism. “You’re not aware of our custom, are you?”

      I shake my head.

      “Well, Savants don’t believe in family. There is no concept of it in the High Tower anymore.”

      “You…what? You don’t believe in family!”

      Age I can get on board with. But family?!

      “It is our custom, Brie. When a child is born, they are taken and raised in a communal nursery. It means that the mother and father have no such distraction and are able to continue to work at their peak level of effectiveness. The children will then be assigned a name, and are raised until they reach an age where they can begin their duty. During that time they are closely monitored to determine their specialist skills, abilities, and aptitudes, before being appointed to a post that is most suited to them.”

      I listen with a slack-jawed gape and dull, staring eyes. It sounds…inhuman.

      It is inhuman.

      “So you’ve never met your parents?”

      He shakes his head.

      “And yet, you might have seen them before? Or even work with one of them?” I continue.

      “Oh, it’s highly likely that I’ve seen them both,” he says. “That is, if they’re still alive. And, well, that’s highly likely too. Savants very rarely die, except through old age and other such natural causes.”

      “I just…I can’t get my head around this. So you were taken from your mother as a baby, and she never got to see you again?”

      “Yes,” he says casually. “That is the custom here. You have to remember, Brie, that most Savants have such blunted emotions that they feel no love for their children at all. Without that love, the notion of family just evaporated.”

      “But the rest of the Enhanced have families. I know a couple – Sophie and Rycard – they have a son, Maddox. He’s only a baby, but he still lives with them. He isn’t…they’re not going to take him away are they?” I ask, my chest tightening at the thought.

      “Oh no, nothing like that. That would be far too dangerous, and the Consortium know it. The rest of the Enhanced still have their emotions. If you took their children, now that might be one step too far.”

      “But what about you? You seem much more, I don’t know, normal than other Savants. How do you feel about it?”

      He takes a sip of wine and performs a little shrug.

      “I have few feelings on it. I can’t care about people I’ve never met. It’s the custom I grew up with, so it’s always been this way.”

      “You don’t care about knowing who your parents are at all?” I ask, seeing the parallel with my own life. For me, it’s all I want to know.

      “It won’t do me any good. So, no, I have no desire to find out.”

      He sounds like Zander. I guess my brother’s Savant side is more powerful than he thought.

      “But are there records?” I ask. “There has to be something. I mean, what if a couple of Savants had two kids, a boy and a girl. And then, they grew up, but they didn’t know each other. What if they met…they could start courting or something.”

      I stop myself short. The thought makes me shudder.

      “Well, yes, that’s a genuine concern. So, like you say, the lineage of all Savants is kept on file, just in case such an unfortunate event arises. Should that happen, the relevant authorities would step in and prevent it.”

      “And…is everything kept on file?” I ask, my thoughts staying with my own parents. “Like, the deaths of Savants and other Enhanced?”

      His silver eyes search me for a second. The tone of my voice has been noted.

      “You’re thinking of your own parents, aren’t you?”

      I nod.

      “I’d like to know who they are. Well, my mother mainly. I know my father was called Maxwell, and he was a Hawk, probably with old Dasher blood. But I know nothing about my mother, except that she was a Mind-Manipulator. I’d like to know her name, how she died. I’m not like you, Adryan. This is important to me.”

      “I understand that,” he says. “Your world is different from mine. There are files that should list such things. Whether there will be anything linking your father and mother, however, is another matter. As I understand it, they began an illegal relationship that resulted in the births of yourself and Zander. I can only assume that they were both taken to the REEF as a result, Brie. I’m sorry if that’s upsetting…”

      “No, it’s OK,” I say, shaking my head. “I’ve had plenty of time to get used to it. And yeah, I know that’s probably what happened. But still, I’d like to know for sure. I’d like to know who my mother was.”

      “I know you would. I don’t know how easy it will be, but I will try to see if I can find out for you.”

      My face begins to glow.

      “I wasn’t asking…” I begin.

      It’s true. I was just talking, sharing. I didn’t expect this.

      “You don’t have to. You’re doing plenty already. I don’t want you distracted by finding out about your parents. Look, I’ll see if I can dig anything up. But I’d caution against getting your hopes up, Brie. I’ll do what I can, but not at the risk of attracting any attention, and not to the detriment of the mission.”

      I smile, despite his words that are aimed to douse my hope.

      “Thanks, Adryan. I really appreciate everything you’re doing.”

      “No, Brie. It’s you who we all need to thank. The rest of us…well, we’ve been in this game a while now. For you to come straight in and be asked to do so much. It’s not fair on you. So, if I can help, I will. I always will.”

      I don’t know what it is. His words. The wine. The look in his eyes, staring at me and refusing to leave. Probably a mixture of it all, some alluring potion.

      But whatever it is, it draws me forwards. I stand from my sofa and move over to his. He watches me with some interest as I come, laying my wine glass on the coffee table and sitting beside him.

      I lean forward, and kiss him on the cheek. It all happens fast, without any thought process to guide me. It’s nothing, really, but it leaves a little flutter in my heart as my pink, wine-stained lips touch to his pale skin, cleanly shaven but with a hint of stubble accumulated over the course of the day.

      And then I’m back again. Back on my sofa. Back with my glass of wine in hand. Sitting across from him as if nothing happened.

      And really, nothing did happen. Just a peck on the cheek to say thanks. Thanks for helping me, for being so kind. Thanks for this evening, the food and wine and relaxed atmosphere that I could never have expected here, on this side of the wall.

      But even though nothing really happened, it felt like something did. And I see it in his eyes too. A little light, shining in the far distance, like a campfire flashing on a frozen horizon.

      He smiles, and so do I.

      And sipping our wine together, our conversation resumes.
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      Time flies in that well-ordered apartment. A place of straight lines and sharp edges and such a bare splash of colour, provided by Adryan for my personal relief.

      We speak for a while longer, learning more about each other. And despite the fact that it’s me who needs to know more about him, he still appears interested in my own past, asking questions and studying my answers, a habit that he’s clearly developed working for the Institute of Human Relations.

      As the evening grows late, however, my mind turns inexorably towards my mission. As of yet, so few details have been given to me regarding exactly how I’m supposed to carry it out.

      First off, I want to know how I’m going to get myself face to face with Director Cromwell himself. As far as I know, he more or less keeps to the top of the High Tower, along with the rest of the Consortium, ruling from up on his high perch.

      “He does,” Adryan tells me. “On occasion he may descend a little lower, as you saw during the ceremony. However, for the most part, none of the Consortium leave the summit of the High Tower.”

      “Right, so how will I get up there?”

      “As yet, I can’t be certain. That’s something we’re going to have to figure out together, only once we’re married and living there.”

      I roll my eyes. I’d hoped that he’d have some definitive answer. That, perhaps, he’d know of Cromwell’s schedule, and would be able to initiate a situation where I’d be able to find him alone. Not so.

      However, I make sure to not let the minor setback derail me. One step at a time, Brie, one step at a time…

      “And, where in the High Tower will we live once we’re married?”

      I no longer cringe at the word ‘marriage’, or the thought of living with Adryan. This evening has laid to rest some, if not all, of my reservations. And, well, my promise to Zander isn’t going anywhere. There’s no space inside me now for doubts.

      “The residential quarters are generally situated between the 50th and 90th floors,” he says. “The lower floors are utilised for working purposes, while anything above floor 90 is reserved for high ranking city officials. The Consortium live and operate in the penthouse. I have heard their quarters are quite staggering, with the top floor split into 12 distinct residences around the edge of the building, with the central space used for meetings and operations.”

      “So, the lowest our quarters can be will be floor 50?” I ask. “Where do you live now?”

      “Currently I reside on the 71st floor. And yes, we will most likely be provided with quarters on floor 50 or thereabouts.”

      Of course. The lowest possible rung, given who I am.

      Or who they think I am, at least.

      “And where do you work?”

      “The Institute of Human Relations is on the 42nd floor.”

      “And, what about the Savants who live outside of the High Tower? Do they work inside it?”

      “For the most part, yes. The majority of Savants live in the High Tower and work there too. It used to be that all Savants lived in the High Tower, but our expanding numbers have forced others to live just beyond it.”

      “So I’m going to be allowed to live there, and yet there are other Savants who can’t? That seems odd.”

      “Well, as I told you, it’s only because you’ll be marrying me. The work I’ve done for the IHR has afforded me the privilege of staying in the High Tower.”

      “It’s ironic really isn’t it,” I say.

      He frowns lightly.

      “How so?”

      “Well, the work you’re talking about, I assume, is that which has served Director Cromwell and the Consortium well. You know, helping them determine how to treat the Unenhanced, suppressing emotions and all that.”

      “Yes,” he says. “It’s been valuable for them.”

      “And there’s the irony. You’ve kind of helped them determine this path, and now you’re trying to stop it. And the fact that you’ve contributed is the very reason that you’re able to live in the High Tower after marrying me, which is the only way I’d actually be able to carry out my mission. Surely you see the irony there?”

      A smile gradually dawns on his lips, and he begins to nod.

      “Yes, you’re right. I do see it. I never thought about it like that.”

      “I guess they’re not as smart as they think they are. But anyway, back to my mission. So, let’s say we’re living on the 50th floor. How will I access the floors above me?”

      “With difficulty,” comes Adryan’s swift response. “The different levels are accessible to specific individuals. The High Tower runs on order, and no one is permitted to step beyond the boundaries of the limits they’ve been assigned.”

      “So, what do you mean? You can only access certain floors depending on where you live and what you do?”

      “Yes, exactly. I, for example, am permitted to go no higher than the 71st floor as it currently stands. The lifts in the building operate via thumbprint and hand-scans. The same as on the lock to this very apartment. When you enter a lift, you press your thumb to the scanner. It then reads your print and scans the structure of your hand. Then, your specific access will be granted, and you’ll be able to go no higher than the limits to what you’ve been assigned.”

      “Right, so for me, I’ll get access to, say, the 50th floor? How exactly will I go higher?”

      “Well, that’s exactly why it’s only you who can do the job, Brie. When you fully develop your powers, you’ll be able to manipulate others to give you access to where you need to go. You are entirely unique. No one else could possibly do this.”

      A flash of nerves vibrate through me, setting my pulse sprinting for a few beats. So far, I’ve had such sparse training for my mental abilities, and my progress has been far from speedy.

      “Is there a time limit to all of this?” I ask tentatively. “I get the impression that things need to move quickly.”

      “They are moving quickly. You’ve seen it down on the streets. The Fanatics’ attacks, the proliferation of the Con-Cops and City Guard. Cromwell is making his move, and he’s speeding things along much faster than before. Once that ball gets rolling, it may be impossible to stop.”

      “So you’re saying I need to develop my powers quickly then. And our marriage too, that needs to happen fast, right?”

      “Oh, it will,” he says, nodding. “As I told you before, I can expedite all of that. It’s not uncommon for the courting process to last for only a few dates before marriages can be applied for.”

      “Applied for? You have to apply?”

      “Yes, hence your need to find out about me and my life. Only after you have completed the test and confirmed your commitment to marrying up will you be granted approval from the Council of Matrimony.”

      “Well, I feel I’m getting to know you quite well now.”

      He smiles.

      “Good. However, your natural inclination is to doubt Inner Haven and this world of ours. You have a suspicious mind, Brie, and the Council of Matrimony don’t exactly like that sort of thinking. It isn’t conducive to integrating yourself here, so you’ll have to do better to convince them that you actually want to join us.”

      “So how do they do that? Do they read minds again?”

      “They will if they think you’re lying to them. If that’s the case, your powers will be even more important. You may need to manipulate their own cognition, and get them to sign you off.”

      A sigh escapes me.

      “Looks like I’ve got a lot of work to do.”

      He nods.

      “You certainly do. Tonight has been fruitful, I think. I’m sure your brother will want to speed your training now, however.”

      “It has been…fruitful,” I say with a coy smile. “I’ve enjoyed it.”

      “I’m glad.” He returns the look, before turning his eyes to the simple clock on the wall. “You look tired, though. You should get home, get some rest.”

      He’s noticed the heaviness of my eyes. They feel like they’re drawing together now, the power of fatigue – quite possibly intensified by the wine – starting to take me down.

      Yet the mention of home has an effect I don’t expect. It doesn’t draw in a good feeling at all. Not like it once might have done.

      Everything about it is different now. Drum doesn’t live there anymore. Two boys have been killed. Tess hates me. Mrs Carmichael is always watching, always worrying about what might happen next.

      It’s become a place where I merely wait. Wait for my next instruction from Zander. Wait for Adryan to invite me back to Inner Haven. Wait for some other news to reach my ears, for some new horror to have befallen the city.

      Truly, it doesn’t feel like home at all anymore.

      And so, the strangest of words spill from my mouth, soft and uncertain.

      “Could I stay here instead?” I ask.

      Adryan clearly didn’t expect such a question. He’s probably no more surprised than I am by it.

      “You want to stay…here? In the Court House?”

      I turn my eyes to the sofa. It’s easily large enough for me to sleep on, and comfortable too.

      “I could just sleep here. I’d only need a blanket.”

      “That’s highly irregular, Brie,” says Adryan. “Although, it’s not entirely unheard of for courting couples to stay the night here, on occasion. Of course, not on their second date…”

      “I see. Yeah, we don’t want to raise any suspicion. Forget I asked.”

      “No, it’s OK. No suspicion will be raised. I doubt anyone will know. I do have to go to work early tomorrow morning, though. I’d have to take you back to the western gate quite early…”

      I shake my head, rethinking things.

      “I’m just being silly, and lazy,” I say. “I should go now.”

      “You really don’t have to. It’s late. If you stay a little longer, we could talk some more.”

      A strange reversal appears to have taken place. Now it’s him trying to persuade me to stay. It appears even Savants can be manipulated by reverse psychology.

      Not that that’s what I’m doing.

      “I guess, that does sound nice,” I say. “And I don’t actually have a pass yet to travel through Outer Haven after curfew. They might catch me.”

      “Exactly. Best stay here this evening then. More wine?”

      I settle back onto the sofa, sinking into the soft fabric. He doesn’t need me to answer. Within moments my glass is being filled up once more.

      “I must say, I’m surprised you enjoy wine so much, Adryan,” I say.

      I’m also surprised that I like it so much myself. So far, I’ve been forced to drink a variety of alcoholic beverages over these last few weeks. Red wine has become my firm favourite.

      “To be honest, I rather am too. I never drink to this extent. I may have a sore head tomorrow.”

      “Well, I’m sure you have some powerful painkillers to sort that out,” I say.

      “Yes, I do. And a good thing too. I don’t exactly want to go to work in such a state. It would be very unbecoming of a Savant to do so.”

      I chuckle at the image that conjures in my head. I can just imagine all these robotic people, with their dead eyes and droning voices, getting on with their days without so much as an inkling of a smile, no joy at all.

      Adryan no longer fits that image. He sticks out of it like a sore thumb, his countenance brighter, his ability to portray emotions far more developed. His ability to actually feel them, too, to some degree at least, is far different to what I expected.

      And so, once more we turn our minds to less serious things, moving away from the topic of the High Tower, and my mission, and the prospect of murder.

      Instead, other topics flourish, our aspirations laid bare. I tell him of my perpetual yearning to see more of the world, to walk in the high passes of the mountains, to wander through woods that aren’t so swamped with lethal toxins.

      To learn to swim, perhaps, and put my horrible experience in the underwater river to bed. To paddle through blue lakes under the warming blanket of the sun, and relax on the shoreline without a care in the world.

      It’s an idyllic dream that’s lived long within me, blooming each time I’ve looked upon the world beyond the city. A dream, however, that I’ve always known will never come true. I’ve never been so naïve as to believe it would.

      Adryan doesn’t share such a vision. Yet he too has his own ambitions for the world, and this city in particular. To see it freed from the iron grip of his own people, and for power to be spread more evenly, more fairly.

      In the end, all he appears to want is to see diversity prosper. For all the different types of people in this city to continue to thrive and expand as we spread out from its walls.

      To him, a world of only Savants and enslaved Enhanced is as unpalatable as it is to me. And his mission, his life goal, is to help ensure that the vision of Director Cromwell isn’t allowed to succeed.

      As we talk, I feel my eyes slipping lower. A drowsiness burgeons, teaming with the wine to speed me into a premature slumber.

      Try as I might to stay awake, I’m unable to do so. As Adryan moves off to the bathroom, I tell myself I’ll shut my eyes for a few moments, let my lids rest before he returns.

      They don’t reopen. Relaxing into the comfortable sofa, I drift off into a dreamless sleep.

      And when I wake, the city has lit once more.
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      It’s not uncommon for me to wake in unfamiliar surroundings.

      The room in the training house after I passed out at the bachelor ball. The shoreline outside of the city after I’d been spat out over the waterfall.

      Today, it’s another foreign world that greets my eyes as they crack open. It takes me a moment to realise that I’m in the bedroom of the apartment, light spilling in through the windows, the bedside table dressed up with a glass of water and two little white pills.

      With an ache to my head, and a dryness to my throat, I quickly take up the medicinal gifts and shove them down my throat, gulping at the glass until all the water has vanished.

      Then, I climb from the bed, note that I’m still fully dressed, and drag my limbs back down the corridor and into the main living area. There, I find Adryan standing beside the sofa, pulling on a shirt over his lean and well-honed frame.

      I avert my eyes and step back. He hears the movement.

      “Ah, Brie,” he says, looking over as he begins to work on his buttons. “Did you sleep OK?”

      “Er, good thanks,” I say a little awkwardly. I step forward again and glance back to his athletic form. “How did I get in the bedroom?”

      “I carried you,” he says casually, tucking his shirt in and reaching for his jacket. “How’s your head?”

      “A bit sore. Thanks for the pills. So, you carried me?”

      “Yeah, you fell asleep on the sofa. I wasn’t going to let you sleep there. You need more rest than I do, Brie. I considered that the bed would best give it to you.”

      “Um, thanks. That was nice.”

      “As long as you slept well, that’s the most important thing. Good timing, though. I need to get to work, so we should get going.”

      I quickly use the bathroom and do my best to swill the taste of wine from my mouth, rubbing my lips clear of any red stains. I’m starting to learn that alcohol is a rather tricky entity, often wonderful when you’re drinking it, but quite the opposite the following day once it has lingered too long in your veins.

      Feeling a little queasy, and probably looking a little ragged too, I creep along with Adryan to his car and slip inside. Passing through the city, I note the early morning rush of people, pouring from their homes and marching around the streets like worker ants returning to the nest.

      The sight of the base of the High Tower is most interesting of all, a flood of Savants being sucked in through its doors from the surrounding streets. They plod in such a similar fashion to each other, so few of them seeming to engage in any conversation as they crowd through the doors and disappear inside.

      Despite enjoying the little haven of ours in the Court House, I suspect that my time in the High Tower won’t be quite so pleasurable. The thought of being surrounded by so many of these empty vessels doesn’t fill me with much enthusiasm.

      We reach the western gate in fairly quick time, and I step out with a final smile from Adryan.

      “I’m going to advise the Council of Matrimony that our courtship is going well,” he says before I leave. “If things go to plan, we should be married in no time.”

      “Good,” I say. “The sooner, the better.”

      Wow, never thought I’d say that…

      “OK, take care now, Brie. And if you can, try to get some new shoes,” he adds with a smirk.”

      As he drives off, I turn my eyes down to Mrs Carmichael’s old pair of blue flats. They really aren’t in keeping with the dress I’m wearing at all. I guess, if I’m to be given such a prominent position around here, I should at least dress the part.

      Making a mental note to recruit Sophie to help me, I work my way towards the western gate and pass through the door. As always, there’s a towering Brute on guard on the other side. With his helmet on, it’s hard to determine whether it’s Magnus or not.

      His eyes trace me, and through his visor I can see them rising.

      “Well, Brie, it looks as though you had a good evening.”

      The lower portion of his face, clearly visible, grows into a cheeky grin.

      “I, er, got drunk,” I say, my voice infused with a hint of guilt.

      “Drunk. I see. Well, it’s not for me to judge what you get up to. It’s good to know that your courtship is going well, though. You’ll be a fine addition to Inner Haven I’m sure.”

      “Thanks, Magnus. You know, you Brutes are all so nice. It’s quite jarring, in a way. I never thought you would be.”

      “Because we’re so large, we can’t be kind?” he asks, eyes narrowing.

      “No, no…I just thought…”

      A laugh booms from his chest.

      “I’m only kidding, Brie. It’s a common misconception, really. We Brutes are as affable as anyone, although when the need calls for it, we can be very fierce too. But, there’s no need for it here, is there? So, I like to be cheerful if I can.”

      “It’s nice,” I say. “You’re like a huge great ray of sunshine every time I pass through this gate.”

      “Pleased to be of service,” he says, nodding humbly.

      I move off with a spring in my step, my head already clearing after my overconsumption the previous evening. The painkillers here are clearly capable of seeing to such ailments without much problem.

      The sky is a bright blue as I wander down the road, a stupid smile on my face that really has no place there at all. I don’t even know why it’s there, given the recent and upcoming events in my life. But illogical as it is, it refuses to budge as I cruise back towards the academy, heading home.

      The nearer I get to Brick Lane, however, the more the smile fades. By the time I pass the threshold to Carmichael’s and enter inside, it’s more or less completely receded.

      The first face to greet me is, unsurprisingly, Nate. I wander towards the desk and ask him if there’s any post for me. He tells me no, more reservedly than usual.

      Once, that was the norm. Nate has always been so shy, and would barely make eye contact with me should I say ‘hi’ to him as I pass by. Recently, however, he’s emerged from his shell, perhaps owing to his posting here at the front desk.

      Yet today, that new spirit appears to have diminished, his energy withdrawn.

      “Anything the matter?” I ask him.

      He smiles weakly.

      “I’m just tired. I didn’t sleep much last night. Bad dreams.”

      “Oh, sorry to hear that, Nate…”

      “My parents,” he mutters. “I barely remember them. But last night, they were in my dreams. It was clear.”

      “Does that happen often?”

      “Never,” he says. “It was that woman, I think. I hate her.”

      “What woman? Oh, you mean Agent Woolf?”

      He nods solemnly.

      “She messed with my head,” he grumbles, his little face angrier than I’ve ever seen it. “I hate her,” he repeats, his unbroken voice getting as close as ever to cracking.

      “I know what it’s like, Nate,” I say, reaching across to comfort him. “She did it to me as well. Stirring up memories. But that’ll settle, don’t worry.”

      “I guess. It was weird. I saw things in my head…when she looked at me.” He frowns and looks up at me. “Do you know where Drum is?”

      I recoil, drawing my comforting hand back, his question catching me off guard.

      “No. What would make you ask that?”

      He shrugs.

      “I saw it again, when she was in my head. The way you ran outside after hearing about Drum being in prison. I dunno, I thought maybe you knew where he might be.”

      “Um, no I don’t,” I say briskly. “I ran out because I was upset, that’s all. I don’t know anything.”

      The smile has well and truly gone from my face now, dragging any good feeling inside me away with it. If Nate’s suspicious of me after being reminded of that memory, then what the hell’s going to happen with Agent Woolf?

      And she’ll have seen the same memory in all the other kids who were there as well, the ones who attended Fred and Ziggy’s funeral. They all watched me rush out of the door after we found out what had happened with Drum, after we got that letter from the Department of Corrections.

      Who knows what else she dug up during her little session here last night.

      “So how are the other kids?” I ask. “Do they hate Agent Woolf too?”

      Nate nods, gritting his teeth.

      “We all hate her,” he grumbles.

      As he speaks, a little beeping sound begins yapping away beyond the door, outside on the street. Nate bursts from his post and opens it up to find a postal drone hovering before him.

      On its front, a little electronic interface lights up with our address. Nate presses a button and a slit opens, coughing up an electronic letter. He takes it and the drone immediately zips back into the sky, ready to move off elsewhere.

      He dawdles back over, looking at the front of the letter.

      “Anything interesting?” I ask.

      He shrugs.

      “Dunno. It’s for Mrs Carmichael. Are you going to her office?”

      “Is she in there?”

      “I think she went up after breakfast. She asked if I’d seen you, actually.”

      “Right. You want me to take the letter to her?”

      He nods, and a tiny hint of a smile returns to his chubby cheeks.

      I take the letter and begin moving up the stairs and towards Mrs Carmichael’s room, inspecting it as I go in some vain hope that it might be for me. It doesn’t look like it is. Nothing but a bill of some kind.

      I knock on my guardian’s door and am called in. Once upon a time, I’d be in for a serious reprimanding for staying out all night. Today, it registers nothing but a question, asked casually.

      “You stayed with Adryan last night?” she asks, her horn-rimmed reading glasses hovering on the end of her lengthy nose.

      She raises her eyes from the files on her desk as I step in, placing the letter on the table.

      “Yeah. We had a lot to talk about, and it got quite late so I stayed over.”

      “Right. And you just talked? Nothing else happened?” she inquires.

      I stare at her for a few moments. It’s enough to show my displeasure at the question. To rub it in, however, I feel it requires a terse response.

      “No,” I say. “And that’s not your business anyway.”

      “Alright, I was only asking. There’s no need to get defensive.”

      “I’m not being defensive.”

      “Brie, just saying you’re not being defensive in that way is kind of evidence in itself that you are, in fact, being defensive. Don’t you think?”

      She’s got me there. It’s too early to argue.

      “Fine,” I say, brushing it off. “Anyway, you wanted to see me?”

      “Yes. I just wanted to know how it went?”

      I pull out a seat from her desk and drop into it. I feel all my energy being quickly stripped by this place. Having to continually update certain people on my progress is beginning to get on my nerves.

      “Brenda, didn’t we agree that it was best to not fill you in on everything?” I ask.

      “Well, no, not really. If Zander can hide my memories, what’s the problem? I’m here to advise you, Brie…”

      “Sure, but you don’t need to know it all. And in any case, I’m sure Zander’s got better things to be doing than coming down here every five minutes to tamper with your memory.”

      “Jeez. What’s got into you this morning?”

      I let out a long breath. Honestly, I don’t know why I’m being so short with her.

      “Nothing. There are just so many balls in the air already. And I’m not a good juggler, Brenda. Let’s just say the evening went well, I feel more confident about things in general, and Adryan is…he’s…”

      Mrs Carmichael tilts her head down and widens her eyes in preparation for the punchline.

      “Well?” she asks. “He’s…what?”

      “He’s…different,” I say finally. “He’s better than I thought he’d be.”

      “That’s good then,” she says. “I guess, as long as you can trust him, that’s the main thing.”

      “I do, for sure. He’s, erm, he’s helping me with something, actually.”

      “What?” she asks quickly.

      I backtrack.

      “Oh, it doesn’t matter.”

      “Brie…what is it?”

      “Nothing. Honestly, it really doesn’t matter.”

      But it does. And now my mind is filling again with my parents’ youthful faces, smiling down at me in their arms.

      And as I see the image, a sudden jolt cuts at my heart.

      “My clothes,” I whisper, thinking fast. “What did you actually do with my clothes?!”

      Mrs Carmichael looks a little confused by my sudden tangent.

      “What clothes?”

      “The ones, you know, I was wearing outside the city. The horrible toxic ones.”

      “Oh, of course. Well, I got rid of them,” she says matter-of-factly. “That poison was never coming out, Brie.”

      “Where are they?!”

      “They’re gone. I burned them. What’s the problem? I didn’t realise they were so important to you.”

      I shut my eyes tight and hang my head forward.

      The clothes weren’t important. It was what was in my jacket pocket that meant so much to me.

      “My parents’ picture,” I whisper, cranking my jaw open after a brief stretch of silence. “It was in my pocket.”

      “Oh…I’m so sorry, Brie. I should have checked.”

      “It’s, um, not your fault,” I say, my voice nothing but a shade, cold and empty. “I can’t blame anyone except me. All of this is my fault.”

      “No it’s not, don’t talk like that. You’ve been thrust into the middle of all this. None of it is your fault.”

      “Well, saving Drum was my idea, wasn’t it? I never had to do that.”

      “You did. You had to. You’re a good person. Too good sometimes. Drum is lucky to have a friend like you.”

      “Well, I doubt you’ll be able to say that about me once I’ve committed murder.”

      “I’ll say it all day long,” she says. “Drum killed a man. Do you think he’s a bad person?”

      I shake my head silently.

      “Exactly. Doing a bad thing doesn’t make you a bad person. Just like doing something good doesn’t erase the bad. Shades of grey, Brie. The world is far more complicated than that.”

      I stay silent, knowing she’s right.

      “And anyway, look on the bright side – Zander has another picture, doesn’t he? So, all is not lost.”

      I work a weak smile onto my face for her benefit. But really, that’s his picture, not mine. It sounds stupid, but I’ve had that picture next to my bed every day since I can remember. Only recently has it found itself in my pocket. For me, it’s the most important thing I have in the world.

      And now it’s gone.

      Forever.
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      I don’t linger long in the academy. Half because I don’t want to, and half because I have other things I need to be getting on with.

      Escaping to the silence of my room, I attempt to make contact with Zander. Right now, the number one priority on my mind is to train and work to unlock my mental abilities. Until that happens, I’m more or less treading water.

      And if I tread water too long, I’ll probably just drown.

      Unfortunately, my attempts to speak with Zander fail. It’s not a failing on my part, as far as I can tell. I feel fresh, alert, and mentally agile. When I picture his face and project the words, I do so with a greater confidence than ever before.

      And yet I receive no response. Zip. Nada.

      I conclude, after ten minutes of trying, that he’s otherwise engaged. Frankly, I don’t entirely know the rules of telepathic communication quite yet. For all I know, he might just be sleeping, his mind otherwise occupied with dreams that serve to drown out my words.

      It’s frustrating, but on this occasion, I refuse to let it distract me. Without putting too much thought into it, I change clothes into the more hardy attire I’m used to, pull on a second, even more run-down set of work boots than the others my guardian burned, and set off into the city.

      Given how my favourite jacket, too, was part of the cremation, I’m forced to wear the one Titus gave me. It’s a little too large, but still comes with a hood. I consider it a decent alternative.

      I slip out without informing Mrs Carmichael of my departure, working my way straight up Brick Lane without a firm picture of what I’m going to do.

      I would make for the underlands, but suspect that it’s too dangerous to go down there right now. Returning to the waterfall would be one step too far on the foolhardy scale, as would any of the shelters in the city. I can’t quite know which ones actually have secret doors and passages. And the ones that do are probably being watched. It’s not a risk I can take.

      What I do know, however, is that I’d like to practice using my powers. And, as far as I can figure, the only place for that might just be the northern quarter. Fewer people. Fewer Con-Cops. More places to hide.

      It sounds like an ideal spot to me.

      I can’t deny the prospect of putting myself in a marginal state of danger either. I’ve learned that my abilities tend to manifest faster when I’m under duress, or when I find myself in a situation where I’m forced to utilise them.

      Take, for example, how my eyes developed so quickly when down in the pitch black of the underlands. Or how my Dasher abilities started to surge when Zander and I headed off to track down Drum and cut off the convoy.

      Perhaps the same will be true among the tight lanes and alleys of the northern quarter, where danger lurks around every corner? Simply being there might help to sharpen my mind and develop my cognitive powers. They’re the ones I need to be working on.

      So I head north, setting my mind to the task without questioning it too much. As I move along the Conveyor Line, and approach the southern districts of the northern quarter, I step off with a few niggling doubts that this move might be too reckless.

      I shut the doubts down and continue on, moving into the shadows and away from the light. Before too long, I’m finding myself beyond the dank residences of the southern districts, working my way into more deserted streets where only a smattering of life grows in murky corners.

      Above, the sky grows gloomy too, this place appearing to exist under a permanent blanket of dark grey and black cloud. There’s a dampness in the air, as well, that suggests a shower might be on its way.

      I shuffle a little deeper under my cloak and drag my hood down a little further. After spending half a morning consumed by the thickest of toxic mists, a little acid rain hardly frightens me anymore. Still, my hands remain a little tender and sore in places, so I’d rather avoid getting them wet if possible.

      On the other hand, my new jacket, whilst a little too big, appears to be a major upgrade from a defensive perspective. It’s coated in a fine layer of anti-burn material that will never corrode no matter how much rain it sees. All I need to do is get it adjusted, and I’ll consider it a very fortunate gift from my Brute friend.

      As I work my way into the deepest, darkest holes I can find, the rain begins to drip, tapping on my back as I thrust my hands in my pockets. What people there are here quickly shoot off under cover, following the rats and the cats into nooks and crannies.

      From the shadows, creepy eyes stare out as I stick to the centre of the street, my jacket most likely a very attractive lure for the more dangerous residents of this pit. Here, where the Disposables live, fighting for scraps and territory among this forgotten part of the city.

      But that’s just the aim. I want to lure them, I want to attract them. I wander along, acting like a lost girl, nervous and afraid and completely alone. Bait on a line, ready to be bitten.

      Come on, bite me…

      The rain continues to drip. I test its potency by pulling a dainty looking hand from its pouch, and hold it under the light shower. The water does little more than fiz on my skin, child’s play compared with the thick poison beyond the boundary wall.

      But I needed to test it. I wanted to make sure it wasn’t too much of a deterrent, holding the local thieves and killers back from their work.

      Oh, I want them to work. I want them to come at me.

      Come on…I’m right here…come and get me…

      I continue on, still acting the part. My peripheral vision, hidden under the shadow of my cowl, keeps a lookout, seeing all the way to my left and right and even some way behind me. My muscles charged and primed to act should they need to. Every part of me coiled like a spring.

      My breathing stays calm. Yet behind my chest, my heart thuds, pressing against my ribs. I feel alive, alert, my mind focusing hard.

      Awakening.

      Then, behind me, to an alley on the left, I see the quick shuffle of movement. A figure darts towards me, scuttling from the darkness. I let him come, let him near me, moving behind my back and growling into my ear. I feel a sharp point tickling the space between my shoulder blades, a knife intended to force my acquiescence.

      “Don’t move. I don’t want to hurt you. Just gimme the jacket, and I’ll be on my way.”

      The voice is coarse, sending a waft of stinking breath past my hood and flowing up my nose. My heart pulses with a little more force as I prepare to make my move.

      “No,” I say coolly. “The jacket’s mine.”

      I want to give him a chance. I want to make sure he deserves what I do next.

      Once more, his putrid breath fills the air in front of me.

      “You gimme the jacket now,” he says, his words oozing more menace, his knife digging a little deeper. “If you don’t, I’ll take a lot more than that…”

      I feel his hand gripping my side, slipping down.

      He’s done. He deserves it all.

      I uncoil my limbs, spinning with rage. My eyes are quick enough to pick up the look of utter surprise on his face, my movements so quick he’s unable to react in any physical fashion as I whip my fist across his jaw.

      His eyes roll about for a few moments in his skull, before falling away and leaving nothing but white. As his body collapses, I scoot in and grab him, his grotty clothes stained and dirty.

      In a split second, I dash with his weight in my arms, shooting into the alley that just coughed him up. It’s his territory, and his alone. No one else will join us.

      Good…

      I plant him against a wall, hidden down in the doorway of a derelict building and out of the rain. I have my prize, I’ve tested my powers.

      And now, I test the rest.

      He takes a little while to wake up. I help him on his way by lightly slapping his cheeks, making sure to bind his hands and feet with tape before I do so.

      When his eyes do open, they hold the same look they had before I closed them, as if his brain has just come back to life and continued on from where it left off.

      “Ahhhhh,” he mutters, looking at me with confusion.

      I’m hidden beneath my cloak, my face in shadow. He can’t see it.

      “Who…who are you?” he asks, his hard words melting away. He’s nothing but a frightened child now. And at my mercy. “What do you want with me?” he stammers.

      I don’t answer for a moment. His staring eyes are exactly what I’m here for.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” I whisper, making sure to lower the pitch of my voice to conceal it. “You’re just here to help me.”

      “Help you…how?”

      “Just look at me and relax,” I say, repeating Agent Woolf’s words. “That’s all I want you to do.”

      “I…I don’t understand. You can keep the jacket. I’m sorry…I shouldn’t have…”

      “Shhhhh,” I say. “Stay calm, stay silent. Just look at me, and nothing else.”

      My words help to soothe him. But they’re creepy and cryptic enough to make sure his eyes stay open. Wide open.

      It’s exactly what I need. I mean this man no harm, despite what he did, or tried to do. To me, he’s nothing but practice. And I need lots of practice.

      So I look into his eyes, a dark shade of blue, cracked around the rims with streaks of red. I put into practice the basic training Zander gave me, utilising the situation and my pacing heart to search deeper, to find the part of this man that contains his memory.

      I move in, and sift through, and then blurred images begin to form. I did this with Zander, but his memories never grew in clarity. They stayed blurred and muddy, my powers yet to manifest.

      But today it’s different. The images grow clearer, almost identifiable. I see them all, floating about in little clouds inside him, memories of his recent past hovering on the surface.

      I focus harder, and dive deeper, moving into other parts of him, seeing more distant memories. Memories from his past, days or weeks or months ago. The further in I go, the more blurred they become, his own recollections less sturdily formed and harder for me to inspect.

      My heart rages wildly as I move within his mind, a smile of wonder working up on my face. I pull back from the distant memories and look again upon his recent ones, far clearer now, the world appearing from his perspective.

      Right there, I see myself, and watch him coming out of the shadows and approach me from behind. I see the knife to my back, and begin to feel his own pacing heart as he growls into my ear. I feel his desire for my jacket, and the emptiness inside him, his life out here a constant fight for survival.

      Then, I see me spin with such pace he’s unable to react, my fist flashing across his face like lightning, hitting with such force due to its speed. Immediately, a black swamp descends, and the memory concludes, fading into nothing.

      For a little while longer, I stroll through his mind, through this strange world of floating recollections, stretching away into the distance as far as the eye can see. I look at other memories, getting a sense for the man. Fighting with others for scraps of food. Battling over a corpse for a new pair of shoes. Hiding in the shadows as a troop of Con-Cops come marching through, lighting up the world with their torches and spotlights as they search for Disposables to round up to be taken to the REEF.

      I lose track of time in this man’s head, searching through his memories without realising what damage I’m doing. And when I finally pull back, and appear in that dark alleyway again, and see the man ahead of me, tied up in the doorway, I see eyes of total grief looking back.

      He looks lost. His eyes stare forward, broken, his breathing smooth and calm. I shake him on the shoulder, and try to draw him back out.

      His eyes stay as they are, sticking forward in one direction, not engaging with me as I attempt to catch his attention.

      “Hello, can you hear me?” I ask, shaking him harder. “Hello?!”

      Nothing happens. He just sits there, his brain scrambled by my reckless infiltration.

      I don’t know what to do.

      And then I hear it. A voice from the end of the alley. And coming with it, a cloaked figure, walking casually towards me.

      “What are you doing here, Brie?”

      I look to see my brother moving towards me. His voice is calm, his footfall silent. The rain continues to tap, dancing on his shoulders and head, covered in its hood.

      “I…help me,” I say. “I’ve done something to this man…”

      He reaches me, stepping undercover from the rain, and bends his knees.

      “What did you do?” he asks.

      “I just…I was testing my powers. I looked into his memories, that’s all. I just did what you’ve done to me, what you taught me…”

      “Did you watch any?”

      “Um, yeah, quite a few. I couldn’t help it.”

      “You must have rearranged something in there. The mind is a delicate thing, and you have to treat things carefully when you look inside them. If you disorganise even a single memory, it can be costly.”

      “I was just looking, though.”

      “You must have gone deep, must have made too much noise. If you jump between memories, sometimes they get moved out of sync. Step aside,” he says.

      He takes my place before the man, and stares deeply into him. For a few long moments, the two lock together in a silent staring contest. Then, suddenly, Zander withdraws, and the man’s eyes slowly come back to life.

      “Wha…what’s happening?!” he stammers. His eyes turn to see the two of us before him. “What did you do to me?!”

      “Nothing permanent,” says Zander, his voice carrying no caring or sympathy.

      He reaches forward and unties the man’s hands and feet, before stepping back into the dripping rain beside me.

      “Now, be on your way. You may have a headache for a day or two, but that will fade. Go, leave us.”

      The man doesn’t need to be told twice. Looking at Zander like he’s the Devil incarnate, he works his way up onto trembling legs and stumbles away down the alley, tumbling occasionally into the acid puddles as he goes.

      I watch him go, feeling entirely foolish. Had Zander not come along, I’d have probably done irreparable damage to him.

      But how did Zander come along?

      “How did you find me?” I ask, turning back to him.

      “We’re connected, Brie,” he says nonchalantly, as if that’s all the explanation I need. “Maybe you can’t feel it yet, but I can always feel you. I sensed you were near, and came looking for you. It’s a good thing I found you when I did.”

      I duck my head guiltily.

      His words brighten.

      “It happens to the best of us,” he says, lifting my chin. “No permanent harm done. And, in any case, that man’s done enough bad in his life to deserve what you did to him.”

      “How do you know that?” I ask. “How can you see his memories without messing with his head?”

      “Practice,” he says. “This is your first time. You went plodding through without thinking. It happens. Soon enough, you’ll learn how to do it properly.”

      “How soon? We don’t have much time.”

      “No,” he says, shaking his head. “We don’t. And you’ve got a lot to learn.”

      He turns down the alley, and sets his eyes to the murky world before us.

      “Now come, let’s try again. And this time, we’ll do it right.”
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      As we move off eastwards, my brother attempts to offer a better explanation as to what I did, and how I need to behave in the future. He uses layman’s terms to keep things simple, choosing not to overload me with too much mumbo-jumbo.

      “Think of it like being at a buffet,” he explains. “You’re starving, and there’s all this amazing looking food around you. You don’t know what’s going to taste the best, and it’s all new to you, so you just fill your plate with everything you can see. That’s kind of what happened. That was your first successful attempt at infiltrating a man’s mind and exploring his memories. Of course you’re going to be excited by it. And of course you’re going to jump around without much thought for what you’re doing. Are you with me so far?”

      “I think so, yeah. But, how do you do it? When you search someone’s memories, how do you do all that without screwing them up?”

      “As I say, practice is important. Mostly, you go looking for something specific. You’re searching for a particular memory, or a particular type of memory. You look either short term or long term, and that all helps to narrow things down. You clearly went rushing about without any set design, and that’s how you mess with someone’s head. So much of what we are is based on our memories. If you begin reordering them, or bringing too many to the surface at once, then it can have terrible consequences. Trust me, I’ve done it before.”

      “You have?”

      “Of course. As you know, my powers started manifesting when I was just 12. When they first came, I had no mentor to teach me, no one to show me what to do. You can imagine how dangerous that was. I learned the hard way that my actions had terrible consequences. It makes me ashamed to think of how many minds I damaged.”

      “That sounds terrible. It must have been hard.”

      “It was,” he says solemnly. “When my powers developed, and I had better control over them, I tried to find those I’d affected. I wanted to bring them back…”

      “And did you?”

      “One,” he says. “I found one. She had someone to care for her, to feed her. I was able to bring her mind back. But the others…well, I doubt they’d last long in such a state without help.”

      He shakes his head, trailing off, and I recall his story of the first man he killed, the man who murdered Linda. He’d told me then that he’d torn through that man’s mind, paralysing his body with a thought, before stabbing him through the heart with a knife.

      I suppose, after all, our minds can be used as weapons too. That destroying a person’s mental capabilities can be both an accident and an intentional act, aimed to maim and paralyse.

      Yet, while the man who killed his guardian was the first life he took, there must have been others before him. Others whose lives were lost due to his actions, even though that was never his intention.

      I can imagine them now, lost and alone on the streets, unable to function properly. Wasting away without food or water or help from anyone, their bodies scavenged for clothes and what meagre possessions they might have.

      Zander must have been unable to turn things back, just a child recklessly moving through the northern quarter, leaving a trail of empty minds and bodies behind in his wake.

      He learned the hard way, but I don’t have to. I’m lucky to have him to guide me, the path ahead already set.

      So as he teaches me, I soak it all up, and take note of every single word he utters. I ask questions, probing anywhere I can to make sure I understand him correctly. Mostly, he keeps things simple enough for me to understand, at least in part. Yet, in the end, the only way I’m going to learn is by doing it all for myself.

      We progress further to the east, able to move around a little more freely here without such a contingent of Con-Cops and City Guards on patrol. In fact, there aren’t really any of them. They only come when hunting down hybrids or members of the Nameless, or rounding up Disposables to be either exterminated or added to their own number.

      Otherwise, it’s over in the more populous areas of Outer Haven that a large presence of security forces are kept. Intended, of course, to do little more than gradually tighten the Consortium’s grips on the streets they govern.

      Here, the place is so sparsely populated to the naked eye. Yet, if you look a little harder, you see them. People, hiding in their little cracks and crevices, keeping to the darkest shadows they can find. I can’t conceive of a more squalid existence, my thoughts always turning to who these people are, how they found themselves out here, frightened and alone.

      I always feared that Drum would join their ranks. And seeing them now, he reappears in my thoughts once more. I turn to Zander, looking for an update on my friend.

      “How is he? Drum, I mean?”

      “He’s OK. A bit shaken up after the last few days, as you’d expect. But he’s settling in alright.”

      “Shaken up? Can’t you just, you know, cloud his memories of it all? Make him feel better?”

      “I could, if he wanted me to. I suspect he’d rather retain them, though. He’s safe, Brie, that’s all that matters right now.”

      “And…what about his mental state? He’s only just lost two close friends, and he killed a man, Zander. Surely that’s going to mess with a kid of his age.”

      “Honestly, I can’t tell you. He’s quiet, keeps himself to himself, and I don’t know him. Maybe that’s how he always is, I don’t know.”

      “I’d like to see him,” I say quickly. “Can we go down there?”

      He nods.

      “Later. But right now, we have work to do.”

      I smile and nod and set my mind back to the task.

      “Sure…you’re right. So, you want to use more Disposables for me to train with?” I ask. “I mean, I only came here because I couldn’t get through to you – oh, yeah, what were you doing, by the way? You never answered me…”

      “I was asleep,” he says.

      Ah, my suspicion is confirmed.

      “Thought so. Work been keeping you up late then?”

      “Something like that. I’ve had a few late nights recently.”

      “Well, at least now I know we can’t communicate when one of us is sleeping.”

      “Well, that’s not entirely true. You just need to shout loud enough. You’re not going to wake someone up with nothing but a whisper, are you?”

      “I guess not,” I admit. “I’ll bear that in mind for next time.”

      “Yes, do, but only if it’s important. I’d rather not have you shouting me awake for no reason.”

      “Trust me, I’m not exactly going to be getting in touch with you telepathically just for a bit of chit-chat. But, yeah, I couldn’t get through to you earlier, so I came here. Although, now that you’ve tracked me down, can’t we just go to the underlands? Use some of the Nameless for me to practice on.”

      It makes a lot of sense to me. Why bother using strangers around here when I can practice on people who won’t put up a fight?

      Zander, as always, has his reasons.

      Shaking his head, he says: “This is less dangerous. The members of the Nameless know you. If one should get caught on a mission, then you could be found out. I won’t take that risk when I don’t need to. Here, no one knows who you are, and you can keep your face hidden under your hood. There’s nowhere better to train than right here. We just need to keep a watch for trouble, that’s all.”

      A fair explanation. Makes perfect sense to me.

      “So, I was right to come here then,” I say, feeling vindicated for my actions.

      “Yeah, although I’d have rather you waited to talk to me first, Brie.”

      “Well, I tried, as I say. I couldn’t just wait around forever. Nothing can happen until I develop my powers. It’s pretty frustrating just sitting around the academy, waiting for orders.”

      “Perhaps. But I’m here now, so let’s get to it.”

      With Zander now offering me his years of experience, we go about finding a suitable subject in a wholly different way to how I behaved earlier. I don’t lure someone in, acting as bait, or even put myself in any state of danger. Instead, we merely trace the local alleys in search of some poor soul to act as our guinea pig.

      I question the morals of it as we go, but Zander assures me that, with him there supporting me, nothing bad is going to happen.

      I take his word for it as we approach our first subject: a middle-aged woman sitting cross-legged in the recess of a crumbling building, its façade badly damaged and filled with a number of bullet holes and blasts. It’s another reminder that a war has been raging here in the northern quarter for some time.

      She looks to be semi-deranged already as we step before her, her hair lank and filthy, her withered and discoloured fingers stroking relentlessly at a similarly bedraggled old cat. It sits in a ball on her lap, its fur missing in places and revealing a badly malnourished and skeletal frame.

      They say that pets take on the traits of their owners. These two look almost identical, sad as it is to see.

      I don’t particularly like the notion of entering this woman’s mind. Yet Zander assures me that she’ll make an interesting subject once I get in there.

      Tentatively, I lean down in front of her, and her odd, googly eyes lift from her cat to mine.

      She barely reacts to my sudden appearance. By the looks of her, it appears as though she’s already had a Mind-Manipulator in her head, recklessly tossing memories all out of order.

      Maybe she was one of Zander’s test subjects from years ago…

      As it turns out, however, she does end up a fairly useful participant, willing or otherwise. Her madness is so complete that she merely stares at me vacantly, without requiring any sort of restraint or coercion at all. I smile at her as sweetly as I can to soothe her, and see the corners of her rotten mouth rise up as well.

      Then, without thinking too much, I slide into her mind and start my exploration.

      I’m far more careful this time, although perhaps in her case I don’t need to be. Her recent memories float about, all disjointed and muddled. I gently trace deeper, refusing to spend too long on any particular memory, and making sure to not dart about so wildly as I did before.

      There in the depths, the memories grow more muddy. Yet there’s a feeling that her life was once one of greater meaning. That she didn’t always live here, amongst the forgotten people, spending her days sat in these alleys and only moving south to scavenge for food via some innate instinct to survive.

      No. Once she had a job. Had a husband and a child. I see it all through a thick veil, little fragments of her old world playing before me like a tragic movie.

      I see her happiness fade to grief. See her world crumble like the walls and buildings she now uses for refuge. See the death of her husband and son in a fire, her life snatched away in a sudden, terrible moment.

      I pull back, the source of her madness becoming clear, and see the trickle of tears drooling from her eyes. As I saw it all play out, she must have too, a relic of her past, now forgotten, surging back into her addled mind.

      For a few moments, I watch her face, and feel guilty for what I’ve done. But the tears quickly dry, and the confusion once more sets in, and her fingers go back to tracing the scruffy fur of the old cat in her lap.

      And when I stand beside Zander once more, I look upon her with a surge of grief building in me. I turn to him with damp eyes.

      “She’s lost in there,” I whisper. “Can’t you help bring her back?”

      He shakes his head, looking to the woman.

      “Some can’t be brought back,” he says softly. “Others just don’t want to. I know this woman. I’ve been in her mind before. In some cases, it’s a blessing that she can’t remember. Her mind broke the day her family died. That’s something no one can heal.”

      “And is that why you brought me here, to her? To teach me that lesson?”

      “It’s one of many lessons, Brie, that you need to learn. But mostly, I wanted to see if you could see beyond her confusion, see right into her past. I wanted to know that you could feel her pain.” He lifts a finger and drags a growing tear from the corner of my eye. “And it’s clear you can.”

      I nod, looking back at her.

      “I felt it all. I saw it all.”

      “Good. Your ability to search memories is raw, but powerful. However, there are other tricks to master. Seeing is one thing, but manipulating is another. And it’s the latter that will be crucial to your mission.”

      I think of what Adryan told me. To complete my mission, I’ll need to force other people to do my bidding, and do so without letting them know it was me who tailored their actions to my design.

      That sounds hard enough as it is. But worst of all, it won’t be normal, simple people I’m dealing with. It will be Savants.

      I let out a breath. It’s a mixture of mental fatigue and exasperation, and the thought that there’s still so far to go.

      “So, I guess we’d better get started on that then,” I say.

      Zander lays a paw on my shoulder, and sets a breezier smile to his face that, around here, looks so out of place.

      “Cheer up, sis. You’re making great progress. Now come on, let’s see what you can do.”

      And, with the afternoon rolling along, my hectic life continues.
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      The remainder of the day follows a pattern: listen to Zander’s advice and tuition, find a suitable test subject, and then go about putting his orders into action.

      Firstly, that merely involves doing a bit more memory searching. Trolling the mostly deserted streets, we search for any lonely soul and I set about sifting through their memories. I do this three more times, and on each occasion we find participants who are only too willing to help.

      This, of course, isn’t purely from the kindness of their hearts, but from the promise of food and money that Zander provides. It says a great deal about the state of these people’s lives that my brother doesn’t have to offer much to get them to agree.

      Then, it’s over to me. Entering their thoughts, Zander gives me specific instructions about what I’m looking for.

      Firstly, it’s hardship and pain. He wants me to focus on seeking the most heart-breaking memory I can find.

      Then, it’s joy. I’m set the task of finding the participant’s happiest memory.

      Finally, I’m ordered to look for fear, to discover the most frightening recollection locked away in the subject’s mind.

      I do so each time, and each time I encounter such vivid recalls of these people’s lives. A painful memory of loss. A joyous memory of birth. A horrifying memory of being hunted.

      Each time I’m done, I feel I have to apologise to the people for reawakening such thoughts. Even the woman whose memory of joy I find – that of the birth of her daughter – requires an apology, bringing tears to her eyes. Because on seeing that memory again, it isn’t joy she feels, but pain.

      Pain because that daughter is no longer with her. Pain because she was taken from her long ago.

      It’s an unpleasant exercise, but one Zander assures me is necessary in helping me learn how to search for specific types of recollections and feelings.

      And every time I withdraw, and he asks me what I found, I get the impression that he already knows what I should be looking for. So I query him on it, and he tells me that he’s choosing these people precisely because he knows what I’ll find.

      “I have to know what memories are inside them,” he says, “otherwise the exercise wouldn’t carry such weight. It’s important that I know how deep you can search to determine how far your powers are coming along.”

      “So, all these people…you’ve been in all their minds before? How come they don’t recognise you?”

      “Firstly, because I’m hidden under a hood like you. Secondly, because I make a habit of erasing the memory of my presence, just in case.”

      “So, how am I doing then?”

      “Very well, Brie. You’re learning fast. Now, however, it’s time to take things up a gear.”

      The next portion of the day is intended to equip me with a firmer knowledge of memory and thought manipulation. It’s clear that Zander’s intention is to take me through things slowly, to gradually introduce me to the various abilities my Mind-Manipulator powers provide.

      Yet, given the state of affairs over in the High Tower, it’s necessary for me to move through the stages more quickly than I otherwise would. I get the impression that this is more of a crash course than anything comprehensive.

      Once again, Zander makes use of food and money to entice our subjects. Keeping an eye out for any patrols of Con-Cops as we go, we find someone suitable awaiting us in the belly of a cavernous old tower block, hiding in a nest fashioned beneath a wooden table in the corner of the derelict foyer.

      Luring the young man out, I get a good look at him. He’s probably not much older than me, an orphan most likely. Not from Carmichael’s – I’d recognise him – and probably not from any of the other academies around the city either. More likely he’s just found himself here via terrible circumstance, his world now one of running and hiding and scavenging to survive.

      As Zander baits him into the open with some tinned beans, I pull him off to one side so the boy can’t hear.

      “Why exactly aren’t these people down in the underlands?” I whisper firmly. “We’ve met plenty of them today, most that you know, and yet they’re still up here living in fear. We should take this kid down below when we’re done.”

      “Brie, you’re looking at me like I have no heart, and like I don’t know what I’m doing. I’ve lived around here for years, and I know it far better than you. We do take people down, but there are too many to cater to. And lots just don’t want to. It’s not as easy as you’re making out.”

      I look over to the boy, peering through the rag curtains of his nest, and shake my head.

      “And this one. Do you know him like the others?”

      “I…yes, I do.”

      “You’ve been in his mind?”

      He nods.

      “Brie, I’m bringing you to these people because I know them, that’s the whole point. I know what to expect, and can take you through things more easily. Does that not make sense to you or something?”

      His tone is hardening. I decide to ease back a bit.

      “It does. It makes sense. I just…it’s just weird seeing these people up here, when I know there’s safety below.”

      “The world is weird,” comes Zander’s pithy summation. “We don’t have time to debate the nature of what’s weird and what isn’t. We’re here to train you. Nothing else. Now, I appreciate your questions about understanding your powers, but not this. We can talk about it later, OK. Let’s put it to one side for now.”

      I begrudgingly agree, his firm stare coercing me to do so.

      “OK. So what do you want me to do with him,” I say, glancing over.

      The young man continues to look at us, perhaps wondering what the hell we’re talking about. I’m kinda surprised he hasn’t darted for the door. I guess those tinned beans are just too tempting.

      “It’s time to up the ante,” Zander tells me. “You’re going to insert an order into his mind.”

      “Um…OK. How, exactly?”

      “Well, you know how you communicate with me telepathically? It’s sort of like that.”

      “So, what, I just think of the words or something?”

      “More or less, yes. You’ll need to enter his mind and insert the order. Depending on the mind, this can be easy or hard.”

      “And I guess this guy’s on the easy end of the scale,” I say, tilting my head in the Disposable’s direction. “That’s why you picked him out.”

      “Yeah, precisely. You’ve gotta crawl before you can walk, Brie. This boy’s mind is weak, and easy to influence. But there’s another side of it.”

      “Which is?”

      “The order itself. Some orders are very basic. Others are more complicated. For example, implanting an order into a weak mind to, I don’t know, go and stand facing the wall, isn’t hard. However, if you told them to walk to the other side of town at a specific time, fetch something, and then return, that would obviously be a lot harder. There are lots of layers to determine how tricky manipulating someone like this can be.”

      “Right, so for me, giving time-specific orders to Savants is likely to be on the trickier end of the spectrum, I suppose?”

      “Erm, yeah. Savants generally have stronger minds. That’s kinda what they’re all about.” He clearly senses the anxiousness in me, adding: “But don’t worry, Brie, you’ve got this. Remember, keep your orders simple if you can. Then there’s less of a chance of something going wrong.”

      Another lengthy breath blows from between my lips. I turn to the boy again, who’s sunk a little deeper into his hovel.

      “So, what shall I try to project into him then?” I ask.

      “Something simple,” he says, keeping his voice low so that he can’t be heard. “How about you just get him to walk over to me and shake my hand. Go on, give it a try.”

      “Right. So, I just enter his mind and project the order, like I would if I was trying to talk with you?”

      “Yep. That’s the basics of it. It may take a bit of time, but you should get there. When you’re fully trained, you’ll be able to issues orders in a flash, without them ever knowing it was you. It’s all about making them believe they came up with it, and weren’t doing something under the influence of somebody else.”

      “That sounds like the hardest thing,” I say. “I mean, if the order is something they’d never do, they might just get suspicious, right?”

      “True. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Brie. Go on over to him and give it a go.”

      I turn to the young man, hidden under the table, and walk towards him as gently as I can. Zander stays back, watching intently as I approach and lean down to the floor. The boy recoils a little, and I stop a couple of metres away.

      “Hey there,” I whisper. “I’m not here to harm you at all. What’s your name?”

      He stays mostly hidden, peering out with cautious eyes. I suppose me being concealed beneath my hood isn’t helping. I make the decision to pull it down, revealing my youthful and, I hope, friendly face.

      His eyes take me in, and he appears to relax a little. Around here, I doubt he’s seen any footage of me from the ceremony. I feel pretty certain he’ll have no idea who I am.

      “My name’s Sarah,” I lie. “What’s yours?”

      He moves out a little bit more.

      “Ricky,” he says, his voice timid.

      “Hi Ricky. Would you do me a favour, and just look at my eyes for a few seconds? Is that OK?”

      He’s more nervous than the rest of the people we’ve encountered. Most likely, this world is newer to him.

      “My friend has some food he’ll give you,” I add, tilting my head to Zander behind me. “Just look at me. Can you do that?”

      Slowly, he nods, and creeps a little further from his little shack.

      “Good, just stay relaxed and try not to blink too much,” I say calmly. “This will only take a minute.”

      I draw in a long breath and then take the plunge, sinking into Ricky’s mind. My immediate inclination is to search his memories as I’ve been doing. It’s hard to resist the urge, fascinating as each individual is. I want to find out why he’s here, what terrible event set him on this path, and naturally find myself scanning his recent recollections.

      I stop myself short before I go too deep, pulling back a little and setting my mind back to my current task. Then, I begin calling from my own mind, projecting the order I wish for him to carry out.

      Walk to the man behind me. Reach out and shake his hand.

      I say the words clearly, and they echo around the ethereal space in his consciousness. I repeat it several times, over and over, until I sense it starting to take hold. Gradually, the words grow louder, spreading to the depths of him, before fading out and dispersing.

      I withdraw, coming back into that abandoned foyer, and Ricky’s face materialises before me again. For a few seconds, he just stares at me blankly, and I wonder if I’ve messed up another mind. But then he blinks, and I see him crawling out from between the rag curtains hanging from the table.

      I move back, stepping out of his way, as he stands to his feet, revealing a tall and wiry frame. His clothes are less torn up and filthy than the others, suggesting again that his time here has been shorter, that he’s a more recent addition to this dark and dangerous world.

      With his eyes now set on Zander, he begins walking towards him slowly, his hand reaching out as he approaches. I watch from the side as my brother’s lips arch into a grin, and his fingers stretch forward to take a grip of Ricky’s palm.

      They shake twice, Ricky’s actions semi-robotic, before the young man turns again and moves back to his nest, disappearing inside. Zander turns to me and nods approvingly.

      “Well done,” he whispers. “Very well done.”

      I go back over to him, Ricky now hidden out of sight.

      “How did that feel?” he asks.

      “Natural,” comes my reply. “It felt…easy.”

      My brother smiles again, and pulls out a few tins of beans from his backpack. He moves over to Ricky’s shack, and draws the curtains aside.

      “Here you go,” he whispers. “As promised.”

      As Ricky reaches out to take the first tin, I see Zander take his wrist. For a brief second, the young man’s eyes lock to my brother’s in alarm. Zander gazes into him, before letting go just as quick.

      “What was that about?” I ask as he returns to me.

      “He saw your face,” he says. “I just erased it.”

      “Oh…”

      “Don’t worry. It’s just precautionary. You just never know who the Con-Cops and Stalkers are going to round up next. It’s better to be safe than sorry.”

      I turn again to the little shack, so lonely here in this cold, desolate building.

      “We should take him with us,” I say. “We can’t just leave him. He’ll die out here alone.”

      Zander considers it a moment, before nodding.

      “OK, I’ll leave that to you. This is a test, Brie. Enter his mind again, and give him an order to follow you. Don’t try to ask him, or soothe him, with your words. Just use your powers. If you can do that, he can come with us.”

      I frown at my brother. He’d use a man’s life as a test? He’d just leave him here to fend for himself if I can’t do what he’s asking?

      I don’t query him. I just stiffen my resolve, set the hood back over my head, and return to the makeshift shack, gently pulling apart the curtains once more.

      “Ricky,” I whisper.

      I look inside and see him already scoffing on a tin of beans, hungrily scooping the contents into his mouth using a dirty paw. His eyes dart to me again, and lock in place.

      I take the opportunity to rush back inside, opening the door to his mind, my words preparing to echo once more within him.

      Gather your things and follow me, I order firmly. Follow me to safety.

      I keep the order simple, and repeat it firmly. Once more, it echoes through the chambers of his mind, sinking into his consciousness. I withdraw to find him staring at me as he did before, his hand hovering over the tin of beans, dripping with juice, his frame rigid as if it’s entered a temporary state of paralysis.

      Then, like before, he comes back to life. I watch him as he automatically begins to gather what scant possessions he has into a bag: some spare clothes, a few bits of food, a little shiv he no doubt uses to protect himself.

      Standing up and stepping back, I watch as he emerges from his shelter and moves towards me. He stands beside me, looking right into my face, an odd expression of confusion and submission written across his visage.

      As I move back towards Zander, keeping watch on the threshold of the building, he unconsciously starts to follow me, like a new-born lamb sticking close to its mother.

      Zander laughs lightly as I arrive.

      “Bravo, sis. You’ve got him on a string.”

      I can’t deny the feeling of power, of control, that begins seeping through my veins. It’s a strangely gratifying, and yet frightening, feeling, being able to influence someone else’s actions with such ease.

      “Erm, so I guess we can go now?” I ask, semi-triumphantly.

      I get the impression that Zander didn’t expect me to be able to complete this particular task.

      “Yep, you win! Bonus points if you can get him to put this on,” he adds with a whisper, leaning in and pulling a mask from his pocket.

      A few seconds later, I’ve got Ricky donning the mask and covering up his sight. Zander looks at me like I’ve just discovered fire.

      “Jeez, good going, sis. You’re picking this up much quicker than I did.”

      “Well, I guess it’s because I’ve got such a good teacher,” I concede.

      “I do try,” he says, his hazel eyes dancing.

      I laugh as we enter back into the cold, deserted streets, the sky now fully dark and the celestial light from above hidden behind thick clouds and fumes.

      “So, I guess I’ll need one of those masks too then?” I say, thinking that me knowing the secret ways into the underlands around here is something Zander would rather avoid.

      He shakes his head and leads me on, Ricky following like a well-trained dog just behind me.

      “You know what, I think you can be trusted by now,” he says.

      And that, more than anything, is a firm endorsement of my growing powers. A satisfied grin pulls up the corners of my mouth, and my eyes curve in similar fashion.

      I’m really on the inside now…
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      The entrance to the underlands that we take is incredibly well concealed, and it makes perfect sense as to why the agents of the Consortium have been unable to find it. Yet, according to my brother, it’s one of many, and probably the easiest to find.

      It’s into a non-descript building that we first go, passing through the dank hall and down a corridor to the back. At the end, the corridor gives way to a door, which leads into a further room, the walls made from brick and covered in peeling paint.

      Zander moves to the left of the fairly generous space, filled to the brim with clutter and old furniture. Pulling aside a stack of chairs, he digs a single finger into the tiniest of holes, at the end of which lies a switch. Flicking it, I hear a click behind us, and turn to look at the opposite wall.

      Zander pushes the stack of chairs back into place, moves to the other wall, and pulls out an old sofa. Behind it, a low tunnel opens up, unlocked by the switch on the other side of the room. It’s narrow and small, and capable of only being entered on your hands and knees.

      “OK, in your go,” he says.

      I glance at Ricky, who continues to stick silent as a shadow behind me, his vision hidden behind his mask.

      “Alright then,” I say. “Ricky, follow my voice and get onto your hands and knees. We’re crawling.”

      I move to the tunnel and get down on all fours. Ricky does the same, seemingly now conditioned to follow my orders when delivered verbally. As I crawl into the space, he follows right behind, bumping his shoulder and grunting on entry before worming his way inside.

      A few metres in, the tunnel opens up, and I’m able to stand. I pull Ricky to his feet as Zander appears, pulling the secret door shut along with the sofa to conceal it.

      I remember back to when I first entered the underlands from around this part of the city, after going to the black market. My vision was blocked, but I certainly didn’t have to crawl back then. That alone is proof that there are several entrances around these parts.

      As Zander rises to his feet, I explore the place and note that we’re not quite done yet. We appear to be in another room, this one with no doors or windows. My brother fiddles around, searching for a second switch, before finally revealing the door that leads us down to the underlands.

      “Who exactly created all these passages?” I ask.

      “Old rebel groups started it long ago, early forms of the Nameless before they became the more organised force they are today. We’ve been expanding on it all since, using the main rail networks underground as a starting point. I think, a long time ago, people used to live down here too, when the world was more toxic than it is now. They will have contributed as well.”

      We begin moving through the new tunnel, one that feels more familiar to me. It descends down into the pitch black, making Ricky’s mask largely redundant. I tell him to take a grip of my arm and to follow right behind me. He does so, finally finding his voice.

      “Where are we?” he asks quietly, his voice a soft croak.

      It’s as if he’s beginning to wake from a dream, his mind starting to function a little better.

      “We’re in the underlands, Ricky,” I say, turning my eyes to my brother for confirmation. He nods, letting me know I’m allowed to explain our position. “I’m taking you to safety. You won’t have to worry about other Disposables, or the Con-Cops anymore.”

      He seems to take in what I’m saying, but doesn’t ask any more questions. I turn back and we continue into the depths, working through a new maze as we head northwards towards the larger caverns where the Nameless, and those they protect, dwell in the darkness.

      The first signs of life come from the flickering lights, yellow and orange and glowing at the end of a long, narrow passage. When we reach the end, the sight of many fires comes into view, the space before me stretching far and wide, much more expansive than the waterfall cave I used to frequent.

      I’ve travelled through here before, but only with my eyes covered. Now, the full extent of it comes into view, a sprawling space where an underground community has sprung up, living down here in the quiet and calm.

      I spread my gaze around, searching for one figure among the little groups that stretch to the distance.

      “Is Drum down here?” I ask.

      Zander doesn’t need to answer. Sending my Hawk-eyes forward, I see the shape of a large figure in the distance, right up against the far rock wall, sitting on the outskirts of a gathering of shadows around a fire.

      I turn quickly to Zander.

      “Go on, I’ll catch up with you in a bit,” he says. “Don’t worry, I’ll see that Ricky gets taken in by one of the carers. He’ll be well catered to here.”

      I zip in and give my brother a kiss on the cheek, telling him thanks as I move off towards the far end of the cavern. As I do, I check round to see Ricky attempting to follow, the order I gave him so ingrained that he can’t help himself. Zander holds him back, lifts up his mask, and removes the order with nothing but a glance.

      I marvel at his power, and feel a tingle at the prospect of being able to do the same.

      Soon, Brie, soon…

      The cavern is strangely beautiful as I work across it, lit in places with the fires to give warmth and light. Built in pits, most appear to be gathering points for people to sit around. Others, however, are used for cooking, while the walls are also fixed with little torches, their flames giving shape to the entire space.

      My eyes don’t need the light to function, of course, and yet the contrast of the orange and yellows with the various shades of black is quite striking. Moving through little groups, I near Drum’s gathering, and see him sitting slightly beyond the fire on his own, his large frame sat on the rock floor and staring at his hands.

      He looks like he did when I found him in his room, just after the deaths of Fred and Ziggy. Clearly, their passing is still weighing heavy on his mind, along with other recent events.

      His eyes don’t lift to me as I come. Not until I’m right beside him does he appear to notice the presence of another person nearby. Arching his eyes up, he takes me in as he did when we saved him from the convoy only days ago, and I see those big brown irises of his widen.

      “Brie!”

      A bountiful smile surges up his face, and mine.

      “Hey Drum,” I say as he pounces to his feet and sucks me into an embrace that might just crush me.

      I tap him on the shoulder and he eases up.

      “Oh…sorry…” he mumbles.

      Now, it’s me who hugs him, my arms, as always, barely capable of reaching around his sides, let along his back.

      “It’s so good to see you,” I say, looking up into his ample face. “How are you? Are you OK down here?”

      He nods and says nothing, glancing beyond me to the people sat around the fire nearby. Then he sinks back a little into the shadows, taking me with him.

      “Is something wrong?” I ask, following his gaze. “Are those people being mean to you?”

      He shakes his head, lowering his voice.

      “No, nothing like that. The people are nice…mostly. I got assigned here when your brother brought me down. We’re all meant to stay in certain zones, you see. This is mine.”

      “Ah, I see. So, where do you sleep?”

      He nods to the wall, where a little patch of old rags have been fashioned into a bed.

      “That’s my one. It takes some getting used to, but it’s good. I’m lucky to even be here. You and your brother…you saved me.”

      “And I’d do it again a hundred times over,” I say.

      “I’m grateful. But…maybe I didn’t deserve it.”

      “Drum, what do you mean? Of course you did.”

      He shakes his head and drops to the rock floor, sitting up against the wall.

      “I…I killed a man, Brie. I took a life.”

      He hangs his head in shame, a grimace swamping his face now. I guess it’s a hard thing to do, taking someone’s life away from them, ridding a family of a loved one.

      “It wasn’t your fault, Drum. You just don’t know your own strength, that’s all.”

      “It’s not an excuse,” he drones. “I broke his neck because he teased me. That’s not fair. I think…maybe I deserved to be taken to the REEF after that.”

      “Don’t speak like that, it won’t get you anywhere. It was an accident, OK, an accident. Look at me…”

      I take his chin and lift his wide face to mine.

      “You have a second chance now,” I tell him, creeping inside his mind. “You can try to do some good.”

      I sink briefly into his head, only enough to feel his shame and guilt and sadness. Before I drift too far, I pull back, and find him looking at me in a funny way.

      “You’re amazing, Brie,” he says, a small smile re-appearing. “Zander told me about it all. All these powers you have. And just…you, as a person. You’re so good to me. I don’t deserve it.”

      “Now you’re just being ridiculous,” I say flippantly. “You’re the kindest, sweeting boy I’ve ever met. You made one mistake after a lifetime of being teased. And the fact that you’re beating yourself up so hard says it all. You’re a good person, Drum. You have a lot to give. You just have to find your calling.”

      He nods, and that guilt and shame in his eyes fades, taken over by a determination, a resolve that those big browns never portray.

      “I think I have,” he says. “You showed me the way, and your brother brought me here. And, I’ve spoken to some people, and think I want to join up. I can do good, like you say. I can help.”

      “Join up? What do you mean?”

      “The Nameless. I can become a member, a soldier. I have Brute blood, everyone’s saying it. Maybe I can help.”

      I fall silent for a second, but try to shade the doubt from my eyes. I don’t want to quash any rising resolution in him, to send him spiralling back down again. But, I don’t want him being a soldier, not now, with everything that’s going on.

      “Are you sure they’d let you?” I ask, raising my eyes.

      “Um, I think so. I can fight, if I need to.”

      “But you’re just a boy. You’ve never used a weapon in your life.”

      “Your brother was much younger than me when he joined,” he counters sensitively. “I could do it, I know I could.”

      “I’m sure you could…”

      “No you’re not,” he cuts in. “I know you don’t think I can do anything.”

      “Drum...”

      “No, I’m not blaming you,” he says quickly. “Why should anyone think I can do anything. I muck up everything I try.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “It is. I’m stupid, and clumsy, and soft. I know I am. But…I can grow tougher. I am growing tougher here. I need to do something, Brie. I have to repay what I owe.”

      “You don’t owe anything.”

      “YES I DO,” he says, his voice booming a little louder. A few eyes turn to us from the fire, before fading away again. Drum lowers his voice. “I do owe…I owe you, and Zander, and lots of people here. But mostly, I owe that man I killed. I have to do something with my life to make up for that.”

      His voice withers away, and the chatter from the cave grows in my ears. I look into his eyes, filled with a need that I’ve never seen in them before, his face appearing older, leaner, his clothing more dirty and tattered and his hair dishevelled.

      He looks like a boy at the bottom of the barrel, trying to claw his way to the top. And if I stop him, he’ll be stuck down in that dark hole forever.

      A passing thought flows through me. I could try to stop him now, enter his mind and rewire his desire to sign up, to become a soldier, to enter the fight.

      And if I wasn’t able to, I could get Zander to instead. I could keep him safe down here, where I won’t have to worry about him as I work on my mission up above.

      But the thought merely passes and doesn’t take hold. Much as I’d like to, I can’t do that to him. Not to my friend.

      His voice ends the silence, calmer now, the etched lines of stress on his face withdrawing.

      “There’s a war coming, Brie,” he says, looking out. “That’s what everyone is saying here. And if that’s true, I can’t just sit here and do nothing…”

      I nod and stare at him.

      Oh, there’s a war coming alright…

      But not if I can help it.
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      I don’t return to the surface that night. There are more reasons than one for that.

      Not only do I want to stay with Drum, and Zander, and even Ricky – I feel I have a duty of care for the young man, given how I pretty much ordered him down here against his will – but I also realise that returning home right now would be far too dangerous.

      Obviously, I’ve skipped through the night before on more than one occasion, creeping away after secret meetings with Zander and getting back to the academy without issue. However, that was always in the western quarter, and usually only from the shelter in district 6 to the academy in district 5. Overall, not too far to go.

      However, right now the underlands beyond the northern quarter are considered too dangerous to travel. Part of that, of course, is my own doing. After finding me in the waterfall cavern, that area of the underlands is off-limits. Since Drum and Zander were chased off in another direction, various other passages are also deemed unsafe, even for the most powerful among us like Zander.

      All in all, the Consortium are tightening the noose, and many of the passages across the western, eastern, and southern quarters are now being searched. The only thing in our favour is that the underlands of the northern quarter are so much harder to find. So hard, in fact, that even those who have been down here for years can often forget the locations of the many secret entrances.

      Yet, soon enough, the agents of the Consortium will find a way through. And when they do, they’ll spread through these caves and caverns like a plague, wiping out everyone they find. Should that happen, many of the people here will die. Even the secret ways out of here that I’ve been told about won’t be sufficient to save them all.

      And in my head, that ticking clock continues to echo. Time is pressing against us. We have so little of it to waste.

      But tonight, I relax in safety, talking quietly with Drum until Zander materialises from the darkness to fill me in on Ricky’s current state.

      “He’s a little confused,” he informs me. “He couldn’t remember much of what happened, which is perfectly normal. He’ll soon realise that he’s far safer here than up there. That was a good thing you did, Brie.”

      “Well, as long as he’s safe. Do you reckon he would have come of his own accord?”

      “Honestly? Hard to tell. Some people are too wary. They consider it a trap when we try to get them to safety. Who knows if he’s like that. Maybe he is, maybe he isn’t. Either way, it doesn’t matter now.”

      He moves in to sit beside Drum and pats him on the shoulder.

      “How’s it going, big guy? Good to see Brie again?”

      Drum looks at me with a glowing smile and nods shyly. Clearly, he hasn’t quite grown comfortable around my brother yet.

      Over the course of the evening, however, he loosens up in his company. We move in by the fire to get warmer, and fetch some food from over at one of the cooking pits. I’m surprised to find that meat is on the menu, large carcasses being turned on spit roasts.

      “What sort of meat is this?” I ask Zander as we return to Drum’s assigned spot.

      “Erm, this looks like beef,” he says. He takes a bite and nods. “Yep, beef.”

      “Where do you get it?”

      “Oh, we have some contacts in the slaughterhouses over in the eastern quarter. They help keep us fed.”

      “Ah, right. Is that why the second attack by the Fanatics targeted a food factory?” I ask.

      “Um, actually, no. We had a drug production facility under the factory making our suppressor drugs. You know, the type you were taking. They found out about it and used the Fanatics’ attack as cover to blow it up.”

      I shake my head in disgust. Many innocent workers died in that attack. They hit two birds with one stone: spreading fear through their terrorists, and taking out the factory. It sickens me.

      I taste the chewy meat with a grimace. It’s good, if a little dry. No cause for complaint from me, though.

      “I noticed some other carcasses hanging over there too,” I say, turning my attention back to the food. “They didn’t look like cows.”

      “Well, occasionally some of our guys go out hunting beyond the wall to catch game.”

      “What…you mean, you go into the outerlands? What sort of game is out there?”

      “Deer, boar, things like that. Sometimes they even take down a bear or wolves if they need to.”

      “Hang on. But, aren’t those creatures too toxic to eat? They’re mutants, aren’t they?”

      “Mutants in so far as they’ve adapted to live out there, yeah. We just need to cure the meat right, then it’s edible. It can make you feel queasy sometimes, but no one’s gonna complain when they’re struggling for food.”

      “Jeez, I never knew. I guess I’m starting to understand why you can’t invite everyone down here then.”

      “Exactly.”

      What fascinates me the most, however, is the fact that they actually head outside the perimeter wall to hunt. I know that the Consortium send their workers out there to clear the lands, and that they’re probably building new settlements to expand into, but other than that, I thought it was completely off-limits.

      Although, having been down into the murky swamps of the south myself, I can now attest to the fact that you can survive with the right tools. As long as you’re suitably protected from the fog, and you don’t stay out in the mist too long, you should be OK.

      Naturally, I grill Zander on the topic some more, something he finds quite bemusing. Clearly, since he’s always heading outside of the city to the church where the Nameless have their headquarters, the notion of going beyond the wall isn’t particularly special to him.

      To me, it’s captivating. And immediately I put forward the suggestion that I join in on one of these hunts at some point.

      “Maybe one day,” Zander says, pouring water on my fire. “But right now, you’ve got a job to do.”

      “Yeah yeah, I know. But after, I’m going out there to explore,” I tell him, with unequivocal confidence. “So…what about the Shadows? Has anyone seen them on hunting trips?”

      “There have been stories,” he says quietly, the flickering fire configuring an eerie backdrop as he speaks.

      Drum, staying silent, leans in a little closer.

      “What stories?” I ask, doing the same as my oversized friend.

      “Oh, I’m sure you’ve heard things before. Mutated humans and all that. If the animals can adapt to survive out in that poison, then why not us?”

      “But are they really, you know, human?”

      “At the most basic, primal, level maybe,” whispers Zander, looking to Drum now with intense eyes.

      Drum’s big browns grow wider. Zander offers me the subtlest of playful winks.

      Then he leans back, and raises his voice again.

      “Ah, who knows? When our hunting parties move through, the Shadows, whatever they are, kind of stick to the darkness. They don’t want to be messing with our men.”

      “I can imagine. Only hybrids go out there I guess?”

      “Mostly. Bats and Sniffers and Hawks are pretty useful at tracking prey. And Dashers aren’t bad at taking them down. And when you get someone who has multiple powers, they’re fairly valuable assets.”

      “So who’s the most powerful?” We turn to look at Drum, who appears to have broken his brief vow of silence. “Do you…have any hybrids who have all the powers?”

      Zander shakes his head and huffs.

      “Nah, that would be pretty much impossible I’d say. We’ve got some good mixes. Sniffers and Bats. Hawks and Sniffers. Dashers and Bats. All combinations you can think of really. Sometimes you’ll get someone with three types of Enhanced blood, but that’s rare.”

      “Like you two,” says Drum eagerly. “You’re both Dashers and Hawks and Mind-Manipulators, aren’t you?”

      I nod. “That’s right, Drum.”

      “So it’s you then?” he asks, looking at Zander again. “You’re the most powerful here?”

      My brother appears to enjoy the suggestion, but plays it cool.

      “That’s not for me to say, big man. It depends on what types of power you value.”

      For my money, that’s a pretty firm ‘yes’. There’s no power like being a Mind-Manipulator. And to add being a Hawk and a Dasher – or Hawker – to the mix? Well, that’s a pretty potent combo if I might say so myself.

      The evening continues on, Drum now finding his voice and plucking a multitude of questions from the recesses of his mind. He appears to grow more interested in this strange new world as the minutes and hours pass, my presence perhaps liberating him from the shackles of his shyness.

      As the night grows late, however, instructions are issued from the different section supervisors to quieten down all conversations. It appears to be quite ordered down here, a proper system of governance in place to ensure that things run smoothly.

      Given how even whispers carry a long way through these caverns, too much talking is outlawed by a certain stage of the evening.

      I’m disappointed, but soon realise it’s for the best. With weary eyes and heavy limbs, I’m taken by Zander to another cavern, leaving Drum behind with a kiss to the cheek, and given a mattress of rags to sleep on. Zander makes sure to stay nearby, finding his own little corner to catch a few winks in.

      Before he does, he leaves me with an instruction.

      “Get some sleep, Brie,” he tells me. “Because tomorrow, we’re taking your training to the next level.”

      I drift away with my head a mixed bag of excitement and dread. And in my dreams, so many of the memories I encountered today play out, an endless series of terror and joy and heartbreak echoing in my unconscious mind.

      When I wake, I do so to the same darkness I fell asleep to. My enhanced eyes quickly take in the form of the cave, and I note that Zander is no longer there. Standing, I move back towards the main cave, the space still filled with fires that give a patchwork of light to the place.

      Some glow only with embers now, indicating the passing of the time as I slept. Others continue to roar more furiously, mostly set around the edges of the cavern where lookouts continue to coax them to life as they set about their vigils.

      I search the space and see Drum in his corner, his large silhouette curled up in a ball and facing the wall. Nearby, Ricky’s skinny frame appears, the young man being assigned to the same section as my friend.

      Around the cavern, many other little bundles and mounds can be seen, hundreds of bodies littering the rock floor as they sleep. I check my watch to find that it’s still early, dawn only just beginning to glow somewhere up above. But down here, none of its natural light penetrates.

      Meandering towards the centre of the cave, I spot Zander coming down a north facing passage. He emerges, has a few words with one of the watchmen, and then spies me hovering about nearby.

      “You’re up,” he says, moving towards me. “I expected you to be sleeping a little longer.”

      “I don’t have time to lie in,” I say. “Where have you been?”

      “Outside the city. Lady Orlando requires regular updates.”

      I’m sure she does…

      “You could have told me,” I grunt. “I’d liked to have gone outside the city again. Doesn’t Lady Orlando want updates from me?”

      Zander shakes his head in somewhat hasty and dismissive fashion.

      “I’m your liaison, Brie. She doesn’t want you distracted by any extraneous diversions, and you’ve got enough on your plate right now to be dealing with.”

      It sounds like a fob off to me. She probably just doesn’t want to deal with my inevitable interrogations.

      I have no energy to waste on arguing the point, though. Instead, I turn my eyes to the tunnel we came down yesterday evening.

      “So, let’s get to this then, shall we?”

      Zander’s eyebrows pop up in surprise. “You’re eager this morning.”

      “Yup,” I say, moving off. “Now come on, don’t keep me waiting, Zander.”

      With my brother hurrying to catch me up, we work our way back up through the tunnels, emerging into a misty morning in the outer districts of the northern quarter. The fog is dense, but mostly grey, carrying with it only a light tinge of green.

      Entering onto the streets, I suck it in and feel little more than a tingle in my throat, and across the bare skin of my hands and face.

      “You want a gas mask?” asks Zander, clearly much more used to these conditions than me.

      “I’ll cope,” I tell him. “This is nothing compared to the outerlands.”

      With our senses dialled up to eleven, we begin our morning’s work. In such conditions, visibility is poor, and consequently the threat of Con-Cops or Stalkers is a little more pronounced.

      “They like this type of weather,” I’m told. “Makes it easier for them to creep around and find unsuspecting Disposables before they have a chance to escape. We need to tread carefully, and keep our eyes and ears open.”

      The increased sense of danger serves to have a positive effect on me. With my pulse ticking along a little faster, and my wits growing keener, I feel that these conditions are just about perfect to speed my training.

      There’s nothing like the threat of getting caught to clarify the mind, and expedite the development of my powers.

      So, in that state, the morning goes well. Leading me along, Zander hunts down several more willing test subjects, always returning to the nooks and crannies where he knows them to be hiding.

      Given a multitude of orders to impart, I succeed with each one. I have a grumpy, grim looking man widen his eyes, open up his mouth, and stick out his tongue like a child. I have another dance about like a chicken, clucking as he goes. I even get one elderly woman to stand, walk towards Zander on creaking legs, and slap him as hard as she can across the face.

      That one I thought up all on my own.

      Perhaps as retribution, Zander takes things up a notch. All those orders are easy enough to accomplish. They’re simple, and delivered to simple minds. The next stage, therefore, is to try to conduct some trickier experiments.

      “Basic actions are easier to place into someone’s mind,” my brother explains, still rubbing the sting from his cheek. That woman really did pack a punch. “However, time-sensitive orders, and those that involve various stages, are much harder. And then there are those actions that someone would never take. Trying to get someone to do something against their nature is hardest of all.”

      He gives the same example as he did the previous day. That of sending someone off to the other side of the city to fetch, say, a loaf of bread, before having them bring it right back here.

      Standing down the alley occupied by another lost soul, Zander tells me to get the man to head to the inner district of the northern quarter.

      “Tell him to leave from here ten minutes from now. Don’t worry if he doesn’t have a watch. His subconscious will actively estimate when ten minutes have passed. Make him go to district 2 of the northern quarter. There’s a little market there that should be active. Give him this money, and ask him to buy some bread, and return here immediately.”

      I gulp, looking at the man nestled tight against a wall.

      “That sounds like a lot. What about Con-Cop patrols? I don’t want to put him in danger or anything.”

      “He’s always in danger here. Go head, do it,” he orders firmly.

      It’s certainly a step up from what I’ve been doing. Yet I feel confident that I’ll be able to accomplish it. So I immediately make for the man, hold out a tin of beans to ensure his participation, and quickly slide into his mind as his eyes link with mine.

      The method is the same as I’ve been practicing. I repeat the order over and over, clarifying each part until it sinks into him. I do so until I’m completely satisfied it’s worked, before returning to Zander.

      “What now?” I ask.

      “We wait to see if he goes.”

      An anxious ten minutes follow, during which I spend most of my time staring at my watch. As the minutes tick by, it appears as though my orders didn’t settle properly. Then, suddenly, he climbs to his feet, turns down the alley, and begins meandering away to the south.

      A beaming smile flows up my face.

      “I did it…”

      “The first part, yeah. We won’t know until he returns.”

      “Don’t be such a buzzkill, bro,” I complain. “Let me have this moment.”

      “Fine, bask in it. You’ve got 30 seconds.”

      I suck in a long breath of misty air and smile victoriously right in Zander’s face. I use up every second he gives me, watching him grow increasingly irritated by my smugness as each one passes.

      “Right, time’s up. Feel better now?”

      “Much better,” I say, grinning. “Give me something harder to do. This is child’s play.”

      He stares right at me, and in my head I hear his voice, echoing from the depths.

      Don’t get cocky, he warns.

      I respond telepathically.

      Don’t worry, I won’t, I assure him.

      It is, of course, a hypocritical statement. My actions speak louder than my telepathic words, and I realise that, perhaps, I am being a little arrogant right now. So I let the smug smile drift from my face, and set my mind back to the seriousness of what we’re doing.

      However, the damage has been done. And Zander’s going to punish me.
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      With the man likely to take a while before returning, my brother sets me a new test. I can already sense he’s going to push me even further this time. And, well, I probably deserve it.

      I guess that’s a good thing, though. I need him to throw everything at me, to take me right to the edge of what I can do. To put me under stress and see how I react. And that’s exactly what he does.

      With another candidate in sight, he turns to face me and draws a pistol from a holster in his jacket. It’s one of the old fashioned types, a lead-shooter and not a pulse gun. With his back to the timid looking woman taking refuge beneath an underpass, he reaches forward with the weapon and places it into my palm.

      I look at it with a rising tension in me, and then lift my eyes to Zander’s.

      “What do you want me to do with this?” I ask.

      “I want you to give it to that woman over there,” he says impassively. “And then I want you to make her shoot herself.”

      I look at him with blank eyes. He stares back with the same.

      “No. I’m NOT doing that.”

      “You have to, Brie. Like I told you, getting people to do things against their nature is the hardest thing to do. And there’s nothing more against our nature than to harm ourselves.”

      I attempt to hand the gun back to my brother. He wraps my fingers up tight around it.

      “You’re going to go over there, and you’re going to tell that woman to lift this gun to her temple, and shoot herself in the head.”

      I recoil at his words. They’re delivered with such a lack of caring that I feel like slapping him across the face myself, just as I got that old woman to do.

      “Zander, listen to me. There is NO CHANCE IN HELL that I’m going to get a woman to kill herself. NONE.”

      I lay the point on thick, and make my position clear. My brother looks at me with a creeping displeasure, his eyes narrowing and fixing to mine. And as he stares at me, I feel something beginning to change, deep in the back of my head.

      Slowly but surely, I take a firmer grip of the gun, and begin to realise that he’s right.

      Yes, he’s right.

      I will do it. This is my test. I have to do it…

      I turn the gun in my hand, and pull it beneath my jacket, hiding it away. Then I give Zander the smallest of nods of compliance, before turning and walking towards the woman.

      Moving through the mist like a spectre, her eyes find me as I come. They glow with fear and suspicion, just like all eyes do here. As I grow nearer, she retreats, her body language swaying back to keep me at a distance.

      “Who are you?! What do you want?!” her voice stammers.

      “I’m no one,” I say, my voice flowing on the light breeze. “I’m not someone for you to fear.” I pull some money from my pocket, and hold it up for her to see. “Here, I’m someone who wants to help. Take the money,” I say.

      Her brows dig and pinch together. Lines crinkle across her forehead. She seems to hesitate, sensing a trap. I assuage her concerns.

      “This isn’t a trick,” I say. “Look, I’m just a girl.” I pull down my hood and reveal my face.

      It matters not if she sees who I am. She’ll be dead in a minute.

      “Why are you giving me money…I don’t understand.”

      “It’s OK,” I say, my voice pouring like honey into her ears. “Just look at me for a moment, and it’ll all be over.”

      My voice has gone robotic, devoid of feeling and cold like a Savant. The woman continues to doubt me, but it doesn’t matter. She’s staring at me now, entranced. I’ve lured her into my web.

      She’s already dead…

      I enter her mind so easily now. I slip right in, and let the order drift from my mind to hers.

      Take the gun from my jacket. Put it to your temple. Pull the trigger.

      I repeat the order as I’ve learned to do. I feel it spread and filter through her, embedding down deep, deeper than ever before. Yet it’s different this time, her mind working to fight back.

      I feel myself repelled, feel my order thrown out. I refocus and try again, and bend her to my will with all I have.

      Take the gun from my jacket, I say again. Put it to your temple. Pull the trigger.

      The order starts to take hold. A darkness pervades her mind as it sinks and infuses through her consciousness. Gradually, it locks in. She’s unable to fight back.

      I drift out and see her eyes. They stare, pale blue and empty, a dampness forming in their corners. I feel an awful pinch of pain at what I see, but it doesn’t stop me. I pull aside my jacket, revealing the pistol.

      Her fingers creep from her rags and take a grip of the handle. I can see the struggle in her as she draws it out, some part of her still trying to fight the terrible order I’ve given her.

      Shaking, her sallow index finger slips against the trigger, and her arm lifts and places the tip of the gun to her temple. My chest stiffens and my breathing grows short as I watch her finger hover, slowly pressing down.

      A part of me wants to stop it, to reach out and grab the gun. To fling it away and leave this poor woman alone.

      But another part doesn’t. Another part just watches as she works, as she shivers and trembles, as she squeezes the little switch that will end her life, right here, right now.

      She pulls a little harder, and my chest tightens a little more, and the mist seems to thicken, swirling about us on a light breeze.

      Any second now…click, boom, dead.

      Forget Cromwell. This will be the first life I take.

      With a battle raging in me, and her, her final act on this earth takes place. Her index finger pulls a little bit more, and the trigger clicks to signal her doom.

      I feel my eyes wishing to shut, but they don’t. The click echoes through my head, but brings with it no other sound.

      The barrel doesn’t burst. No bullet shoots from its end.

      The woman’s eyes rush open wider, confused. Then she tries to click again, and the same thing happens.

      No discharge. No bullet. Nothing.

      Over and over, she clicks and clicks. And each time, her temple stays intact.

      The gun is empty.

      Then I feel a presence to my side, and see Zander’s form appearing through the mist. He moves in front of the woman and takes the gun from her hand, before holding his palm to her cheek and looking into her eyes.

      Within seconds, they come back to life, and a few salty tears suddenly flow down her cheeks.

      “It’s OK,” whispers my brother. “It’s OK now.”

      Slowly, her eyes grow numb again, and then begin to close. She leans back, breathing lightly, and drops into a calm slumber.

      I turn to my brother with a whisper, a realisation now beginning to form in my head.

      “It was you,” I say, a heavy frown swamping my eyes. “You put an order in my head. You made me do it…to give her the order.”

      He nods. “Yes. You would never have done it otherwise, would you? Of course you wouldn’t. I was never going to have you kill an innocent woman, Brie. I just wanted to see if you could do it.”

      “But why didn’t you just tell me the gun was empty?”

      “Because then you’d have known, and it wouldn’t have tested you so much.”

      “But it didn’t test me. You made me do it…”

      “I made you try, yes. It was you who succeeded.”

      It’s all too much. I feel drained and strangely ashamed that he could manipulate me so easily. And worst of all, I didn’t even know he’d done it. It felt a little odd, for sure, but not completely unnatural. Only now does it fully dawn what an awful thing I was doing.

      “I’m sorry if I manipulated you like that, Brie. But it just goes to show how strong you are now…”

      “More like how strong you are,” I mutter. “You made me do that with such ease. I wish it was you doing this mission instead of me. Can’t we just smuggle you in or something? Once you’re in the High Tower, maybe you could just get it done…”

      “Brie…no. I’d be caught and killed, and so would you, and so would Adryan, and all of this would come crashing right down. You should have more faith in yourself. You can do this. I know you can…”

      “Yeah, well you have more faith in me than I do.”

      “Because I know exactly what you can do. Everything I can do, you can do. And you’re learning much quicker than I ever did.”

      “Not quick enough,” I mumble. “It still takes me a while to impart an order. You can do it with barely a glance.”

      “Yeah, and you’ll be able to as well.”

      “With Savants? These Disposables are all well and good, but they’re hardly the sharpest tools in the shed.”

      He seems to concede on that point, nodding along in agreement.

      “You’ll get your chance to test your powers against better brains, I’m sure of that. And you know what, we’ll start with mine. You need to learn how to block mental intrusions, and shield your own memories…”

      “Like you did the other day? With Mrs Carmichael and me?”

      “Exactly. I can’t be relied upon to conceal your memories, especially when you’re over in Inner Haven. And if a Mind-Manipulator gets into your head and you can’t defend yourself, you’ll be found out straight away.”

      “That doesn’t sound good. So, you’re going to teach me how to do that?”

      “It’s the final thing you need to know,” he says, nodding. “For now at least. Once you’ve got the basics, it’s all about practice. Just, don’t go overdoing it with what you’ve learned so far. You never know who might be watching.”

      With that warning filtering through my head, we turn our attention back to the man I’d sent off to get bread. Naturally, I suggest to Zander that we return here after to take this poor woman beside us down to the underlands. I ask the same thing with each person, but mostly he tells me it can’t be done.

      Seeing, however, as I got this woman to try to kill herself – or at least she thought she was going to – I feel like I owe her.

      “Your heart is too soft sometimes, Brie,” muses Zander. I can’t tell if it’s a criticism or not. Having a kind heart doesn’t sound like a bad thing, right?

      Of course, his thinking is purely that things are bigger than any one person, and that I can’t go off on a crusade trying to save every Disposable we find. At the end of the day, if my mission succeeds, then that’ll have a far greater impact on not only the people around here, but across the whole of the city as well, Inner Haven included.

      Still, given the state of play, Zander agrees to help this woman.

      “We’ll go and check on our courier first, then come back here and fetch her. We’ll pair her up with Ricky or something. Right, come on, let’s see about that bread.”

      We ease back through the deserted streets and alleys, past run-down and mostly empty buildings, the mist still hugging the air as the day trundles on. By now, as the hour grows late, the chances of running into Con-Cop patrols will heighten.

      The Stalkers, too, who enjoy hunting at night most of all, are an ever present threat in these parts. Knowing this all too well, Zander makes sure we walk with a little more vigilance, hushing me any time I try to talk to him.

      When we reach the alley where I sent the man off on his task, we find it deserted. I check my watch and note that sufficient time has passed for him to have made it to the market and back.

      “Where is he?” I ask, turning to my brother.

      His eyes have narrowed. There’s a tension in him that wasn’t there before.

      “Was my order wrong?” I wonder out loud.

      He shakes his head.

      “I doubt it. Something may have happened to him. We shouldn’t linger here, Brie.”

      “Why? Shouldn’t we wait a little…see if he comes? He hasn’t had that much time, has he?”

      Zander shakes his head, slowly scanning the streets now.

      “No,” he says smoothly. “We don’t wait. Come on…”

      With a bit more haste, we return to the woman beneath the underpass, rushing with more urgency now. As we arrive, however, sifting through the thick mist to where we found her, Zander reaches out to stop me.

      “What are you…”

      “Shhhh,” he says, staring forward.

      I do the same, and search through gaps in the smog. And as I do, the sound of voices drift towards us on the wind, and the shapes of bodies appear as shadows in the haze.

      Zander immediately shifts me over behind the cover of the bridge. I move away from him and send my eyes down through the tunnel, and find three men standing over the defenceless woman. She’s still asleep, her mind switched off by Zander.

      “We have to help her,” I say.

      Zander tugs at my arm, dragging me away.

      “We’re going back down, now,” he says.

      “NO! You put her in that position. You put her to sleep. We’re not letting them take her,” I protest through gritted teeth.

      Zander’s strong grip stays on me, and he pulls me right in front of him. I note his pupils dilating a little and he fixes me with that stare of his. And somewhere in my head, I feel him again.

      He’s trying to manipulate me…

      I fight back this time, battling him away. For a couple of seconds, we duel in my head, before the world materialises around me again.

      “Get the hell out of my head!” I snarl. “We’re helping that woman, whether you like it or not.”

      Now, on some sudden whim, it’s me who staggers into his consciousness. And it’s me who tries to subdue him with an order of my own. He repels me, kicking me right out.

      “As much as I’m enjoying this cerebral scuffle, we’re wasting time,” he says with a droll slant to his eyes. “That was good, by the way. You knocked me right back…”

      “Well…great. But this woman!”

      I step off again. Zander’s grip on my arm isn’t going anywhere.

      “Fine. God, if she means that much to you. They’re only Con-Cops. It won’t be a problem.”

      “You’re sure? They’re not Stalkers?”

      He huffs.

      “Stalkers don’t bother with Disposables. I’ll go and sort them out. Wait here.”

      He lets go of my arm and steps towards the wall. Now it’s my turn to grip his arm, strong and lean.

      He turns back.

      “What now?”

      “I’m doing it,” I announce.

      “No…you’re not.”

      “Do I have to get back in your head again, brother?! You said it yourself…they’re only Con-Cops. And I’m meant to be in training, right? Let me take them. If you think I’m in danger, you can step in.”

      He considers it for the briefest of seconds, before tugging his arm away.

      And then, to my surprise, he steps to the side, and opens up a path for me.

      “Fine. I’ll be watching,” he says nonchalantly. “Go ahead, hero, save the day.”

      A wry smile appears on his face. Grit appears in my eyes.

      And around the corner I go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            69

          

        

      

    

    
      I stand by the wall, peering around the side. Through the mist I see them, crowding around the poor woman. Their voices flow to me, but their words are muddled by distance.

      They’re probably wondering why she won’t wake up.

      And then they don’t have to wonder anymore. As one leans down to lift her by the shoulders, I see her body suddenly come alive and struggle. And from her lungs, a blood-curdling scream empties, surging down the underpass towards me and echoing out into the city.

      The reaction of one of the Con-Cops is immediate. Pulling out his immobiliser, he zaps her right in the chest. Her body goes quickly quiet again, and they resume their work automatically, lifting and carrying her off down the tunnel.

      With their backs to me now, I start to make my move.

      Silent as a mouse, and using a portion of my Dasher powers, I slide through the mist towards them, leaving a trail of clear air behind me. With my Hawk-eyes now operating on full alert, I sense one of them about to turn.

      His collar crinkles, and his shoulders rotate, and his neck starts twisting to the rear. I immediately shoot to the side and behind a small pillar that lines the sides of the underpass, sneaking out of his eyeline.

      Lowering my body to the ground, I gently peer from behind the pillar, nice and low and down in the thick mist. The man looks out for a few moments, a crease between his eyes, before turning back, satisfied.

      I slide back out of cover, and continue towards them. I’m only 20 metres away now, nearly close enough to strike. Beyond them, outside the underpass, I see a truck, similar to the one we saved Drum from. Inside there must be more Disposables, gathered up like stray dogs to be taken to the pound.

      I’ll free them all too.

      I scan their bodies for weapons. Pulse rifles hang from their belts. Immobilisers, too, are similarly attached, only one of them holding his, its end zipping and zapping with flashes of blue lightning.

      The other two carry the woman, her head slumped and eyes white, a bit of foam dribbling from one corner of her mouth. She could swallow her tongue in such a state.

      But they don’t care about that.

      It’s time to act. With my muscles coiling and ready to spring, I send my gaze at the first man, equipped with his buzzer. I’ll take him down first, then the next two. I’ll be on them so fast they won’t know what hit them.

      I run through the play a single time, and then put it straight into action. Taking a breath, I activate my Dasher ability, bursting forward through the mist and coming up on the rear man in mere milliseconds.

      He appears to move in slow motion as the world decelerates around me, my short burst of pace enough to bring me right up to him before any of them even notice.

      As the realisation of my presence dawns, he twists on the spot, his arm moving through treacle as he tries to bring the immobiliser up to zap me. It’s comically slow, and I have no trouble in whipping a thunder-punch right across his open jaw beneath his visor.

      My arm moves with such a furious pace that I feel the bone crack. His jaw snaps out of place, slackening as his body tumbles off into the dirt. The other two men turn, dropping the woman straight from their arms.

      Her head immediately starts falling back, closing in on the hard concrete floor. With my Dasher powers still in operation, she appears to move so gently that it hardly dawns on me how hard and fast she’s actually falling.

      I realise just in time, pressing forward and darting to the ground to cushion her fall, laying my arms under her head to stop it from connecting with the floor.

      It bounces into my biceps, and I let out a breath, my burst of Dasher energy all but depleted. As yet, I’m nowhere near practiced enough, or fit enough, to be able to use my powers for long. And right now, that’s not a good thing.

      The world quickly comes back into regular focus, returning to normal speed. As the woman thuds upon me, I turn my eyes up to see the two Con-Cops descending, whipping their immobilisers from their belts as they charge.

      I roll away, huffing and puffing, and just about escape their attacks. Flying to my feet, I summon some last shreds of Dasher energy, and use it to avoid the incoming thrusts.

      Grabbing one of the men, I pull him into the direction of his partner’s jab, and the immobiliser connects with his back. Blue sparks begin shooting around his body and across his armour, running all the way up and onto my arms. I get some of the residue of the attack, my limbs tingling as I let the man go.

      The charge appears to have had no impact on him, however. I guess his armour must be designed to soak up the electric shock. I recoil, stepping back again as the two men thump the earth with their feet, marching towards me.

      I’m unarmed, my Dasher powers failing and arms numbing. I’d quite like Zander to step in right now…

      He doesn’t. But I have one last trick up my sleeve.

      As the first Con-Cop surges forwards once again, I send my Hawk-gaze right through his clear visor, right through his eyes, right into his mind.

      In a split second I’m into his consciousness, shouting out an order.

      ATTACK YOUR PARTNER. ATTACK YOUR PARTNER.

      I retreat just as quickly, his electric prodder looming. It seems to be suspended in thin air, his body frozen half way through his swiping assault. He stays still for a moment, his eyes glazing over.

      And then, as the other Con-Cop comes charging, he turns his attention on him.

      With a sudden burst, he bundles his partner to the floor, much to the man’s surprise. I stand back and watch as they begin to battle, one attacking, the other simply trying to understand what the hell his colleague is doing.

      Panting, and with stinging arms, I watch for a moment as they roll about, wrestling. Then, behind me, I hear light footsteps and turn to see Zander appearing at my side, smiling at the sight.

      “Nice move, setting them on each other. What was the order?”

      Still slightly dazed by it all, I answer: “Just attack…I just told him to attack his partner,” I puff.

      Zander laughs.

      “Well, I guess we’d better leave them to it. He’ll keep on going until his friend either knocks him out, kills him, or a Mind-Manipulator comes along to erase the order.”

      He begins moving off, turning away from the fight with total indifference and towards the unconscious woman down the tunnel. I consider it a little heartless to leave these men in such a fashion. I mean, they were once normal people, after all. We can never be sure which ones were violent criminals, and which ones were just unlucky.

      So I end the battle. Scooping up a spare immobiliser, I step towards the bundle of flashing limbs and jab both of the men in the neck, pricking them on the soft spot between their armour.

      They both fall silent and still.

      “I guess that’s what they call ‘mercy’,” remarks Zander, turning back to watch. “It’s lucky they got you and not me.”

      “How long will they be out?” I ask, wondering just what setting the immobiliser is on.

      Zander shrugs.

      “It doesn’t matter. We need to go. Come on, help me with her,” he says, standing over the unconscious woman.

      I walk towards him and straight past. I hear him sighing at my incessant inability to follow his orders. He probably knows exactly what I’m doing.

      I move towards the truck just beyond the underpass, and find the back door unlocked. I slide across the bolt to open it up, pull the door open, and see a collection of unconscious bodies before me, all lying in a bundle of rigid limbs and torsos.

      I step inside and reach for the nearest one, set my fingers to his neck, and feel for a pulse. I check another couple just to make sure. They’re alive, just knocked out, most likely temporarily paralysed by immobilisers.

      Zander drifts in beside me, looking in.

      “There’s nothing we can do for this lot,” he says. “We can take the woman, but no one else.”

      “You can’t wake them up? What about that pen-like device you used before, when you de-paralysed Astor? Do you have that with you?”

      He shakes his head.

      “No.”

      He probably does. He just doesn’t care about these people.

      He moves back to the woman, refusing to offer any help as I briefly consider how to wake the prisoners up. My mind draws a blank, and Zander’s voice sizzles over on the breeze.

      “Come on, Brie! Other Con-Cops, or worse, Stalkers, might be around,” he hisses. “For God’s sake, stop trying to help every damn person you meet!”

      He’s getting frustrated, stamping about as he lifts up the woman onto his shoulder. He’s easily strong enough to manage her weight, her frame largely emaciated by her time out there living on scraps.

      He starts moving off, disappearing into the mist. I have no option but to follow, sparing a final look at the pile of bodies behind me. Death or worse awaits them. And there’s nothing I can do.

      Catching up with Zander, we begin moving off towards the same entry point into the underlands we used last night. Either it’s the closest one, or he’s not yet willing to let me in on another. Maybe both.

      With night falling fast, the lights of Con-Cop patrols begin to rise up in the distance. I can see them down the ends of streets, and illuminating the mist above low buildings. We work our way around them, staying silent as ghosts, reaching the safety of the entranceway without detection.

      Inside the cluttered room at the rear of the dilapidated building, Zander once more moves the stack of chairs and flicks the switch embedded in the wall. Meanwhile, I pull out the sofa, revealing the hidden tunnel.

      As I do so, my brother bends over above the woman, pulls a familiar looking pen-like device from his jacket, and sets it to the girl’s neck. With a click of the end, her rigid form eases up and her white eyes roll back round, blinking furiously as a scream threatens to bellow from her lungs.

      Zander’s hand is quick enough on the draw, pressing over it and muffling the sound.

      “You had that device all along?” I query angrily. “You could have woken those people up.”

      “There wasn’t time. Don’t argue.”

      He turns his eyes to the woman. Hers are wide and fearful. With nothing but a look, she calms, and he releases his hand from her mouth.

      He glares at me again.

      “Don’t give me that look, Brie. We’re here to train you, nothing more. Saving this woman is enough. You don’t agree with my methods? I don’t care. Stop acting all high and mighty…”

      “Jeez, alright Zander, chill,” I say. “I’m just saying…how hard would it have been to zap them in the neck? It would only have taken a minute or two.”

      “Yeah, an extra minute or two where we might get caught. These people don’t matter. There’s only the mission.”

      He doesn’t let me respond. With fresh orders in the woman’s head, she begins crawling through the tunnel. I follow behind, grumbling internally about Zander’s way of looking at things. I mean, I get it, I do, but it just seems heartless leaving people behind like that.

      We don’t talk again until we reach the safety of the underlands, splitting as soon as we enter into the grand cavern. Zander goes off to make sure our new friend is processed properly. I head off to find Drum, searching selfishly to find someone to moan to.

      When I locate him in his assigned area of the cave, I let off a bit of steam. I find no ally in my giant friend, though. He appears to agree with my brother.

      “He’s right, Brie. You can’t save everyone.”

      Of course, he has no idea about my mission. If he did, he’d perhaps realise that I can save everyone. To a degree at least.

      “But they could be innocent people, just like you, Drum…”

      He huffs. “I’m not innocent. Maybe lots of them deserve to go to the REEF. Who knows who you might set free? What if you freed a killer,” he says, his eyes sinking a little. “I mean…not a killer like…me. But a proper killer. Someone who likes it. Someone who kills people to take their clothes or food or money…”

      The thought of Linda, Zander’s guardian, enters my mind once more. I suspect my brother’s lack of caring, and trust, of many of these Disposables emanates from that fateful day six years ago. It was a Disposable who killed her, murdered her for her purse. Perhaps Zander looks upon all of these forgotten people with the same eye.

      I can’t blame him for that. Not after what he’s seen. And yet, up there, in the wild parts of the city, such a way of life is necessary for some. Perhaps not to kill, but to steal and fight to survive. It’s just the natural order of things for these people, their world far more brutal and unforgiving than mine.

      I suppose, above all, this is all new to me. If I ever find someone helpless on the streets over near Brick Lane, or any of the other quarters, my natural inclination will be to help them. That’s just what being human is all about. Helping people in need.

      But maybe out here it’s different. Maybe I’m not being fair to Zander, criticising him at every turn. Just looking around this place is enough to show what good the Nameless are doing, and my brother is a big part of that.

      Still, I barely know him really. All I’ve gotten are snippets of his life, his personality, his past. I can’t possibly know what he’s been through over the years. How many people he’s helped and saved.

      So yeah, I do need to stop acting all high and mighty. I need to realise that this is how it works here. It’s not perfect, far from it in fact, and in the end there’s only so much a single person can do.

      And for me, the one thing that can help the most is the one thing I should be concentrating on. Anything beyond that, anything that might put my mission in jeopardy, is rightly considered superfluous by Zander.

      Because, after all, his job is to make sure I see it through. That’s the directive Lady Orlando gave him. Like Adryan, his task is to clear the path for me, make sure that I’m ready when the time comes. To train me, open my mind, prepare me for what’s to come.

      And looking at things like that, he’s doing a great job. In no time at all he’s changed me, fashioned me into a force I could never have imagined. He’s doing his job brilliantly.

      And maybe it’s time I did mine.

      So I go to find him, and I pull him silently into a hug. And with his tense limbs around my back, I say sorry. I tell him that I won’t question him anymore. That I’ll do as I’m ordered, and nothing else.

      Because at the end of the day, it was him who saved Drum, not me. I was just there. I just supplied the most basic of information about what had happened to him.

      From that point on, he located him inside the holding cells. He tracked the trucks. He took out the Con-Cops and freed my friend, and the rest of them too.

      That was my input, to force him to let the rest go. Something that almost got us all caught or killed. My participation nearly brought the entire house of cards crashing down. Without my brother, Drum would be dead or worse.

      And most likely, I would be too.

      I struck a bargain that night. I told him I’d do whatever he wanted. I told him I’d kill whoever he told me to kill. Take a life to save a life. I’d do it all if my friend was saved.

      He’s held up to his side of the bargain, and more. And me…I’m still here, questioning him, undermining him, prodding and probing when I should be listening to every single word, every single order, that flows off his tongue.

      And so I will. From now on, I’ll put my mind to the mission and nothing else.

      I’ll pay my debt to him.

      I promise I will.
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      I spend the evening being assaulted.

      Assaulted by Zander, by his mental intrusions, by his relentless attempts to creep into my mind and read my thoughts and memories. For hours and hours, he works on me in a quiet little chamber away from the rest, the two of us sitting in darkness and silence.

      I defend myself with everything I have, using everything I’ve learned. Using all the training Zander has put me through to shield my cognition from him, his attacks becoming increasingly direct as the evening grows late and my mind and body grow weary.

      He puts me under stress and duress, making me tired, forcing me to continually focus to weaken me. As he does, his ability to infiltrate my memories and thoughts grows stronger, old memories of mine being mined from somewhere deep inside my consciousness.

      Memories I barely recall are brought to the surface, dug up and shown to my eyes. He works to read my thoughts as they occur, telling me each time exactly what I’m thinking.

      Yet it’s under stress that I begin to fight back too, to strengthen myself, to grit my teeth and block him from holding dominion in my head. Like when I battled him away earlier outside the underpass, I do so again that night, again and again, becoming more adept as the minutes and hours pass.

      He teaches me other things. Not only am I tutored on how to shield my thoughts, but to hide my memories too. He tasks me with pushing the memory of that day, of all my activities, to the depths of my mind. To cloud them and cover them in other thoughts of the academy, of my home, of Adryan, of anything that my normal life still contains.

      Anything that needs to be hidden has to be continually shrouded. Anything involving him, anything involving my powers, or my mission, or my knowledge of the Nameless and the Fanatics and the Consortium. Any memories or thoughts that might prove indicting have to be protected behind a barrier in my head, replaced by regular thoughts and memories that aren’t so incriminating.

      I work to muddy the events of the day, to hide them deep. Then Zander enters my mind again and probes, looking on the surface for them. He searches deeper, and eventually discovers the truth, but only after some thorough exploration.

      “Good,” he tells me. “Very good. Now this time, when I try to find the memories, actively try to block me.”

      I nod and soak up the order. I open my eyes wide and he does too, and together we enter into the battleground of my consciousness.

      This time, each time I sense him creeping deeper, searching for the hidden memories, I try to block his course. To waylay him with different memories. To prevent him or slow him from discovering the truth.

      Much of it is his training, but a lot is instinct. My ability to shield him has been inside me this whole time, waiting to blossom, to turn me into the person I was always meant to be.

      He withdraws again, and a smile of approval lifts his cheeks.

      “That’s enough for now,” he says. “You have the basics, and you’re quickly mastering them. Lady Orlando will be delighted. I need to report back to her.”

      I find the good feeling inside me receding a little at the name. I’m not doing this for Lady Orlando. Frankly, her insistence on not seeing me is actually a little insulting. Since our first meeting, when she set me on this path, I’ve had no direct contact with her. She should realise that I’d feel a little more valued if she gave me some personal time.

      Having said that, if Zander were to say to me right now: “Brie, Lady Orlando would love to debrief you,” I’d probably find the idea rather unappealing.

      So, yeah, I don’t actually want to see her, but I’d like it if she invited me for a chat. I guess I’m just a little confused…

      Having confiscated my watch prior to our session, Zander hands it back to me before he departs. It’s nearly 4 in the morning, the dawn not too far away. As my brother disappears off to the north, I find myself curling up in an exhausted ball of freezing flesh in the same spot I spent the previous night.

      Despite the cold, I soon drift off, my head praying for the respite of sleep. With trembling bones I disappear into my dreams, waking to the brighter light of the campfires dotted around these communal caverns, and with my body having been warmed by their glow.

      It takes a little while for my eyes to crack fully open, and for my mind to fully wake. Then Zander appears before me once more, his face paler than usual, the sight of dark shadows lurking beneath his eyes.

      It doesn’t look like he’s slept.

      “Morning, Brie,” he says. “It’s time for you to go.”

      I arch my back up against the wall, dragging off the loose rags that acted as my blanket for the night.

      “Why? What’s going on?” I yawn.

      “You’ve spent enough time here. Lady Orlando has been in contact with Adryan. You need to see him again tonight.”

      My body wakes a little more at the thought. I blink hard and yawn again, covering my mouth.

      “Tonight,” I say, nodding. “Um, right, OK. I need to get some new shoes…”

      “Shoes?” he asks.

      “Yeah, long story. What time is it,” I ask, searching the rock floor for my watch. I have the habit of taking it off when I sleep.

      “It’s nearing 8. It should be safe enough for you to travel back to the academy now.”

      Four hours sleep. I feel like I’ve had about four minutes…

      “OK, sure. So, when will I come back here?”

      “That depends. This will be your third date with Adryan. He’s informed us that he should be able to arrange for you to be tested and approved after that. I’m no expert, obviously, but as far as I know things can go quite fast from there. Regarding…your marriage.”

      My marriage. It still sounds kinda ridiculous to me. Although not quite as scary as it once did…

      I nod.

      “Good. That’s good. The sooner we get hitched, the sooner I can get my mission done, right?”

      I inject my words with some optimism, and brighten my eyes too. Zander attempts to imitate my smile but fails. Apparently he’s too tired to pretend.

      “Right,” is all he says. “If you wanna go and say goodbye to Drum, he’s over in the main chamber. I’ll take you back to the surface after.”

      I rise on aching legs, and do as my brother suggested. The main chamber is already lively, fires blazing and people eating breakfast. I find Drum in his assigned spot, munching on a meagre amount of dried meat and bread leftover from the previous night’s dinner.

      He appears in good spirits, even when I tell him I’m leaving. I think having me down here for a couple of nights has helped him relax a little, his determination to join up with the Nameless and become a soldier turning his mind to more positive things.

      I still don’t like the idea, but it’s not for me to dissuade him. Seeing him with an upbeat disposition is so rare, and certainly better than the alternative. If joining the Nameless is what he needs to do to put his demons to rest, then who am I to stop him?

      Instead, I leave him with a nod of consent and support, and promise that I’ll see him soon.

      “Say hi to Mrs Carmichael for me,” he says. “And Tess as well...”

      He says it without thinking, without realising that, other than me, no one can know where he is. Such a thing would only put them in danger. I decide, right there and then, not even to inform Mrs Carmichael of our reunion.

      Of course, I don’t tell him that. All I say is: “Sure Drum, I’ll tell them,” before hugging him as best I can and leaving him there among the rest of the refugees.

      I travel back up to the surface with Zander, covering the same ground that I’ve passed over several times now over the last few days and nights. Up on the streets of the northern quarter, a mist remains, still clinging to the air as we work our way south towards more populous parts of the city.

      Once we’ve arrived at the inner districts of the northern quarter, Zander feels confident to leave me. He turns me to face him and departs with a few final words, designed to both keep my spirits high and my mind focused.

      “Your abilities are building fast, Brie,” he says. “Keep practicing on anyone you can trust, but always be mindful of your surroundings. Be careful. Be vigilant at all times. Things will be moving very quickly for you now, and the deeper you go into the world of Inner Haven, the more difficult it will be for us to see each other.”

      “Why? Can’t I come across to Outer Haven once I’m married to Adryan?”

      I don’t like the thought. Without Zander’s training and guidance, as well as the support of Mrs Carmichael, I’ll be lost out there.

      “It’s not as easy as just crossing back and forward through the gate. You’ll be under greater scrutiny once you join the ranks of Inner Haven. They’ll want to know you’re committed, and you’re settling in well. Returning to Outer Haven won’t help that.”

      “So…when will I see you again?” I ask, a surge of concern passing through me that I may not see him for a while.

      “Soon, dear sister,” he says, smiling comfortingly. He taps me on the temple. “But remember, I’m always here. We can always talk, no matter what.”

      The thought gives me some relief. And now, with my mental capabilities developing so fast, I suspect our telepathic conversations will be clearer and more elaborate.

      With a kiss to the forehead, he leaves me, disappearing again into the fog. I watch him for a moment, staring northwards towards the deserted streets, where the secret war continues to brew. Where the Nameless operate in the shadows, constantly fighting for the people’s rights, even if they don’t know it.

      It’s strange, really, that they remain so hidden from the minds of the general population. Even their appearance at the ceremony, when they sent out a warning across the four quarters of the city, didn’t serve to curry belief among the people.

      The Consortium merely spoke of them as pranksters at best and a terrorist cell at worst, making them out to be the ones the people should fear. In a way, they used it to their advantage, using both the Nameless, and the Fanatics, to help them spread the seed of terror across the city.

      But not everyone is so bowed by fear, so willing to agree and comply with all the directives sent down from on high. Across the city, many people sympathise with the Nameless’ cause, some of them actively working to ensure they’re fed, armed, and capable of holding back the growing storm.

      And growing the storm is, like a gentle wind that begins to whip, before coiling and spiralling and transforming into a twisting tornado. Soon enough, the secret war will start to spread, and people will need to decide.

      Live like slaves, or fight for their freedom.

      That will be the choice before us all if I should fail.
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      Exhausted as I feel, I have no time to rest when I finally return to the academy. What I do have time for, however, is to wash and change my clothes. After spending two days and nights without showering, and sleeping rough in the underlands, I’m beginning to resemble a Disposable.

      It’s not a great look for me, and with my third date with Adryan upcoming, a bit of minor pampering is definitely in order.

      Before I do that, however, I pay a visit to my guardian, and request that she do me a favour. When she asks me, in a state of mild shock given my appearance, just what I’ve been up to these last two days, I refuse to offer any detailed explanation.

      Doing so would merely require me to shield those memories, and with time running short, I have no energy or inclination for such a thing.

      What I do find interesting, however, is that she isn’t unduly worried about the fact that she heard nothing from me all this time.

      “I assumed that you were with Zander,” she explains. “And, if something happened to you, I imagine he’d have the decency to tell me.”

      That’s a fair rationalisation. However, there’s something more in her that a little dart inside her mind illuminates: she’s begun to make her peace with the fact that I might well die, and die soon.

      It’s her method of dealing with it all. If she assumes the worst, then it’ll come as less of a shock when it actually happens. Hardening herself up, she’s starting to turn back into the more austere and unemotional woman who she likes to present to the world.

      I know different, of course, and that she’s got a deeply caring and sensitive side. And certainly, that’s been on show these last few weeks. Yet, right now, she’s pushing that part of herself away, and desensitising herself for what she considers the inevitability of what’s to come.

      Since I refuse to explain exactly what I’ve been up to, she takes a moment to consider my request. Her grievance at being kept out of the loop is only half of it, though.

      The other half is that it involves Sophie, a woman she doesn’t exactly get along with.

      “So, you want me to talk to Sophie do you? You want that woman helping you?”

      “Brenda, I need some new shoes, and probably clothes as well, for my trip to Inner Haven. I’m going to be spending lots of time there, and could do with a suitable wardrobe. She’s the only one who can help me. Now, please, can you get her over here as soon as possible? I need to shower…”

      She sniffs the air. My scent is so strong that it’s even overpowering the usually unyielding smell of smoke in the room.

      “Yes, you certainly need a shower, we’re in agreement there,” she mutters. Then she takes a shallow breath and shakes her head. “Fine, I’ll contact her. But you can greet her downstairs. I don’t want to spend any time in her presence.”

      “Deal,” I say, biting my tongue to stop from saying anything more.

      Frankly, her opinion of Sophie is far too harsh for my liking. Sure, she’s different to us, and has an occasionally annoying way about her, but she’s also got a kind heart and is sweet as sugar.

      As I go off and wash, scrubbing myself clean of the dirt and grime and fetid mist that seems to have seeped into my skin, Mrs Carmichael heads off to the bottom of Brick Lane to initiate contact with my liaison.

      Once I’m all done, dried, and dressed, I find my guardian knocking on my door and entering my room.

      “She’s coming around now. She said she had to rearrange some things, but is happy to help you. No doubt it’s because you’re courting a Savant,” she adds bitterly. “You’re quite the prize for her, aren’t you…”

      “Don’t start, Brenda. Please.”

      “I will start, and finish, whatever I please in my own home, Brie.”

      Oh God, that belligerence is back…

      I choose not to respond for fear of getting into a debate. She leaves me alone and goes back to her room. I slip downstairs and await Sophie there, my chaperone arriving far more quickly than I’d have expected. By the time the door knocks, it’s still only early afternoon, giving us plenty of time before my date with Adryan at the usual time of 7PM.

      One of the main things Mrs Carmichael dislikes – actually, dislikes isn’t strong enough…detests would be better – about Sophie is her perceived arrogance, superiority, and that false smile that so commonly adorns her face.

      As I open the door to greet her, however, I find that smile absent. On seeing me, she tries to raise it, but it quickly falters and slips away again. Her tone, too, isn’t as bright and breezy as usual. It’s rather more muted, as if half her energy has been sucked right out of her.

      “Hello, Brie,” she says. Even her hug is half-hearted. “I’m glad you’ve come to your senses and requested my help. So, it’s shoes you need most of all is it?”

      “Yeah, shoes and maybe some more clothes too. Um, thanks for coming so quickly, Sophie. I really appreciate it.”

      “Oh, not at all. I’m working with a new group for the next bachelor ball, but it isn’t for some time yet. They can get along without me for a few hours.”

      She leads me outside and into her car, and we begin making for the southern quarter and Liberty Row. Her usual loquaciousness, something I’ve found irritating in the past, is also missing. Mostly, she looks out of the window with a pensive frown on her face and eyes that stare blankly.

      It doesn’t take me too long to work out what’s bothering her. Only a week or so ago, Rycard was caught in the Fanatic’s attack on the market, his right eye badly damaged and his face covered in lacerations. I wonder for a moment how he is, before tentatively asking.

      She turns her eyes back to me, their blue lights dimmed.

      “He’s, um…he’s not great, Brie. His right eye was seriously wounded. He may never see out of it again.”

      “Oh, Sophie, I’m so sorry,” I gasp. I’m not surprised, however, given the state it was in when I saw him. “How is he?”

      “As bad as his eye,” remarks Sophie flatly. “He’s on a leave of absence from the City Guard. If his eye doesn’t recover, then he’ll be discharged.”

      “Discharged? What will he do?”

      “There’s little he can do, unfortunately. Being a member of the City Guard was his life. Now, we don’t quite know what will happen. A Hawk with one eye…well, they can’t do their job. He’s worried. I’m…I’m worried…”

      I reach across and lay my hand on hers, squeezing her fingers.

      “I’m sure things will be OK,” I say, smiling weakly. “And those responsible will pay,” I add with a growl. “I promise you of that.”

      She too manages a little smile, a hint of curiosity tracing her brows at my words. I uttered them with some conviction, knowing my current position. She can’t, of course, and to her they must sound like nothing but empty words designed to make her feel better.

      “Thank you, Brie. Now, let’s turn our minds to you, shall we? How are things going with Adryan?”

      It’s a tricky transition, going from something so terrible to something that, in some ways, ignites a sudden, warming feeling inside me. Adryan himself is someone I’ve enjoyed spending time with. And yet what he represents – my mission – is something I’d like to get done as quickly as possible.

      Of course, all I tell Sophie is that things are going well, and that I’ll be tested for approval to marry Adryan soon.

      “I can see that twinkle in your eye,” she remarks. “I’m so happy things are moving quickly for you.”

      Yes, necessarily so.

      As we near Liberty Row, I try to mine a bit more information from Sophie regarding the test the Council are going to put me through.

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” she informs me with a wave of her hand. “Just a formality for most girls. As long as you’re committed to Adryan, and living in Inner Haven, you’ll be just fine.”

      So…not fine then, I muse. Maybe I can get on board with committing to Adryan, but living in Inner Haven is another matter.

      Still, her general manner of dismissing the test as anything too tricky to handle helps assuage my concerns. With my newly developed ability to tinker with people’s minds, convincing these people that I do truly wish to join the ranks of Inner Haven shouldn’t be too difficult.

      The car cruises down Liberty Row, passing nearby to Culture Corner as it goes. I spare a look as it appears down the street, the large square now cleared and capable of receiving visitors once more.

      Usually, at this sort of time, people would be flocking in during lunch, taking a look at the murals and sculptures and enjoying the various performances around the square. Now, however, the place appears mostly deserted, the once beating cultural heart of Outer Haven tainted and forsaken.

      Down Liberty Row, the same applies, if to a lesser extent. These particularly fancy districts of the southern quarter, most people must assume, might make for appealing targets for the Fanatics.

      Still, life needs to go on, and so we find ‘The Inner Circle’, the shop catering to Unenhanced marrying up, open for business and ready to receive us. Upon entering, the saleswoman greets Sophie warmly and looks upon with me with some recognition.

      It’s the same woman who kitted Tess and me out before our first jaunt to Inner Haven several weeks ago.

      With a slightly more subdued energy than normal, Sophie sets about finding me some suitable shoes. I try on several pairs of various kinds, many of them adjustable, and end up being given them all.

      The same goes for clothes. Skirts, blouses, dresses, sweaters, shirts and all manner of other garments are tried on and added to the bill. I’m shocked by the manner with which Sophie piles them all up without a second thought for the cost.

      “Oh, it’s not my money, Brie,” she says when I query her on it. “The Council of Matrimony fund all women who marry up. They prefer us all to come equipped with all the right clothes and looking the part.”

      Well, I’ll certainly do that, and I’m happy to see that there’s some variation to the clothes I’ll be able to wear. So far, I’ve been dolled up in rather elegant, if simple, dresses. Now, my eyes turn to the prospect of wearing blue skirts and pants and sweaters, and any other item that appears more like the clothes I’m used to.

      With our shopping trip concluded, and the car stacked full of bags, Sophie insists on a visit to the beauty parlour. She reaches forward and inspects the ends of my hair, and the many tangled knots that my hasty shower clearly didn’t deal with.

      “Oh, this won’t do at all,” she says, shaking her head.

      Next, she looks at my face, focusing particularly on my skin, which still probably carries the odour of the underlands to it.

      “What have you been up to recently, Brie,” she remarks, her nose apparently capable of sniffing out the subtlest of scents.

      “You know, living,” I laugh nervously.

      “Well, your skin needs some work, as does your hair. Let’s get you sorted out. Come along now.”

      The same beauty parlour as before sees to my transformation, putting me through a range of therapies that leave me with glowing skin and hair. My locks flow gloriously to my shoulders, and my hazel eyes jump right out with their skilful application of understated makeup.

      With time galloping along, I conclude my time with Sophie at a little café, where she probes a little deeper into my experience so far with Adryan. I don’t like talking about it too much, and yet find myself smiling as I remember my previous evening with him.

      I do, however, take the opportunity to test my powers a little. Slipping silently into Sophie’s mind, I see if I can get her to give me the honest truth about how she feels about Inner Haven.

      Usually, of course, she’d deflect the question with some canned response, painting her face with a bright smile and telling me how wonderful it is living there. Yet I know that’s not how she really feels. Beneath her beautifully manicured exterior, there’s something entirely different bubbling within.

      So I project the order into her mind, and see what she tells me.

      Tell me, honestly, how you feel about living in Inner Haven, I order.

      I notice her eyes falter a little, a little wince dripping down. Sophie, as vacuous as she can appear, is actually a smart woman, and isn’t so easily controlled. With a couple more focused attempts at issuing the order, I finally see her eyes glaze over ever so slightly in the manner I’m looking for.

      Her voice loses some of its life, and that somewhat robotic quality invades her.

      For a few seconds, she remains silent, and then her jaw begins to grind.

      “It frightens me,” she says quietly, her eyes narrowing as if she’s wondering just why she’s revealing the truth. “I’m scared.”

      “Why?” I ask, leaning in.

      I dart my eyes left and right to make sure we’re out of earshot of anyone. Her voice is so low now, however, that you could be right at the next table and hear nothing.

      “I’m frightened for my husband,” she continues. “I don’t know what will happen to him, to us, now. I’m frightened for my son. If he doesn’t grow into a Hawk, he won’t be allowed to stay with us. I’m frightened of what will happen to my family.”

      “And is that what a lot of Unenhanced feel over there?” I ask.

      I’m just asking questions now, but the order in her head appears to have seeped beyond the initial query. Slowly, she nods her head.

      “So why do you work to help them marry up? Why do you make out that Inner Haven is so wonderful, when you’re just living in fear?”

      Again, she takes a moment to answer. I can see my control of her slipping. Her eyes flicker a little, working to break my spell.

      “Because it’s my job,” she says. “Inner Haven needs more women. I help supply them. If I don’t…”

      She doesn’t end the sentence, but she doesn’t need to.

      Shutting her eyes, she opens them up again and seems to come back into the room. She blinks a few times and looks at her hands. They’re shivering.

      “I…I shouldn’t have told you that, Brie. I’m sorry…I don’t know what came over me. It’s just stress, that’s all. Because of Rycard.”

      She nods busily and smiles nervously, and I calm her with my words.

      “It’s OK, Sophie. I understand. You know, you can trust me. I’m on your side.”

      “Um…thank you, but there’s nothing to worry about. Forget I said anything. I’m sure you’ll have a wonderful life with Adryan, and in the High Tower no less! It’s just wonderful, Brie. So wonderful…”

      She’s saying ‘wonderful’ a lot. I suppose that’s her way of trying to erase the negative comments she’s just uttered.

      Our time at the café doesn’t last much longer. It becomes quite obvious that she wants to get rid of me now, awkwardly shuffling me out and into her car and ordering our return to the academy. Again, she disappears into her thoughts on the journey back, and I disappear into mine.

      I suppose her comments came as no real surprise. Should her son, Maddox, fail to become a proper Hawk, he will be tossed back out onto the streets of Outer Haven. Right now, he’s showing promise, but it’s too early to tell for sure whether he’ll develop into a gifted Hawk like his father.

      And yet Rycard, too, might well be facing a similar fate. Hawks simply cannot operate with one eye, and should that transpire, he’ll be considered to be nothing more than a regular Unenhanced.

      As such, he could well be relegated to Outer Haven, along with Sophie and their son. And should Maddox develop his full promise, he’ll most likely be kept among the Enhanced, taken off to be raised by someone else.

      As a mother and wife, the concern in Sophie is palpable. And yet, despite it all, she’s constantly working to bring other women into the fold, helping them transition from Outer to Inner Haven. That is her duty, and if she failed to perform it, her place in Inner Haven would also be in doubt.

      It’s a three-pronged attack on her fears. Both her, her husband, and her son, could all be discarded for their own different reasons. And all it takes is for one of them to occur, and it will tear her family, and her life, apart.

      From that moment on, I look upon Sophie in a very different way. She’s just a slave, like so many others, part of the system that seems destined to destroy her, one way or another. She’s one of the many that the Nameless – that I – am trying to free.

      Dropping me off at the academy with a host of bags in hand, I give her a warm hug before departing.

      “Send my love to Rycard,” I say. “And keep well, Sophie. I’ll see you soon.”

      “I will, sweet Brie. Enjoy your date tonight.”

      She smiles, and the car door shuts, and away onto the busy streets she goes.

      Turning, I cross the threshold to the academy, getting plenty of funny looks from the residents of Brick Lane as I go. Made-up as I am, with my hair so glossy and my fingers gripping tight to so many fancy clothing bags, I look entirely out of place.

      I suppose, in many ways, I am so out of place here now.

      Before I pass through the door, however, the sound of voices reach my ears. One belongs to Mrs Carmichael, clear as day. The other is also familiar, and sets my teeth on edge and my heart racing as I step inside.

      Because standing with my guardian, I see the black eyes and grey hair and thin lips of the last person in the city I wanted to see again.

      Turning to my intrusion, Agent Woolf looks right through me, and a smooth voice drones from her throat.

      “Ah, Miss Melrose,” she says, before uttering the opposite sentiment to me. “Just the person I wanted to see…”
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      I step into the hall with a sudden caution spreading through me. Glancing at Mrs Carmichael, I see a similar affliction in her eyes, a warning issuing from within them.

      The only other person present in the room is Nate, standing behind the front desk. Quite why he’s here I don’t know. The position of gathering the mail is one he’s only required to hold in the morning. Perhaps he was just passing through, or went to open the door when it was rung.

      Whatever the case, he stands there with a firm glare at the back of Agent Woolf’s head. Around here, she’s not a popular woman.

      I have to think fast, though. And my immediate suspicion is that she’s here, as she said she would be, to follow up on some loose threads and make sure that all the residents’ memories tally up. Clearly, she’s found something of interest to her.

      And clearly, that involves me.

      “Good afternoon, Agent Woolf,” I say as casually as I can manage. “What brings you here?”

      I move on around to the desk where Nate stands and drop my bags beside him. He continues to glower beneath burning eyes at the woman, only passing his gaze to me when I speak.

      “Nate, would you mind taking these bags to my room please?”

      He doesn’t need to be told twice. Scooping up my shopping, he immediately begins working his way towards and up the spiral staircase, offering the agent a final dagger-infused stare as he goes.

      She doesn’t appear to notice, or care. I guess she’s used to it.

      My slight delay has given me an opportunity to relax a little. When I turn to look at her again, I’ve managed to cool my beating heart and steady my breathing. Her ice-cold eyes, like black diamonds, continue to follow my movements.

      Finally, she answers.

      “I’m here to talk to you, Brie, about your friend, Joshua Brent.”

      Of course she is.

      “Oh, are you still investigating that?” I ask, semi-dismissively.

      “I am,” she responds dryly. “There are some inconsistencies that I’ve unearthed around here. I need to just clear them up.”

      “OK, that’s, um, not a problem at all,” I say, checking my watch. “Shall we get on with it then?”

      I begin moving towards the corridor at the back of the hall, heading for the common room. No doubt it will be occupied right now, helping me buy some time.

      Her monotone voice stops me.

      “Not here,” she says. “I’d like you to accompany me to my office in Inner Haven.”

      I stop on the spot and slowly turn.

      “I…I’m sorry, I have an important engagement,” I say.

      Mrs Carmichael adds her voice to the fray.

      “I was just telling the agent exactly that,” she says, turning to Agent Woolf. “She is courting a Savant, as you know…”

      “Yes, I’m well aware. It isn’t a problem at all, Miss Melrose. The City Guard headquarters isn’t far from the Court House, where I assume you’ll be meeting Mr Shaw. I will have him informed of your location. He can collect you from outside once we’re done.”

      I consider several excuses as she speaks. None of them are logical enough, however, and she’ll no doubt have a workaround for each. I have no choice but to agree, and to do so willingly. Showing any signs of guilt right now could be fatal.

      “That sounds agreeable,” I say, nodding respectfully to her. “I will need to just go upstairs and get changed, if that’s OK?”

      She nods her consent, and I begin working my way up the spiral staircase. I find Nate on his way back down the corridor, still grimacing. His eyes lift a little when he sees me.

      “Don’t let that woman back in my head, Brie. Please…”

      “Don’t worry,” I say, “she’s only here for me. She’ll be leaving the academy momentarily. You can stick around here, if you want, until she’s gone.”

      He nods, moves to the wall, and takes a seat as I press on towards my room.

      Unsurprisingly, Tess is still at work, our time together now so fleeting. We’ve barely spoken two words to each other for a week now. Since she found me passed out on the floor after returning from the outerlands, I still haven’t really had a chance to talk with her…

      And then the thought hits me, and a strike of panic cuts through my chest.

      Tess found me in that state, my hands cut and my mind delirious. Mrs Carmichael said she heard my feverish ramblings as she helped patch me up, heard me mumbling on about the firefight and the river and the toxic mist.

      I think back, quickly rushing into my own mind to find the memory. Mrs Carmichael had told me that Tess didn’t know what to make of it, that none of it made sense to her.

      But what if it did? What if I’ve been talking about other such things in my sleep? What if Agent Woolf found all of those things in Tess’s head when she went exploring?

      I pace around the room for a minute, wondering what the hell to do. Thinking how stupid I was to not include Tess when Zander hid Mrs Carmichael and my memories. I never considered that she really knew anything. I took it all for granted.

      Now, has that doomed me?

      Has that doomed us all?

      I can’t be sure. Maybe Agent Woolf never went looking for such things? She was, after all, only searching for our knowledge of Drum. Why would she bother looking for anything about me?

      The fresh thought helps to calm me a little.

      Most likely, she’s merely here to find out why I rushed off after hearing of Drum’s fate. That is all directly linked, and she’d have seen all that play out from the various kids who were in the hall at the time.

      If that’s the case, perhaps I can figure a way around this? It’s bad, but not as bad as discovering all of my crazy ramblings from Tess. My friend may have not put it all together, but a woman like Agent Woolf?

      Well, that’s her job, after all.

      Still, there’s nothing I can do but follow her instructions. And right now, taking too long to put on some clothes is going to appear suspicious.

      So I quickly pull out some new garments, choosing to dress more comfortably this time in blue pants, a shirt, and a light sweater, and work my way back into the corridor. I pass Nate, take a deep breath, and emerge at the top of the spiral staircase, steadying my pacing heart once more as I descend.

      I find Mrs Carmichael in a tense conversation. She looks quite timid – an unusual disposition for her – as if Agent Woolf’s taken the time to explore her mind a little further. As soon as I arrive, my guardian’s eyes lift to me sheepishly, eagerly turning from the penetrating gaze of the cold and otherworldly Savant.

      Agent Woolf turns with her, rotating her head like an owl.

      “You’re ready. Good. Let’s go,” come her droning, mechanical words.

      I pass Mrs Carmichael with a look of assurance to help alleviate her concerns.

      After all, if I get found out, then there’s a good chance that she might as well. She probably doesn’t care much about what happens to her, but more the kids. Naturally, should she fall, that first domino will go crashing into the next, and the next, and on and on until they’re all lying flat.

      And should that happen, all these kids will end up out on the streets.

      It’s strange to say it, but that might just be the least of my worries. While the fate of this academy might be balancing on her shoulders, the fate of the city appears to be on mine.

      And truth be told, it’s starting to get real heavy.

      And my knees are just beginning to buckle…

      I follow the agent out of the building, dressed up in the light blue colours of the Unenhanced that contrast so distinctively with the dark, urban hues of Brick Lane. Agent Woolf, of course, wears her light grey, walking upright and rigid as she approaches a vehicle parked a little way down the street.

      That, too, sticks out quite firmly, and I’m surprised I didn’t notice it when I returned here with Sophie.

      It’s sleek and dark and emblazoned with the city insignia, a clear indication of its birthplace across the wall. An inquisitiveness follows my step as I go, every set of eyes that bear down on me refusing to leave until I step into the car and disappear out of sight. And even then, their eyes just stare at the vehicle until it, too, whirs off away towards the western gate.

      My light blue outfit would be enough to garner significant attention. The fact that I’m being taken off in an official vehicle of Inner Haven with a Savant takes such interest to a whole new level.

      My mind, however, isn’t occupied by any sort of awkwardness or discomfort at the collective gaze. I’m getting well used to that.

      No. Right now, I’m thinking furiously about how to deal with any query Agent Woolf sets down, and I’m working away busily in my head in an attempt to shield any new memories I’ve formed that my be incriminating.

      The only mercy I’m getting right now is that Agent Woolf has little interest in speaking with me. Until we arrive at her place of work, she appears content with merely staring forward in silence.

      Sitting on the right of the car, I turn my head to look out of the window, making sure my eyes cannot be seen. Then, I begin blurring my memories and focusing on the task at hand. If I need to repel her, I will.

      I just have to hope that Zander’s training is enough.

      I’m so preoccupied that I don’t actually note the passing of the time, or look upon the outside world as it alters and shifts from colourful and vibrant to bland and lifeless. Only the curving nature of the Spiral gives me any feeling of motion, the car swirling around towards the core of the city.

      Before I even know it, the vehicle is slowing right up under the shadow of the High Tower. I take note of our position and see that we’re on the southside of the Inner Spiral, with the Court House a little way away to the north.

      I turn to Agent Woolf, and speak for the first time.

      “I’m meant to be meeting Adryan at 7PM,” I inform her. “How will you contact him to tell him I’m here?”

      “I already have,” she says.

      I stare at her blankly. She offers no further explanation.

      “How?” I’m forced to ask.

      She turns her left sleeve to reveal an interface on its underside. No other information is provided. I can only assume she used it to either contact Adryan directly – although, I doubt she knows him – or passed the information on to some other entity, such as the Council of Matrimony or the Institute of Human Relations where he works, for them to then give him the message.

      Either way, she seems confident that he’s been informed. And now, more than ever, I’m desperate to see him, if only to be away from this woman.

      Beneath the High Tower we pull to a stop, and Agent Woolf’s eyes guide mine outside the car to the right. There, a fairly intimidating building awaits, its façade like a fortress, the city badge seared into its metal and stone exterior.

      She steps out of the vehicle and I do the same, before it automatically moves off down the street, working its way to some predetermined spot. Trying to keep the bubbling nerves inside me from showing, I look at Agent Woolf in a manner that suggests I have nothing to hide.

      “So, this is where you work, Agent Woolf?” I ask.

      “When I’m not out around the city, yes,” she answers in her plain fashion. “This is the headquarters of the City Guard, and therefore is also home to the SCU. Come along, Miss Melrose. If we can keep Mr Shaw from waiting, that would be favourable.”

      And on that count, I completely agree.

      We move towards the main entranceway into the building, its wide metal doors fixed in an open position, revealing a spacious lobby beyond. Inside, I find all manner of Enhanced going about their business, most of them the regular Hawks, Brutes, Dashers and so on who comprise the physical fighting force of the City Guard.

      As is the way of Inner Haven, the interior of the building contains no ornamentation or embellishment. It is entirely functional, perhaps more so than any other structure I’ve visited. The vestibule is simple and uncluttered, merely intended, it would seem, as a central core to provide passage to other parts of the building.

      Our journey takes us left, my form being inspected as I go by the various men populating the lobby. Seeing a woman dressed in light blue, I suspect, is a rather unusual sighting here. And, on top of that, it’s quite possible that they recognise me too, given my current level of popularity and fame around the city.

      Along the left side of the atrium, a bank of lifts await. Agent Woolf swiftly guides me towards one of them. It opens automatically as she approaches, and we step in.

      “Floor 12,” she says.

      The door shuts and the lift rises, shooting straight up through the building. When we step out, I find us in another hall, smaller this time, with the walls peppered with corridors and doors marked by their specific purpose.

      Some carry the names of high-ranking officers of the City Guard. Others appear to be used for other purposes like surveillance or intelligence. One sticks out in my mind for the writing inscribed on its front: Archives.

      My mind shifts for a moment away from my current predicament, zeroing in on thoughts of my parents. Could there be records in there about them? My father was a member of the City Guard after all. Perhaps there are service records detailing his time here?

      Distracted by the sudden thought, I find my focus waning. I quickly temper the desire to think in more detail about my parents, and the many tangents such thoughts bring. It’s a dangerous road to travel in current company. The last thing I want is for Agent Woolf to slip inside my mind and see such things play out.

      So I refocus once more as we move down a separate corridor, working deeper towards the rear of the building. At the end, I find an office marked with the name of my taciturn companion. She steps through the steel door and enters into a room as clean and uncluttered as the lobby down below.

      Inside, I find little more than a metal desk and chairs. The place is as inhospitable a room as I could conceive, appearing as nothing more than a space used for interrogation.

      Agent Woolf guides her path straight towards the far side of the desk and takes a seat, before inviting me to do the same. The chair opposite is positioned directly in front of her and fixed to the floor.

      I slide in, the chrome surface of the desk trapping me in place. I have little option but to stare straight at her, which is probably the idea.

      The room appears to be intended to make life as uncomfortable as possible for anyone Agent Woolf intends to deal with. To make sure they’re off-guard and therefore easier to manipulate. I suspect she reserves this place for her trickier customers, setting them on edge and putting their backs to the wall.

      Clearly, she’s deemed me sufficiently crafty to be brought here, perhaps sensing that I was hiding something. And now, here in her private chambers, she’ll have plenty of time to dig away at my mind if she sees fit.

      And in time, she’ll unearth the truth.

      It just depends on how long I can repel her…
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      Sitting in the straight-backed metal chair, I feel an ache quickly begin to creep through me. It’s an ache in my back, in my legs, in my head. There’s something about this horrible place that seems to seep into you, bring about a bad feeling that radiates from your very core.

      Even before she asks a question, I’m starting to feel the heat.

      “So, Miss Melrose, shall we begin?”

      I ready myself for the inevitable psychological battle, and nod.

      To my surprise, however, I don’t feel her slipping inside my mind. She glances to my appearance instead, as if noticing for the first time how I’m dressed.

      “It’s an unusual outfit,” she says. “Are you not too warm, wearing two layers?”

      What is this? Is she trying to disarm me?

      “I’m fine,” I say. “Thank you for your concern.”

      Her thin lips try to curl but fail. Her eyes try to lighten a little, a hint of glow catching on the black, but quickly fade. She stares at me through her shark-eyes, even her blinking robotic and seeming to operate by mental design and not instinct.

      “Let me explain why you’re here,” she begins, her own posture as rigid as mine. Looking upon her chair, it looks like it’s equally uncomfortable. Some sort of personal form of self-torture, perhaps, to keep her continually focused. “When I visited your academy several days ago, I found some threads of memory that didn’t line up as they should have…”

      I brace for the reveal. She’s so hard to read that her next words could be just about anything. She could just as well tell me knows everything, or nothing, and her expression would never change at all.

      “My focus was on discovering if anyone knew about the whereabouts, or means of escape, of your friend Joshua Brent. What I found odd was that, upon hearing the news of his incarceration, many of your fellow residents at Carmichael’s witnessed you rushing out of the academy in a state of desperation and anxiety.”

      Ah, so it is about that…

      She stops briefly. I feel I’m expected to speak, or offer some explanation.

      “Yes,” I say. “I was distraught. Drum – Josh –is one of my best friends. It was a very hard thing to hear.”

      “I comprehend what you’re saying,” she drones. “Such emotional reactions are common among your kind. I see them often in my line of work. However, your reaction was not the odd part of it. What was unusual was that your memory of that event was so faded in your mind. Seeing as it was such a recent, and shocking, memory to you, that is rather strange.”

      Again, silence. Again, I offer some excuse.

      “As I say, Agent Woolf, I was anxious and afraid for my friend. I know what incarceration at the holding cells means. I guess the memory was affected by my state of mind.”

      It’s the best thing I can come up with. To suggest that the shock of hearing the news created some sort of break in my mind, leading to the memories being cracked and blurred.

      Perhaps this is something Zander should have foreseen. After all, it was him who informed me that an agent would be arriving to search for clues about Drum’s escape. He should never have concealed and muddied that memory to such an extent. It was only ever going to lead to suspicion…

      Agent Woolf continues to stare at me with her blank, dead eyes. I can feel her creeping about on the edge of my mind, just taking a view from afar. I stare back at her, maintaining as casual a countenance as I can manage, and work to shield my thoughts and turn them to other things.

      It’s a fine balancing act, and my heart begins to work up a sweat once more. That too, will be something she can sense. My pulse, and my rate of breathing too, and the other imperceptible signs of nerves and awkwardness that I’m no doubt displaying to someone of her abilities and experience.

      I begin thinking about Drum as a younger boy, about our friendship, about specific memories we’ve shared. Then I focus on one – on the day he found out about Fred and Ziggy’s death. About his grief and my attempts to comfort him.

      I know that, if I focus on that memory alone, it’s all she’ll be able to see. However, if I allow my thoughts to stray too far off track, I may be unable to prevent her creeping deeper inside me.

      Thankfully, it doesn’t last long, and her mental intrusion isn’t particularly invasive. It’s clear that she’s merely attempting to gauge my current train of thought, and to find out if I’m lying. I refuse to let her come to that conclusion.

      I can’t let her come to that conclusion.

      Then she turns the conversation elsewhere, trying to throw me off balance.

      “I spent some time with your friend, Tess Bradbury, as well,” comes her serene voice. “I understand you share a room with her?”

      I nod.

      “There was confusion in her head over how you’ve been behaving in recent days and weeks,” she continues. “It would appear she has a great deal of temporary animosity towards you, focused around a belief that she isn’t being included in what’s happening in your life. There is clear jealousy there too, regarding your current courtship with Mr Shaw. Would you care to offer your side of the story?”

      I feel her dart into my mind again, inspecting my thoughts. I keep them centred on what she’s just said – that, yes, Tess is currently unhappy with me. And that, yes, my current life has had a negative impact on our friendship.

      “A lot’s been going on with me recently,” I say. “The Fanatics’ attack on Culture Corner, the ceremony just down on the street below the High Tower, the bachelor ball and courting Adryan. There’s been loads to get my head around, Agent Woolf. And I know that Tess is jealous. We’ve always been so close, but now our lives are starting to diverge. It’s just…the way life goes.”

      It’s all the truth really. Minus, of course, a few other bits and pieces that I’ve been going through recently. Those thoughts are hidden, however, concealed by the ones I’m happy for Agent Woolf to see.

      “Life does contain its twists and turns,” admits the Savant, still staring at me with a relentless intensity.

      The only chance I get to break the cycle is when I turn briefly from her gaze. Doing so, she quickly suggests I don’t let my eyes stray from hers. The weaker the eye contact, the weaker her ability to explore the internal workings of my consciousness.

      “However,” she continues. “What I found in Miss Bradbury’s mind went beyond the events you’ve spoken of. She appeared to have some vague knowledge of rather more exciting, and dare I say, illegal, incidents.”

      A desire pulses through me to enter her mind now. To see exactly what she’s thinking. Oh how I’d love to know the truth of what’s in her head. She might just be toying with me. She might already have ascertained my guilt, wishing to only prove it by getting me to confess, either verbally or mentally.

      I can’t, however. Should I enter her mind, she’ll immediately know what I’m capable of. A woman like her will be all too aware of my presence. All I can do is try my best to deflect her from my own head without her knowing.

      It’s a true test of my new powers.

      And right now, I’m beginning to feel the strain.

      I break eye contact again, turning to look down at my hands. Once more, she orders me to look back up.

      I’m starting to lose it. My thoughts are beginning to wander, my focus waning. I battle again to keep her at bay, but she’s strong, and unrelenting, inexorably working her way deeper into my thoughts and memories. Trying to uncover the truth that Zander has hidden away deep inside.

      “I don’t know anything about that,” I say. “I can’t tell you what’s in Tess’s head. She’s always had a busy imagination.”

      “Hmmmm,” she rumbles. “That isn’t the impression I got of her cerebral machineries. Her creativity is actually quite uninspired. You, however, are far more creatively inclined. Perhaps that’s why I find you rather difficult to read.”

      “Um, is that a compliment?” I ask with an awkward smile. It’s some hopeless attempt to break the tension, and fails spectacularly.

      “It’s merely a statement of fact,” she replies dryly. “It’s possible that Tess’s recollections of the more exciting incidents I speak of are merely dreams that you’ve had. Mostly, her recalls were based around things you said in your sleep. Active and creative minds such as yours are more disposed to that sort of thing. Sometimes, it can be difficult to differentiate between dreams and proper memories.”

      “I do dream a lot,” I say, seeing an opening. “I didn’t know I talked in my sleep, though…”

      “Well, you do.”

      “And, um, what was it that I spoke about? What did Tess hear?”

      I regret asking the question immediately. Hearing the specifics is only likely to turn my thoughts to such things. I make sure to focus hard once more and keep my true recollections hidden, just as Zander taught me.

      “Well, nothing particularly concrete,” says Agent Woolf. “I discovered fragments only. A firefight. Raging water. Poison. According to Miss Bradbury’s memories, such things have been prominent in your unconscious mind.”

      “Dreams,” I say. “Just dreams I guess.”

      Her stare seems to stiffen. She leans in just a little further. Then she shakes her head ever so subtly.

      “It’s curious, really,” oozes her voice. “All these sleep talking incidents have taken place after the escape of Joshua Brent, during which a firefight occurred between the men transporting the trucks, and those who sought to free their occupants, your friend included. It’s curious, too, that you have dreamt of raging water, given the account of our men. Of course, this wasn’t reported on the news, but one fugitive managed to escape their clutches via an underground river. A river that, after careful exploration, has been found to lead beyond the city walls, right into the toxic and poisonous swamps of the south.”

      I steady my mind as she speaks. I steady my head, and my breathing too. Her words grow increasingly cold and empty, and her eyes stare with a burgeoning concentration, intense and penetrating.

      “So, after the escape of your friend, during which a firefight took place, and someone escaped down an underground river and out into the toxic marshes. After all of that, you began to dream of the same events, it would appear, mumbling about such things in your sleep. Curious, don’t you think, Miss Melrose?”

      I don’t answer. I can’t answer. I flash my eyes away from her, breaking the seal. My steady pulse begins to hurtle, and my breathing grows more shallow, audible now in the silence of the room.

      “What’s strange, however, is that you have no such recollections of any of these events in your head,” she adds. “Perhaps, therefore, it is all just a coincidence.”

      I turn my eyes back to hers. They’re blacker than ever, more lifeless than ever. A brief hope burgeons in me once more before being expunged.

      “However,” she continues. “My experience has taught me not to believe in coincidence. There is something about you, Miss Melrose, that I do not trust. You are an enigma to me, and that alone makes me doubt everything you tell me. There are strange things going on inside your head that require further exploration. Now sit completely still, look right into my eyes, and just try to relax. It’s time I searched a little deeper…”

      My body continues to react, my focus waning. I’m not prepared for this. I’m not prepared for her.

      I can’t fight her off forever, not here in this room. This horrible, uncomfortable room. Eventually, she’ll break through, unearth the truth of who I am, what I am, what I’m here to do.

      And when that happens, I’ll be executed, and so will Mrs Carmichael, and the kids from the academy will be tossed out onto the street. And the secret entrance I know to the underlands in the north will be discovered. And a force of Stalkers and Con-Cops and City Guards will be sent down there to cut right into the heart of the Nameless.

      It will all come crashing down around me. Right here, right now, my mind is being pulled apart, Agent Woolf’s fingers getting a grip inside. And soon enough, she’ll prise me open and uncover the treasure within.

      And so it begins. I sit ahead of her, looking into the darkness of her eyes, everything else seeming to fade to nothing around me. I try again to re-gather my focus, to prepare for the onslaught, to let my defensive instincts take over and my mind show its full power.

      And as I do, a noise echoes inside my head, and I find myself coming right back into the room. The blackness grows lighter again, and the hateful face of Agent Woolf appears before me, her eyes now rising to look beyond me and at the door behind.

      The sound comes again, more forceful this time.

      It’s knocking. Someone’s knocking on the door.

      As Agent Woolf calls out: “I’m busy,” I turn to see the door opening up anyway.

      And before my eyes, the shape of another Mind-Manipulator appears, dressed in the lightest of greys, his eyes ice-blue and hair brown and neatly arranged. A well-rehearsed smile lights on his face, so welcoming against the endless frost of the agent, and yet still not completely human in nature.

      Behind me, Agent Woolf stands to her feet. I look to her and see her perform a little bow to her superior.

      “Deputy Burns,” she says. “Is there something you need?”

      I turn back to the Deputy Commander of the City Guard, Leyton Burns, a man who portrays a brighter countenance than most of his kind. He looks to Agent Woolf with a fairly stern expression.

      “Romelia,” he says, “I do need something, yes. I need this young woman right here.”

      Agent Woolf shows the most emotion I’ve ever seen from her: a tiny frown, a hint of confusion.

      “Sorry?” she asks.

      “I know you’re aware that Miss Melrose here is courting Mr Adryan Shaw,” he says firmly. “Their arranged meeting time has already expired, and yet here you are, holding her back. That is unacceptable.”

      “But I have important business with her, Deputy.”

      “Business that can wait, I’m sure,” he says briskly. “You know how important the courting process is. It is sacrosanct, Agent Woolf. You cannot interfere with it. That is something you should know. Now, Mr Shaw is awaiting Miss Melrose outside. I will escort her to him. Don’t let an incident like this happen again.”

      His voice is firm and direct. Agent Woolf’s expression threatens to show more life, but remains predominantly unaffected by the reproach.

      She merely nods and says: “Yes, Deputy Burns. I apologise for interfering.”

      I remain rooted to the spot as the exchange takes place, turning my head back and forward to watch it play out. In truth, I don’t really need to, what with my enhanced peripheral vision. To maintain the illusion of regular sight, however, I make an extra effort to crane my neck to the left and right.

      Eventually, it ends on Deputy Burns, whose eyes turn down to mine.

      “Brie, come along now,” he says. “Mr Shaw is waiting.”

      I grip the arms of the metal chair and release myself from its clutches. And turning from Agent Woolf for the final time, I see a darkness pervading her, and a look that says one thing…

      I will get you. Soon enough, I’ll discover the truth.
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      A flood of relief works through my veins as I step out of the room alongside Deputy Burns. I’m unable to show it, however, and do all I can to keep it hidden deep inside me. Yet some is unstoppable, my breathing hastening enough for the Deputy to notice.

      Outside the room, he shuts the cold metal door tight and spreads his eyes over me in his own unique fashion.

      “I apologise for the actions of Agent Woolf, Brie. She should never have subjected you to an interrogation so close to your engagement with Mr Shaw. Are you OK?”

      I nod but say nothing, my voice too brittle. I don’t quite know what to think about the man. That’s the second time he’s saved me, after stopping that Con-Cop from jabbing me outside Culture Corner a few weeks ago. I should be grateful for that, even though all he’s really doing is his job.

      Then again, this man is complicit in the terrible plot unfolding around the city, working to put into practice the orders of Director Cromwell. During the last attack by the Fanatics on the market, his own men died, a number of City Guards caught in the blast.

      He must have had knowledge of it. And yet, still, he did nothing to deter his own men from being on duty there. He let them die, just to further the cause of his master.

      I allow the thought a few moments to process in me, before shedding it from my mind. And when I look at him again, my distaste for the man has been shifted back again, replaced by a grateful smile.

      “Thank you for interrupting, Deputy Burns,” I say. “How did you know about my date with Adryan?”

      “Oh, well, I like to keep my ear to the ground,” he says, somewhat cryptically. “I have close affiliations with the Council of Matrimony, as all high ranking officials do. It’s an important institution, and crucial in seeing us prosper. I heard from my men that you were seen being brought here by Agent Woolf, and thought I’d come fetch you. Again, my apologies.”

      “There’s no need, but thank you,” I say.

      He nods respectfully, and begins leading me towards the hall. Once more, I glance at the archives with some measure of desire, my mind briefly pulsing with thoughts of my father and, by extension, my mother too.

      Deputy Burns seems to catch me looking. As we move towards the lift, his voice smoothly drifts to my ears again.

      “Now tell me, Brie…did I see you at the site of the most recent attack?”

      We enter the lift and it begins to plummet.

      “Um, at the market?” I ask, trying to hold back my burgeoning anger at what I witnessed that night.

      “Yes. When I first arrived, I believe I saw you on the edge of the square, away in the shadows.”

      There’s no point in me denying it. He clearly saw me, and I saw him.

      “Yes, I was there,” I say. “It’s close to my academy. I actually had two friends die in that attack…”

      I can’t help but glare at him. His eyes remain quite impassive.

      “A terrible shame,” he says. “First the attack at Culture Corner, and then the one at the market. You do find yourself in some odd and dangerous places, don’t you, Brie?”

      “I guess I’m just unlucky.”

      “Well, I’d counter you there,” he says as the lift doors open and we step into the busy foyer. “After all, your presence at Culture Corner led to your appearance here for the ceremony. In turn, that put you in front of many of the eligible bachelors of Inner Haven. And now, well, you’re courting a fine young man. So, not so unlucky after all…”

      “I suppose,” I say blankly. “That’s an interesting way of looking at things, Deputy.”

      “More logical, really. Who knows where a particular action or event will eventually lead you. Something terrible can bear positive fruit in the end. I said it before, and I’ll say it again now. You’ll make a fine addition to our ranks here, Brie. I’m sure you’ll do wonderful things…”

      I scan his expression and end up confused. He really does like to talk, this one. He seems to derive some pleasure from the sound of his own voice.

      He turns again to the main doorway, the natural light outside now fading fast, replaced with the all-encompassing illumination given off by the High Tower.

      “Right then, Brie. It was nice to see you again, if only briefly. Mr Shaw is waiting outside. Enjoy your evening together.”

      He nods courteously once more, before slipping away towards the lifts.

      I still maintain my poise, holding things together as I work my way towards the light and send my eyes to the street beyond. The sight of Adryan, standing alone and staring at the doorway, sends an echoing shudder of relief through me.

      Still, I don’t let any emotion show as I go towards him, and he performs his little bow as he always does when we greet. I do the same, then look into his silver eyes and feel my resolve weaken.

      He appears to notice my crumbling façade, and so quickly lays his hand on my lower back and begins working me northwards across the street.

      “Come on, let’s get you to the Court House,” he says softly.

      I shuffle as fast as I’m permitted to go around here, without wanting to draw attention. Staring forward, I take in nothing. Not the crowds of dead-eyed Savants pouring from the High Tower. Not the monumental structure itself, usually so impossible to not gaze upon in wonder.

      I do nothing but try to keep things together as we walk silently to our destination, my thoughts now allowed to run free and without constraint, without fear of being read and discovered by those who’d see me dead.

      Only when we get to the Court House, and go up to the 20th floor, and straight into the apartment assigned to us for our courtship, does the dam finally break.

      I immediately let my body shake free the emotion, my eyes dampening and breath quickening. Adryan turns to me and, without speaking, sucks me into a warm embrace.

      And in his arms, I feel safe. My only ally here in this strange, inhospitable world. A world where one wrong turn will get me killed, and so many other people too. Where I have to walk the tightrope without error, my balance constantly tested by strong winds and flying birds and all manner of other dangers.

      I reach around and dig my fingers into Adryan’s back, and feel the tears beginning to climb out from my eyes, marching down my cheeks and wetting my neck.

      “It’s OK,” whispers Adryan. “You’re safe now. You’re safe here.”

      For a few long moments, I allow myself the break. I let my emotions, usually so pent up inside me, stride free. And then, after purging myself of that weakness, I grit my teeth and blink my eyes and squeeze every last drop of moisture out of them.

      My grip eases on Adryan’s back, and I pull away to see my eyes have left a wet patch on his suit.

      “I’m sorry…” I whisper.

      He shakes his head and pulls off his jacket, tossing it to one side.

      “It’ll dry,” he says. “It’s nothing.”

      He takes my hand gently, and leads me towards the sofa. Setting me down, he moves to the kitchen and fetches the wine that I now long for. As soon as a large glass is filled, half of it is emptied down my throat. The sensation is strangely calming, my mind immediately settling and soothing.

      “Better?” he asks, smiling.

      “Much,” I say, doing the same.

      After spending time looking at the black eyes of Agent Woolf, Adryan’s are so appealing, so alluring. They appear far more human than ever, a gentle silver that hold a captivating beauty.

      In fact, everything about him now registers as normal to me. His smile and the look of worry and concern hovering on his brows. His willingness to comfort me, to offer me the physical contact that I need here in this horrible place. His calming voice and attentiveness.

      To me, he’s no longer a Savant. He’s just a man, sensitive and real.

      “So what happened?” he asks. “When I was told you were being taken to the City Guard headquarters, I was so…worried, Brie. Do they know something?”

      I take another sip of wine.

      “Agent Woolf is suspicious,” I say, staring at the glass. “She was probing, searching. I kept her at bay, I think. For now at least. But she’ll be back again, I know it. We have to act quickly, Adryan.” I lift my eyes to his, and set them with resolve. “We need to get married as soon as possible. I need to get into the High Tower.”

      “And your powers? Are you ready?”

      “I have to be,” I say defiantly. “I don’t think we can wait any longer…”

      “I understand,” he says, nodding. “The pieces are already moving. We can have you tested in a matter of days and then get married immediately…”

      “Make it as soon as possible,” I say firmly. “I don’t know how long I’ll be able to hold off Agent Woolf.”

      “It’ll be easier once we’re married. You’ll be under my protection.”

      “Then make it quick. If she catches me again, she might just break in. I’m not strong enough yet to repel a woman like that forever.”

      I lean back on the sofa and let out a long breath. Another sip of wine flows down through my body, softening the painful throbbing in my head. Shutting my eyes, I hear Adryan moving over towards me and refilling my glass.

      He sits down beside me this time, close now.

      “You can practice on me if you want,” he says quietly. “I spoke with Lady Orlando. I know you need to practice on stronger minds, Savant minds. It’ll help you with your mission. I’m here for you, Brie. Whatever you need, I’m here.”

      I find my hand lifting to his cheek, his skin pale and clear, his jaw dusted with prickly stubble. Something inside me wants to take a grip and pull him into me, but I hold back the urge.

      Instead, I merely smile and say: “Thank you, Adryan. For everything you’ve done, and are doing. Later. I’ll take you up on that offer later. Right now, I just need to rest a while. And maybe…eat?”

      He draws back, and my hand slips from his face.

      “OK. I’ll see to that. You rest here, Brie. Let your mind recover. We can practice later.”

      He stands and moves away to the kitchen, and I sink a little deeper into the soft sofa. After the day I’ve had, an exhaustion is now grappling with me, weakening my mind and gradually forcing my eyes shut.

      I feel the power of sleep approaching, and place my wine back down on the table. And lifting my legs up onto the chair, I rest my head back down and shut my eyes, listening to Adryan work, and smelling the scent of food as it spreads through the apartment.

      And in this refuge of ours, this sanctuary in a city of danger, I slip away into a troubled sleep.
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      The nap is just what I need. It works to reset my faculties and energy levels, giving me enough juice to spend my remaining time with Adryan as best as I can.

      Shaking me awake, my nose fills with the scent of stew, and I see Adryan’s handsome face emerge from the haze before my eyes.

      I drop my legs to the floor and yawn, feeling far more alert.

      “How long was I out?” I ask.

      “Only 20 minutes,” he says.

      “That’s all?!”

      “It’s the optimum time for a nap. Any longer and you’d have entered the deeper stages of sleep, and would probably feel more groggy now. I considered that you’d be better served with a sharper mind.”

      “Good plan,” I say, still yawning. “I had no idea such a short sleep could have such an impact…”

      “Well, bear it in mind for the future. It’s not uncommon for people to nap during the day here in order to maintain high levels of productivity.”

      Clearly, another strange quirk of life here. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone over in Outer Haven who takes time out of their working day to have a short siesta.

      Evidently, it does the trick. Feeling far happier, and with the recent memory of Agent Woolf’s interrogation now seeming so much more distant, we set about enjoying Adryan’s delicious stew over on the table by the wall.

      As with the last time I came here, there’s a splash of colour to the place, and we eat from warm red bowls. Knowing my preference for enjoying the view, Adryan also orders for the wall to turn transparent, giving us a look out over the sparkling city.

      By now, the sky has grown dark, and the stars and moon have begun to send down their celestial glow, as if reflecting the many thousands of lights dotting the city streets. It’s a striking backdrop for a lovely dinner, Adryan yet again proving how gentlemanly he can be by actively seeing to my every need.

      I guess he’s conditioned to operate in such a way, life here for all Savants involving performing a duty to the highest level possible. In this case, his duty has been set out by Lady Orlando, with his remit to facilitate me in everything I do here.

      Seeing me so stressed, he’s clearly made the decision to try to make my time in this apartment relaxing and enjoyable. It’s an odd turnaround, given our relative positions – official positions, at least – in the city.

      He’s a Savant of high rank. I’m merely a regular orphan girl who’s spent her life working as a cleaner and labourer. To anyone else, that is how we’d be viewed. The truth, of course, is quite different.

      As we dine, my thoughts turn to the other favour he said he’d perform. Again, it was intended to make sure I maintained a single focus, and nothing more.

      “Have you found anything out about my parents?” I ask him.

      He doesn’t provide me with the answer I’m looking for.

      “I’m afraid not, Brie. I haven’t really had an opportunity as yet.”

      I’m disappointed, but not significantly so. Truth be told, my mind is overloaded enough as it is, and learning of the inevitable fate of my parents isn’t necessarily going to help.

      “That’s OK,” I tell him. “I did see a section within the City Guard HQ labelled ‘archives’, though. I was wondering if there might be some information about my father in there, seeing as he was a member.”

      “Quite possibly, yes,” says Adryan. “Although, I’m not sure what you’d learn. Mostly you’d just find service records.”

      “But if he was taken to the REEF, or discharged or something, then that would be listed too, right?”

      “I’d imagine so. However, it would only be confirmation of what you already know, wouldn’t it?”

      His words suck the wind from my sails. The deflation is obvious enough for him to see.

      “I’m sorry if my words are blunt, Brie,” he says. “You know I have trouble with that sometimes.”

      “No, it’s fine, really,” I assure him. “You’re a lot better at it than you think.”

      I smile at him to show that I’m not insulted.

      He’s right, though. I will just learn what I already know. And in any case, I’m not about to go sneaking into the City Guard HQ looking for answers. Personally, I’d prefer never to set foot inside that building ever again.

      Instead, we turn to other things. The meal concludes and we gravitate over towards the sofa once more. With a few verbal orders, the light in the apartment softens, and the transparent walls turn a little more solid, shielding out some of the brighter glow from outside.

      With a warm atmosphere flooding the apartment, Adryan once more offers his mind for me to practice. A part of me would prefer not to. For once, I’d just like to sit here and relax and give myself an opportunity to recharge.

      But another part knows I don’t really have a choice. I can’t stop working until the job is complete. Until I’ve done the deed and have escaped the High Tower, and Inner Haven, and re-joined my brother and Drum and the Nameless down in the underlands.

      Maybe I could just become one of their hunters, going out beyond the wall to fetch meat? Or maybe I could go even further, pack a bag and hike towards the mountains. Climb to the highest passes above the toxic fog and leave the city behind for good.

      There are lots of maybes in my head. Lots of choices that may lie ahead. But not now. Now, I have no choice at all. There’s a single purpose to my life, a single directive for me to follow. And sitting here with Adryan, I cannot pass up the chance to practice on a mind as powerful as his.

      And so I do, taking a moment to get myself back into the right mindset before asking him to stare right at me. I feel an odd bout of nerves as those grey-blue eyes of his lock with mine, melting before me as I slowly glide inside.

      Immediately, there’s a different feel to his consciousness, as there is with each person. He’s more like my brother, a greater depth to him, his personal thoughts and emotions not so easy to gauge.

      And yet, I get a sense of something, a deep longing to see this city change, to see me succeed. And to see me safe once it’s all done.

      Stepping through his recent memories, I see flashes of his life play out. For the first time, I get a glimpse of the internal structure of the High Tower, vast and majestic, and his apartment, so simply decorated. I see the little workings of his duty with the Institute of Human Relations, and the basic and brief interactions he has with his co-workers.

      I see little, but it builds a quick picture of the cold, lifeless arrangement that all Savants are born into. A picture that doesn’t fit with this man before me, a man of complicated thoughts and feelings that clearly yearns for something more.

      I know I have to be careful in his mind. Careful not to rearrange things, or to march through his memories so recklessly. Yet I want to. I want to know more about him, understand him, get to the truth of why he’s really helping us.

      I recall back to the hints he’s given me in the past. Little suggestions that he’s got his own reasons for wanting to see the Consortium, and Director Cromwell, fail. To see their doctrine defeated and the good people of this city rip themselves free of their invisible shackles.

      There’s something in his past. Something painful, something terrible, that I have to find.

      And so I seek it out. I go back to Zander’s training only a couple of days ago. Out there, in the northern quarter, I searched for memories of fear. Memories of joy. Memories of pain.

      And in Adryan’s mind, it’s the latter I’m going to seek.

      So I focus hard on the single most painful thing he’s been through. I drift deeper into the sea of memories, back into the past, rolling through the years until I zero in on it. And when I find it, I enter, and watch as the memory plays before me.

      I see him as a younger man. Not much, perhaps a few years ago. Maybe only a little older than I am now, his face fresh and youthful. He’s sitting in an apartment, different to the one he lives in now, the one that just flashed before my eyes.

      As he sits there, I hear a voice, a female voice, coming from another room. He looks up, and a girl of his own age wanders in smoothly. She’s beautiful. Her hair flows down in curls of brown, her eyes dancing with a similar light. They’re the eyes of a Savant, and yet there’s something in them that brightens them. Something that brings them to life.

      She loves him.

      And he loves her.

      She moves towards the sofa, and sits beside him. They kiss, and I feel the warmth inside him, the glow of joy. But this isn’t a memory of happiness. This is a memory of pain, of grief.

      The worst day of Adryan’s life.

      Lying back in each other’s arms, the faint sound of footsteps slowly begin to grow. First appearing as nothing but a light tapping, they soon stamp loudly, gathering down the end of a corridor and beyond a door.

      A jolt of confusion whips up through Adryan’s body. He and the girl look at each other with muted expressions, with eyebrows that dip ever-so-slightly. But they do nothing more. They just sit and wait.

      A loud knocking sounds. And a voice calls out from beyond the door.

      “Mr Adryan Shaw, please open up.”

      Adryan looks to the girl and then stands, obeying the order. He wanders down the corridor, grips the handle to the door, and opens it up. Outside, a cluster of City Guards stand, dressed in their armour and fully armed.

      The lead guard steps straight in, brushing Adryan aside. Then he turns to him.

      “Where is she?” he growls.

      Adryan remains confused.

      “What is this about?” he asks calmly.

      “Where is your wife,” repeats the man.

      A soft voice echoes from down the corridor.

      “I’m here,” it says.

      The guard marches away, and Adryan follows, and behind him the rest of them come too.

      Now a slight form of panic begins to rise in him. He asks again: “What is this about?” His words are hasty, not measured like a Savant’s words should be. He turns to the girl – to his wife – and there’s a strike of fear in her brown eyes too.

      The lead guard doesn’t answer.

      “Take her,” is all he says.

      The other guards step in, grab the girl’s arms, and begin pulling her down the corridor. She starts to struggle in their grip, instinct taking over, her lacking emotions bubbling and frothing their way to the surface.

      Adryan, too, is growing desperate. He continues to call out, “what are you doing with her…where are you taking her,” but his questions are never answered.

      He follows the men down the corridor, scrapping his way to the front. He’s held back as his wife is dragged from the apartment, her eyes wide as she’s hoisted unceremoniously away. Adryan tries to battle his way forward, but two guards stop him, pushing him away.

      He’s tossed against a wall, the impact juddering through him. He calls out to his wife, saying her name for the first time.

      “Amelia! Amelia!” he shouts.

      Again, he rushes forward. Again he’s repelled. Then the lead guard looks at him one final time, leaning in with a callous smile creeping up his lips.

      And a single word falls from his lips.

      “Hybrid.”

      Adryan staggers back, and the guard spins away, marching out of the door and slamming it shut. And there, right then in that apartment, I feel something break inside Adryan.

      Something that has never been fixed.

      The memory fades before my eyes, turning black, and I withdraw from Adryan’s mind and appear back in the room. Back on the sofa, staring at his silver eyes. And again, they’re filled with pain.

      I don’t know what to say. I just stare at him, feeling ashamed for invading such a personal recollection. I turn from his gaze, and cast my eyes to the floor, and as I do, his voice breaks into the silence of the room.

      “She had old Hawk blood in her,” he whispers quietly, easing my eyes back to his. “Somewhere, generations back in her past. She didn’t know. I didn’t know. And they took her anyway.”

      “I’m sorry.” My voice is so quiet it barely breaks out from my throat. “I shouldn’t have looked…”

      He shakes his head.

      “I invited you in willingly, Brie. I knew what you might find.”

      “When was it?” I ask tentatively.

      “Nearly four years ago. I was only nineteen years old. Amelia was the same. She was a Savant like me, nothing more. No Hawk powers manifested in her. But they still took her away. They still…terminated her.”

      He looks away and bites back the pain. I reach out and lay my hand on his, squeezing lightly at his fingers.

      “It wasn’t about her, though,” he continues, still looking out into the room. “It was about any children we might have had. There was a chance, however slim, that we could have had a hybrid child. They weren’t going to let that happen.”

      “So that’s why…that’s why you joined the Nameless.”

      He nods. “It was a large part of it. They don’t expect Savants to care when things are taken from us. They don’t realise how different some of us are. Something changed inside me that day. It felt like…like my emotions were set free, more than most others. I loved Amelia, I was happy with her. And they took her away from me. It’s the same for so many people across this city, so many broken lives…”

      He reaches to the table and takes up his wine. The crease on his forehead, usually so smooth, has grown deeper, more pronounced.

      “I was already working for the Institute of Human Relations then,” he continues. “I found the Nameless soon after, and offered my services as a spy. We’ve been waiting for someone like you ever since, Brie. Someone to carry out this mission. Your brother…he knew you were out there somewhere. And now he’s found you, we can finish this together. You and me.”

      Now it’s him who takes my hand. I feel my lungs emptying, my body warming as he looks at me. I remember back to our first date here in this apartment. He’d said something off the cuff…said I reminded him of someone.

      Was he talking about Amelia? Was he talking about his wife?

      A longing engulfs me. I want to move closer to him, but hold myself back. Now isn’t the time.

      It may never be the time.

      “I’ll do everything I can to avenge your wife,” I tell him. “I promise you, Adryan, that I’ll make those responsible pay.”

      “We’ll make them pay together, Brie. For Amelia. For your parents. For thousands of others who have been killed or cast to the shadows. Director Cromwell will have his day of reckoning.”

      His day of reckoning…

      Like the Nameless said, when they hijacked the video feed. The day of reckoning is coming.

      It is, one way or another.

      And it’s coming up fast.
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      I don’t stay with Adryan that evening.

      I’m afraid of putting a single foot wrong now, however minor it might seem. Despite his invite to do so, I ask that he take me back to the western gate, and he does so without further question.

      Before he drops me off, I reiterate the haste with which we need to act now. He assures me that he can accelerate things with the Council of Matrimony now that we’ve concluded our third date. Usually, that’s the fewest number of times a courting couple can meet before they determine their suitability for one another.

      “I’ll speak with them first thing in the morning, and ask them to arrange your approval test at the earliest possible convenience,” he tells me. “It should only be a day or two.”

      “And then?”

      “Then we can marry immediately. As I’ve told you before, marriage here involves no pomp and ceremony, and it involves no planning. The Council will ensure that we’re immediately given approval, assuming you pass your test, and we will then be assigned to a suitable apartment in the High Tower.”

      “Right, OK. And once we’re married? Surely I’ll be given some assignment, some duty, to perform around here?”

      “That may or may not come later,” he informs me. “Some Unenhanced work, others don’t. But that’s not something to worry about now. Depending on how things go, your time in Inner Haven may be short. We’ll have time to figure that one once you’re here permanently.”

      I nod and suck in a lengthy breath. This is getting real now. More real by the day.

      And with Agent Woolf breathing down my neck, it’s getting more desperate and dangerous too.

      Before I depart the vehicle, I feel the urge to apologise to Adryan once more. I do so by way of a kiss on the cheek, my lips brushing against his gritty stubble.

      “I’m sorry for bringing that memory to the surface,” I whisper. “I can…try to conceal it if you want? It might ease the pain?”

      He shakes his head firmly.

      “I’d never lose it, Brie. Not ever,” he says a little frostily. Perhaps the suggestion wasn’t appropriate. “I don’t want to forget her. And I don’t want to lose my hate either. They both fuel me; love for her, hate for them. Even a Savant can be driven by such emotion.”

      I feel a bit foolish for making the offer, and slide from the car under the cool glow of the moon. Adryan’s voice comes once more, turning me before I walk to the gate.

      “I’ll see you soon, Brie. And the next time I do, we’ll be married.”

      He smiles at me, showing a set of pearly white teeth that catch the celestial light from above.

      I pay back the look with my own smile. It fades as soon as I turn away from him.

      Just before I reach the western gate, it dawns on me that I don’t actually have an official pass to be out on the streets of Outer Haven after curfew. I slip through the door beside the gate and look upon the Brute on guard.

      As always, it’s impossible for me to tell at a glance if he’s Magnus or not. The look on his face upon seeing me – one of slight surprise – suggests this is the Brute who’s currently on night duty.

      “Um, what’s your business in Inner Haven?” he asks.

      OK, definitely not Magnus.

      “Courting,” I say.

      “Ah, I see,” he says, surveying my clothing. “Do you have a pass?”

      I shake my head.

      “I didn’t expect to be this late. Could you issue me one?”

      “I can give you a temporary one,” he says. “I’ll have to confirm your identity first. I assume you passed through earlier, when my colleague was on duty?”

      “Oh, you mean Magnus?”

      “Yes, you know him do you?”

      “I’ve passed this way a few times now, so we’ve got chatting once or twice. But, actually, today I didn’t pass this way. I was escorted inside. It’s…a long story.”

      “Right, well don’t worry about that now,” he booms. “Just tell me your name and I can confirm who you are.”

      “It’s Brie Melrose. I live at Carmichael’s academy, over in district 5 in this quarter.”

      I wait for the name to strike a chord with him. He doesn’t appear to recognise it, or me. It’s quite refreshing to be unknown for once.

      A quick check of his forearm interface, however, confirms my identity. Satisfied, he goes about issuing me a temporary pass, instructing me that it’ll only last for this evening and that, should I continue to return late after my dates, I’ll require a more permanent one.

      “Don’t worry,” he adds. “It does happen quite often, girls coming back late without the proper paperwork and passes. Of course, curfew is much earlier these days than usual, so a few more girls like you have been caught out. No matter, though, that’ll get you home safe. Good evening to you, Miss Melrose.”

      As per usual, he turns out to be perfectly polite. I wonder if it’s just a requirement of this particular post, or just a general characteristic that all Brutes share. To think that I used to be so frightened of them, plodding about and casting their giant shadows down the street.

      Looks can certainly be deceiving, that’s for sure.

      Holding the small pass in my hand, I wander home with a busy mind, my thoughts rushing far faster than my feet.

      Mostly, despite my close shave with Agent Woolf, it’s Adryan’s memory that dominates. To have suffered the loss of a wife he loved so young is a terrible fate, a terrible curse. A woman who, barring the most diluted of Hawk blood, was a Savant through and through.

      And yet they took her anyway, killed her simply because of the slightest of chances that she might bear a hybrid child. Their lust for total control is so all consuming that, in the end, it blinds them to the effects their doctrine has.

      The Consortium and Director Cromwell, up on their perch, may not even know of the hatred they’re brewing across the city, even among some of their own kind. Their inability to empathise might just turn out to be their undoing. As if nature is fighting back, re-determining the natural order of things, wiping clean the slate so that these emotionless vessels, masquerading as human, no longer hold all the cards.

      As I walk through the inner districts of the western quarter, the sight of Con-Cop patrols and City Guards break my mental wanderings. My immediate instinct is to slip away into the shadows, activate my Dasher powers and work my way back to district 5 in secret.

      But then I remember that, for once, I’m walking these streets legally. That my presence here is totally acceptable.

      Passing by the nearest patrol, I’m immediately approached. I hold my pass to the Con-Cops and they inspect it silently, before nodding me on.

      The same thing happens a couple more times before I reach Brick Lane, my path unhindered and only slowed very briefly. By the time I enter back into the academy, the hour has clicked past midnight, into a new day. A day during which Adryan will apply for me to be tested, and for us to be married, and for an apartment in the High Tower to be prepared and outfitted.

      It will all happen quickly now, and I have no concerns about the approval test. After battling with my brother, and sparring with Agent Woolf, a test to determine my commitment to Inner Haven should be simple enough to beat.

      So, essentially, I am now engaged. It’s not quite how I envisioned my nuptials. But then again, becoming a wife is hardly something I’ve ever lent much thought to.

      The main hall in the academy is silent when I step in, only the security light on the wall glowing. Moving to the spiral staircase, I see another glow from down the corridor at the back, emanating from beneath the common room door.

      I find myself gravitating towards it. The door is slightly ajar, silent inside. I assume that someone has merely left the light on, and so step through to shut it off.

      But the room isn’t empty. I look to the sofa and see Tess sitting alone, in silence and thought. Her eyes look sad and weary, her body curled up a little in a protective posture.

      A flash of memory in my mind takes me back nearly a decade to when she first came here. When she was just a shade, drifting silently around, hiding constantly in her shell.

      She adopts the same image now, and I feel a pulsing sadness in my heart at the sight.

      Her eyes lift and see me, and for a few moments we just stare at each other. There’s still so much I want to say, to tell her. I want to sit and share my life with her as I always have. I want her advice, her support, her dry humour. To hear her words in my ears again, and to laugh as we have so often.

      And I want to hear about her life too. I want to ask how work is going. I want to sit and chat about anything and everything. I want my best friend back.

      I want my sister back.

      But nothing that I want comes true now. It can’t. Not now, and maybe not ever. I can’t put her in danger. I won’t.

      I love her too much for that.

      Instead, a short silence that seems to last an age descends. So much feeling passes back and forward between our eyes. Sadness, anger, disappointment, longing. And when I finally speak, it’s empty words that fall from my lips.

      “Sorry, I thought the room was empty,” is all I say.

      I begin sliding back to leave the room. Every single exchange I have with her now is similarly terse, similarly tense. It’s the same with just about everyone in my life.

      Whether it’s Mrs Carmichael or Zander or Adryan, or anyone else for that matter, there’s always this current of fate to everything we say, everything we do. A burden sitting upon every word, weighing down every conversation.

      Nothing is light or unimportant now. There’s no time for laughter or gossip. My world has changed too much for that. I have changed too much for that.

      I wonder, right now, standing here in front of my oldest and best friend, if I’ll ever be able to properly laugh again, even when all this is over. Maybe I’ve been changed, just like Adryan has. Irreparably so.

      I’m almost out of the room when I hear Tess’s soft voice.

      “Brie…”

      I stop, turning my eyes back to her. They look so sad and weary. The hostility and bitterness they usually carry these days when they look at me is absent. I find myself drawn into the quiet room a little further.

      I move to the sofa and her eyes follow me. I sit beside her, my heart pounding inside my chest, and wait for her to speak again.

      “How…how are you?” she asks delicately. “I’ve barely seen you since…since I found you, on the floor in our room. You were sick. And your hands.”

      Her eyes fall to them. They’re fully healed now.

      “I’m OK,” I say. “It was…nothing.”

      I fight the urge to explain, to tell her what’s going on. Something so powerful, so primal in me wants to share it with her. It feels unnatural to keep things hidden, to lie with such abandon.

      She doesn’t appear surprised by my silence. Her eyes now drift to my clothes, to the light blue colours of the Unenhanced in Inner Haven.

      “How was the date?” she asks.

      I have to give her something. She’s trying, and she’s trying hard. My standoffishness isn’t putting her off. She’s making a proper effort, and so should I.

      “It was good,” I say. “He cooked me dinner. And we had some wine. He’s not like I expected.”

      “A Savant? He’s a Savant, isn’t he?”

      I nod, a smile forming and then fading.

      “He’s more like a normal person, though. He’s got emotions. He’s…he’s a good man, Tess.”

      Now a smile, perhaps a little forced, ripples across her face.

      Another silence falls, and I look into her bright blue eyes. In a flash I want to speed inside her, to find out what she really thinks of me. To find out about her life without having to ask.

      I creep forward instinctively, still unable to fully control myself, to control my powers at times of high emotion. I dip into her thoughts and find a great sadness in her, her animosity towards me dwarfed by it, drowned by her own desire to see our friendship renewed.

      I snap myself out of it, and blink hard. When I look at her eyes again, a hood has fallen, and her own eyes stare for a moment before turning away.

      The tension seems to rise. I break the new quiet.

      “I’m getting married,” I say.

      The words flow out without approval, without any thought at all. Tess turns back to me, and I sense a battle inside her. The sadness seems to flare, but not because of me, because I appear to be happy. It’s a selfish sadness, but one I understand. A sadness that emanates from our diverging lives, our paths that are splitting us up, seemingly for good.

      “I’m so happy for you,” she says.

      The words are compulsory. Her pulse starts to rise, and her lungs appear to drain. And her eyes, her beautiful blue eyes, begin fading out.

      “We’ll still be able to see each other,” I say.

      I can feel it’s what she wants to hear. Despite the current state of our relationship, the main concern in her is seeing her best friend’s life move on, while hers remains stagnant.

      “How do you know?” she asks, dipping her eyes briefly.

      “I’ll make sure of it, Tess. Maybe…maybe I could even help you get into a bachelor ball? You could join me in Inner Haven?”

      I immediately realise the words are inadvisable. It’s a promise I can’t keep, and wouldn’t want to anyway. I’m not going to be in Inner Haven for long.

      She shakes her head, to my surprise.

      “You don’t have to do that, Brie. I don’t want any help. I don’t…need any help.”

      The shadows seem to creep back up on her. The last thing I want is to sound patronising, not when we appear to be making the slightest bit of progress.

      “I know you don’t,” I concede. “Either way, I’ll be coming back here, I promise.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. It won’t be on my account. We haven’t exactly been that close recently…”

      “Tess.”

      The firm use of her name compels eye contact. She obliges, and I continue.

      “Whatever’s happened between us recently, you’ll always be my best friend. You’ll always be my sister.”

      The smallest of smiles threatens to climb. This one isn’t forced. Inside her, I feel a fire lighting at my words.

      “You are too,” she says quietly. “My sister…”

      Her smile hovers. Mine now builds, growing tall. I reach across and pull her into a hug, and suddenly we both start breathing loudly, letting our lungs work properly for the first time since I entered the room.

      “I’m so sorry I’ve been short with you recently,” I say. “I’ve just been going through some stuff. I…I just can’t talk about it…”

      She pulls away, shaking her head.

      “You don’t need to explain. I should be the one apologising, Brie. I’ve been a child. Immature. You’re the best person I know. I should trust you more. If there are things you don’t want to tell me, that’s OK. I…I understand.”

      I drag her into another hug. It feels so good to have her say that, some of the weight I’m carrying around lifting. A fresh weariness grips at me, and I feel my room calling, my bed calling. A place that, for a while now, has felt uninviting and frosty, my own home no longer a place of refuge.

      But now, maybe, that will change. Just at the time when I’m about to leave.

      Standing, I nod to the door.

      “It’s late,” I say. “We should sleep.”

      Her own tired eyes suggest agreement. I get the impression that the room has also become a place of discomfort for her too. That she’s been spending plenty of time down here in the common room, alone, away from her troubles.

      No longer.

      She stands too, and together we go upstairs, and climb into our own beds, and say goodnight to each other as we always used to.

      And with that burden slipping from my shoulders, I fall into a rare, untroubled, sleep.
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      Adryan is true to his word. The following morning brings with it a letter from the Council of Matrimony, confirming the date of my approval examination.

      It’s brought to my room by Mrs Carmichael, waking me with some brisk knocking. I croak for her to come in and check my watch to see that it’s nearing midday already.

      Tess’s bed is empty, as it always appears to be. Yet this morning, the sight doesn’t bring a sense of deflation to my insides. Instead, the memory of our reconciliation the previous night brings a smile.

      It only grows when Mrs Carmichael sits on my bed and hands me the letter. I hastily break the seal and let the words glow, rushing my eyes over them eagerly.

      
        
        Dear Miss Melrose,

        At the request of Mr Shaw, your marriage approval test has

        been set for tomorrow afternoon at 2PM.

        Should you pass, you will be permitted to immediately

        marry Mr Shaw, and will be taken to the Office of Nuptials

        to sign your wedding contract with him.

        Your liaison has been instructed to escort you to your

        examination. Please make sure you dress

        appropriately.

        All the best of luck to you.

        Katherine Kirkland,

        The Council of Matrimony.

      

      

      “Well, that was quick,” remarks Mrs Carmichael. “So, it’s really happening then?”

      I nod, rereading the letter to make sure I take it all in.

      “So how did it go with Agent Woolf yesterday? I assume everything was alright, since you’re here, safe and sound?”

      I put the letter down and briefly consider my response.

      “It went fine,” I lie, deciding to keep her in the dark.

      Now that the agent has me in her sights, it’s best if I keep all information about my current dealings from anyone who could be under threat. I have some defence against the woman. Mrs Carmichael doesn’t.

      Should she learn of the latest things I’ve been up to, they’ll be right there for Agent Woolf to find if she decided to come knocking. Right now, I don’t trust my ability to conceal the information inside my guardian’s head. Only Zander could manage that.

      Of course, she probes a little more, and I end up shutting down entirely. Tess appears to be coming back onside. Now, perhaps, Mrs Carmichael will take her place.

      That’s the suspicion that runs through my head as I deny her any juicy details of my latest adventures. I probably don’t give her enough credit, though. She quickly quits her attempts to extract the info.

      “Fine, keep your cards close to your chest, Brie,” she says. “So this marriage of yours…how does it work? Do you need any witnesses?”

      “Are you offering your services, Brenda,” I grin.

      “No, just interested. Although, if you need me I suppose I could help.”

      “That’s sweet, but I don’t think they require any such thing. Marriage there is just a formality, a legal contract. As far as I know, I just have to sign something that binds me to Adryan.”

      “How romantic,” she huffs.

      “I don’t think romance was ever part of the equation,” I say.

      She peers into my eyes, as if reading my mind as I can do.

      “I’d be careful to make sure you live up to that,” she suggests. “You don’t have feelings for him, do you?”

      I scrunch up my eyes a little too heavily, and lean away from her.

      “Of course not,” I say with a puff of air. “He’s basically a working colleague.”

      “Hmmmm. Well, just remember who he is. I’d keep him at a distance as much as you can.”

      I yawn, but not through tiredness, and roll my eyes.

      “Are you still doubtful? About all of this? Haven’t you seen enough to convince you this is all for the best?”

      She doesn’t answer my question.

      “I’m just disappointed. I wanted you to marry a normal man here in Outer Haven. I wanted you to be happy.”

      “We’ve been through this before. Happiness isn’t relevant to me right now. There’s only the mission.”

      “And when it’s over?”

      “Then…maybe. But I can’t afford to look that far ahead.”

      She smiles and leans in, leaving me with a kiss to the forehead and no further words. I’m grateful for that. Right now, I’m in no mood for a debate or any sort of interrogation. God knows I’ve had about enough of that recently.

      There’s not a great deal for me to get up to, however, after she leaves me alone. Again, I’m back to playing the waiting game, confined to this place. I consider heading north and making my way back down to the underlands, seeing Drum and Zander again, maybe doing some more training.

      But then I realise that such a thing would be folly right now. Nothing but a chance for things to go wrong. Instead, I satisfy myself with a telepathic conversation with my brother that’s far more effortless than ever before, owing to my flowering mental gifts.

      Right now, he’s about the only person, besides perhaps Adryan, who I can be completely honest with. So I quickly explain as concisely as I can – my ability to communicate psychically, while improving dramatically, still takes a little out of me - what’s been happening with me, and where things are going next.

      Good, comes his voice, echoing through my mind. Things are moving fast. You’re ready for this, Brie. Have faith.

      But what about Agent Woolf? I ask. She’s hunting me down, Zander. She could come and find me at any moment. I don’t know if I can stop her again.

      Leave the academy, he tells me. Go somewhere where no one will find you. Return only to sleep. Stay out of sight until tomorrow afternoon, and you’ll be fine.

      I take his advice and make for the eastern quarter. For what might be the final time, I climb to the roof of the warehouse and stare out at the mountains beyond. I cast my Hawk-gaze upon the natural formations that have so long enticed me, teasing me from afar.

      I always longed to see them closer, to walk among the high passes, but never truly considered such a thing to be possible. Now, the future holds all sorts of possibilities. There’s a whole world out there that I’m longing to explore, adventures beyond the boundaries of this city just waiting to had.

      And for that afternoon, I fall into daydreams again, enjoying my final hours alone before my world changes for good tomorrow. I sit and think and just stare out, the sun gliding across the sky and fading away against the horizon, bringing the warming hues of a red sunset with it as it dips.

      The beautiful colours change and flow, and soon the darkness begins to descend, and the faint moon appears against the blackening veil above. I stay there for as long as I can allow, getting dangerously close to curfew before working my way back home.

      And when I do, I enter the main hall to find an unusual sight ahead of me.

      It’s full, all of the academy gathered together. Immediately, a strike of lightning cuts through my chest and I search in panic for Agent Woolf.

      Has she come again to speak to me? To speak to everyone? Have I just doomed us all?

      I don’t see her, though. Nor do I see fear or dread among the soft, youthful faces before me. Instead, I see rising smiles all round, the girls in particular beaming as I enter.

      At the front, I see the cute face of Abby grinning so brightly it looks as through her cheeks might burst. Her little cohort of friends look similarly pleased to see me. The boys appear less interested, the likes of Brandon the bully and his posse looking like they’d rather not be there.

      Then, from the side, my eyes turn to find Mrs Carmichael coming towards me with Tess. It’s my friend who steps forward first.

      “What’s going on, Tess?” I ask.

      “It’s a surprise,” she says. “We know that weddings in Inner Haven aren’t celebrated. So…we thought we’d do something for you tonight instead.”

      “This is for me? I…I don’t know what to say.”

      I really don’t. I’m rarely speechless but this is one of those occasions.

      “Whose idea was it?”

      “Well…mine,” says Tess. “It’s my way of saying sorry.”

      “Tess…you don’t need to…”

      “I do,” she says, cutting me off. “And I want to. It’s nothing anyway. We’re just here to send you off tonight in relative style, for this place at least! Some of the kids have prepared a nice meal, that’s all.”

      I spread my gaze to the gathering and feel my cheeks burning. It’s a strange mixture, really, of appreciation and joy at the gesture, with a topping of guilt that all of this is being done for a fake marriage.

      “Thank you all so much,” I say, trying to stop any embarrassing tears from assembling. “This really means…the world to me.”

      My voice cracks and ends. Mrs Carmichael calls out for the throng to head for the canteen.

      “OK, show’s over. All of you, go ahead and get started.”

      They don’t have to be told twice. With the typical rush that accompanies dinnertime, the kids begin scrambling down to the corridor at the back. Special meals like this are so rare, and usually only accompany major birthdays or graduations of long-term residents from this place when they move out and get a housing silence. Or, like me, marry.

      Now alone, Tess pulls me into a hug.

      “I’m going to miss you,” she mumbles. “So much.”

      “I’ll be just across the wall. I’ll come back…often. I promise.”

      Over her shoulder, I see the look in Mrs Carmichael’s eyes. She knows that’s not true. Only she knows how fake all of this really is.

      I have to contend with that growing feeling of fraudulence as the evening goes on. In the canteen, a few sparse decorations have been put up and a two course meal has been prepared.

      Even a seating plan of sorts has been arranged, with my spot at the middle table along with Tess, Mrs Carmichael, and a few of the other residents of my age group. Around us, the tables are set by age too, the dinner far more ordered than normal.

      The food is nice for this place. I feel a further stab of shame at the thought that goes through my head as I munch on the chicken and potatoes: that as nice as this is, it’s nothing compared to what Adryan has cooked up.

      When desert comes, however, I’m greeted with a large chocolate cake that, purely on appearance, looks incredibly appealing. It’s not particularly neat, but what does that matter when it’s so loaded with sugar and tasty butter icing?

      I’m forced to blow out a single candle on the top, a little tradition here during any such occasion, before making a speech. I bumble through it, trying not to cry. I feel fine until I see Abby across the room in floods, which only serves to set me off.

      I feel completely ridiculous, but the applause at the end of my speech suggests I did a decent job. Then, as we all tuck into the lovely cake, Mrs Carmichael brings out a bottle of her finest whiskey and pours glasses for all of the top table.

      Tess digs straight in with a great amount of vigour, while the others are more tentative, a couple coughing and spluttering as I did the first time I tasted the acrid brown liquid. They raise their glasses to me to send me on my way, and my feeling of deception increases further.

      They all seem to take it as embarrassment, and perhaps nerves, in the face of all this attention. Only Mrs Carmichael knows the true nature of my crinkled brow and the awkward fidgeting that accompanies every kind gesture or word that comes my way.

      When we get some time alone, however, she offers some nice words of her own to soothe me.

      “I know you feel uncomfortable with all this, but you shouldn’t,” she says. “So your marriage is fake, but you should be celebrated for something far greater than that. You’re trying to save these kids, Brie. I know I have my doubts about this sometimes, but you’re doing a wonderful thing. A brave thing. And I’m proud of you.”

      Her words draw fresh tears from my eyes.

      “I’m frightened, Brenda,” I say. “I don’t know if I can…”

      She takes a firm hold of my shoulders.

      “You can, Brie. And you will.”

      Those simple words firm me up again. I blink the tears away and continue to battle through the evening until it gradually comes to a close, by which time I’m desperately seeking the solitude of my room, away from all the lies and deceit.

      Sitting on my bed together, I thank Tess once more. And once more she brushes away the gesture and reminds me that anyone who gets married, or even a housing license, gets the same treatment.

      Still, given my circumstances, I don’t feel I deserve it.

      “I have one more thing for you, though,” she says.

      Her blue eyes sparkle in the dim room. I’m so happy to see them again, to have my friend back. She stands and moves over to her bed, before bending down and pulling a storage box from under it.

      Opening it up, she draws something out and stands, holding it behind her back as she comes towards me.

      “I got something for you,” she says. “Call it a wedding gift.”

      “Tess, you shouldn’t have.”

      She steps closer, and from around her back she draws out a rectangular piece of white card. I stare at it.

      Is that…

      She spins the card over, and the faces of my parents appear before me. And me, as a baby, in their arms. It’s a little faded, as it’s always been, some of the details slightly distorted. But it shines with a new protective layer of lamination, and my eyes rise back to hers.

      There’s a hopeful smile arched across her mouth.

      “My picture,” I whisper. “But…how?”

      She reaches out and hands it to me. I take it up and inspect it slower, and feel the inevitable bubbling of tears once more. I can’t remember ever feeling as emotional as I have these last couple of days.

      “It was when I found you here, passed out,” she explains. “When I was helping Brenda patch you up, I saw your clothes. She said she was going to burn them…but I remembered your picture. I thought it might be in your jacket, so I looked. It was wet and damaged. I took it to get it restored. I was thinking of giving it to you to say sorry…”

      I stare again at the picture, and then at Tess.

      “That’s the sweetest thing…” I mumble. “The nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me…”

      “It’s nothing,” she tells me, shaking her head. “I know how much that picture means to you. I wanted it to be a surprise.”

      “It is,” I whisper. “It…it means the world. Thank you…thank you so much, Tess.”

      I stand and move towards her, and pull her into an embrace, our bodies locking in the middle of the room. And having her back, part of me doesn’t want to let go. Doesn’t want to leave this place. Doesn’t want my life to change.

      But it will. I know it will.

      Tomorrow, it will change forever, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      Either death or freedom…that’s what awaits me now.
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      Some days you just want to get out of the way. They’re barriers to break through, hurdles to jump over, nothing but blockages in the path towards your real goal.

      Today is one of those days. I wake early, my mind too alert to fall back to sleep. Unusually, it’s me who rises before Tess, dressing in my gritty clothes and deciding to head straight out into the cold dawn before anyone else rises.

      As far as I’m concerned, I said my goodbyes last night, and don’t need to go through them again. Maybe I’ll see my friends here again, maybe not. Either way, I can’t allow them to play any part in my thoughts right now.

      With the cool misty air hogging the streets, I decide to take a wander, leaving the academy until I’m due back before Sophie’s arrival. With my test beginning at 2PM, I can assume that she’ll come and collect me at least an hour before to give us plenty of time to get there.

      I’ll spend as much as I can out here alone, just in case Agent Woolf should come calling.

      My journey takes me all over, hoping on and off the Conveyor Line occasionally, doing a tour of the various attacks of the Fanatics. I work through them chronologically, starting with the attack at Culture Corner that started all of this off, before moving towards the factories at the eastern quarter, and ending my journey back at the main market near Brick Lane.

      Each site is in varying stages of recovery. Culture Corner, as I saw the other day, is back in decent health, although continues to be avoided by even the most avid of art lovers. The factory in the east has been cleared too, an odd patch of emptiness among the sea of factories and warehouses that dot that part of town.

      The market, however, remains in a bad state. Not only was the blast the most recent, but it was also the most devastating, tearing the central square to shreds and bringing down some of the surroundings tower blocks too.

      Standing on the outskirts, I spare a thought for a good number of people as I look upon the carnage: Fred and Ziggy, who lost their lives; Rycard, whose own life, and that of his family, has been permanently changed by the attack; the hundreds of others who died, and their friends and family who now mourn them.

      I let the anger fill and brew within my veins, soaking up every last drop of hate I can for those who inflicted such a thing on the innocent people of the city. When the time comes, I’ll use it wisely. For now, I bottle it up and store it safe, somewhere deep in the recesses of my soul.

      I only return to the academy when I have to, going over a few things in my head as I do. Mostly, I make sure to recall the details of Adryan’s life, and the features of life in Inner Haven that I’ll need to prove knowledge of.

      Sophie, of course, is there to remind me of such things. I find her already awaiting me in the foyer, pacing from side to side as I cross the threshold.

      “Goodness me, Brie, where in the world have you been?!”

      “Just…walking,” I say.

      “Walking! Today of all days?! Have you packed at least?”

      “Erm…”

      “Give me strength! Come on, let’s get you sorted. We have so little time as it is.”

      I’m rushed upstairs and set about packing away the paltry number of possessions I intend to take with me. In all honesty, I never thought I’d need to bring anything, assuming that it would all be provided.

      “Well, it will, mostly,” Sophie informs me. “But what about all those clothes we bought the other day? You were just going to leave them behind were you?!”

      She’s stressed out, I can tell. To be fair, you’d have to be deaf, blind, and dumb to not work that out.

      “Sorry,” I say. “I’ve been distracted.”

      She squeezes a tight breath from her lungs.

      “It’s OK. I understand. Now come, let’s get you appropriately dressed.”

      She begins scanning the clothes we bought, before picking out something suitable for me to wear. It’s easily the prettiest garment I have: an elegant dress that hugs my frame quite nicely, which she pairs with a light summer jacket and heels.

      “It’s a bit much, isn’t it? Can’t I just wear a sweater and jeans?”

      “Brie, it’s your wedding day! You need to look the part.”

      “What, to take a test and sign a contract? No one’s even going to be there to see.”

      “Look, we have no time to argue. Get dressed and I’ll pack your things. Quickly now, time is ticking.”

      She works to fold my clothes as neatly as she can, before asking me where my suitcase is. I gesture to my rotten backpack. She recoils in horror.

      “That will NOT do!”

      A few minutes later, she’s journeyed down to her car and back, bringing a rather more appropriate suitcase with her. I suppose she must carry one around with her for this very eventuality.

      With my dress and jacket on, and suitcase packed, Sophie quickly administers some light makeup and does what she can with my hair. I’ve never seen her so anxious, her anger at my nonchalance threatening to spill over.

      I can only assume that personal events at home have served to exacerbate her mood, and so try to keep my mouth shut wherever possible to keep from provoking the beast. In the end, silence appears to be the best method of placating her.

      Before leaving, I get nothing but a cursory hug from Mrs Carmichael down in the main hallway. She’s said what she needed to say already, and with Sophie present, merely whispers some final words of luck and support into my ears.

      She finishes with a palm to my cheek and, with slightly watery eyes that betray her supposed disapproval of all of this, smiles proudly and tells me I look beautiful.

      Then she swishes around and vanishes, leaving me with a stab of sadness in my heart as I watch her depart with a lingering look.

      Then, out of the academy we go, a sense of numbness engulfing me for a time as we enter Sophie’s car and start heading towards Inner Haven. I hardly hear her as she speaks, running through a final few things that I might need to know about the process of the day.

      Even now, with so much difficulty in her own life, with so much doubt and fear, she’s still doing her job. Still working to satisfy the duty she’s been assigned.

      It’s how those in power continue to exist for so long, unchallenged by the people. They set them their tasks and give them some limited version of true freedom, just enough to demand compliance and obedience.

      Over generations, habits are formed and people begin to be born into their roles, creating endless loops and self-fulfilling prophecies. The powerful gain more control and influence, and the weak begin to rely on them, believing them their saviours and protectors, the only ones who can create a safer, more prosperous world.

      Sophie is a prime example of it all. I can sense the fear in her, the nagging tug at her heart, that endless pain inside her that won’t ever go away. Not unless she’s freed from the invisible constraints that shackle her, her eyes opened to a world beyond the one she’s been presented.

      I feel such a weight on me to help her, to help everyone I see as we drive through the streets. Each day that passes I learn more, the shroud of lies fading before my eyes and revealing the terrible truth of what this world has become.

      And now, I’m going right to the heart of that world, right to its core. It’s a thought that both frightens and excites me. For better or worse, something is going to give.

      I don’t ask Sophie about Rycard as we move through the city. I can sense it in her, dipping into her mind any time she glances at me. He’s not good, and I know that. And I know, too, that she doesn’t want to talk about it. That much would be clear enough without my ability to read her thoughts.

      Like with so many other things, she’s grown adept at forcing such concerns to the back of her head, compartmentalising the various facets of her life. Right now, she should be at home with him. But she’s not. She’s here with me, doing her duty. Because if she doesn’t, the consequences would be dire.

      That is the ruthless nature of the Savants. The callous cost of being ruled by those without proper emotion, without the ability to fully empathise with the concerns of the common people of this city. Those who rely on logic alone to determine the course of their actions.

      In the end, the species may prosper; humans, however altered by our own science and ambition, might once again gain dominion over the country, the planet. But along the way, so much will be lost, and so many innocent people will die.

      In the end, the Consortium are battling with the Nameless for the soul of this world.

      And I’m right at the heart of that too…

      My approval test is set to be held within the building next to Compton’s Hall, where this part of my journey started. It was only a few weeks ago that I met Adryan there for the first time at the bachelor ball, when I passed out in such spectacular fashion as my powers began to manifest.

      It stands to reason that my journey should come full circle, and conclude right here as well. If ever I get to stop and think for more than a few minutes, I’ll probably wonder just how all this has happened so quickly.

      Hopefully, the next stage of my journey will be equally swift…

      Compton’s Hall, of course, is a bland structure, and the neighbouring building equally so. Smaller, and attached to the grander hall’s left flank, it’s merely intended for the testing of suitable candidates to ensure they’re fully committed to entering into a life here in Inner Haven.

      I’ll give the Savants one thing: they are very thorough in what they do.

      For most girls, the process is a fairly long-winded one. Firstly, they have to be officially scouted. Then, they’re required to go through tests to ensure they’re the right ‘calibre’ of woman, whatever that means. Then, they need to present themselves to the bachelors and hope for a match. After that, the courting process is initiated, and they need to impress their match sufficiently for them to apply for them to take the approval test.

      Finally, should they pass the test, they’ll be allowed to marry their chosen man. Or, I should say, the man who chose them.

      It’s a fairly extensive method of picking only the most suitable flowers to plant in these colourless gardens. A method that, mercifully, I have largely sidestepped through the fast-tracking provided by Adryan’s position of rank around these parts.

      And right here is where it all culminates. Nothing but a formality, really, to weed out those final rotten eggs who might, by some miracle, have slipped through the net so far. I’m certainly one of them, and were it not for my special gifts, I’d most likely fail this test.

      With Sophie’s car pulling to a stop on the street, close to the centre of the city, she steps out and hurries me towards the entrance. A check of my watch tells me that it’s 1.58PM, with my test due to start in only a couple of minutes.

      In a rush, I’m dragged through the main door and into a reception room. A woman sits behind a blank desk, its electronic surface dancing with words and numbers as she flicks files and notes around on the touch-screen.

      Our loud and sudden interruption causes her to slowly lift her eyes to us. I see that several other girls, dressed similarly to me, are waiting nervously in a seating area off to one side.

      Sophie strides for the desk, trying not to pant in a bid to maintain her dignity.

      “I’m here with Brie Melrose. She has her approval test at 2PM,” she says with a cringe. “Sorry for being so late…”

      The woman’s fingers tap and swipe a few times, bringing up a schedule to confirm my appointment.

      “Yes, Brie Melrose, 2PM,” she says. Her eyes lift to mine. “You can go right through, Miss Melrose. Room 4 down the hall.”

      Her attention returns to her work, and Sophie quickly spins me into the shortest hug of my life.

      “Good luck,” she says hurriedly. “I’ll be waiting out here for you. Quickly, go, go…”

      She gives me a little shove in the direction of the corridor. I barely have a second to think or get my mind in gear as I begin moving towards room 4. When I reach it, I take a breath and knock. A voice calls me in.

      I find a woman sitting behind a small table in an otherwise empty room, which immediately brings back memories of Agent Woolf’s horrible interrogation lair. It’s a theme of this place that I’m struggling to get used to. No room seems to carry any life at all, no embellishments to give it some character.

      This one is no different, and the woman awaiting me fits it perfectly. She offers no expression as I enter, but merely tells me to take a seat in front of her. I do so, and see that her table is also an interactive screen, lines of questions set out for me to answer.

      I try to break the ice by telling the woman I’m sorry if I’m late. She ignores me completely and merely says: “Let’s get started.”

      As I’ve been told, the test is little more than a formality, my knowledge of Adryan and Inner Haven tested. Mostly, given how Savants here really have so little interesting life experience and character, the questions that come regarding Adryan are extremely basic. Honestly, there’s so little they can actually ask about him.

      The part of the test that focuses on life in Inner Haven is a little harder, if only for me to convince the woman that their procedures and etiquettes appeal to me. Firstly, she merely asks questions, and gauges my responses carefully as I speak, ticking boxes at appropriate points when she’s satisfied.

      Then, when she needs further confirmation, she sets about exploring my thought patterns, verifying her status as a Mind-Manipulator. It’s at this point that the test truly begins. Lying is easy enough for many people, but there’s no method for most to keep their true thoughts and feelings at bay in the face of this sort of mental exploration.

      I am, however, not most people, and my sparring with both Zander and Agent Woolf have set me up perfectly for this bout. This particular woman is, quite frankly, not as gifted as they are. I suppose this job doesn’t call for deep mental extraction, but merely a surface view of things, a quick check to see if any particular participant is lying.

      I have no trouble dealing with it, happily projecting thoughts and feelings of total obedience to both Inner Haven and Adryan. I sit there with an inane smile on my face that she probably doesn’t realise is completely false, and use my trickery to dumfound her.

      Oh, I love it here. Ever since I first came here for the ceremony, I’ve desperately wanted to live here. I can’t wait to be here full time, and to marry Adryan. I am completely devoted to him, and will give him wonderful Savant children…

      I go on and on, saying the same things and filling my thoughts with such sarcastic sentiment. I can almost see the woman reading them as I spout the rubbish, my lies overpowering the true thoughts going on inside my head, somewhere deep down where she can’t find them.

      The only thing that carries any sort of truth is my affection for Adryan, budding though it may be. The little time I’ve spent with him has given him some appeal I would never have expected, not from a Savant. When I project thoughts about him, much of what I’m thinking is true.

      The rest, to this tester woman, appears perfectly true as well. After the brief analysis of my cognition, I feel her withdraw. She looks at me for a few moments, before dropping her eyes to the screen.

      Though upside down and largely blurred from the angle I’m looking from, I can still make out one particular box at the bottom that is yet to be either ticked or crossed through. Her eyes drift down towards it, and her index finger finds its centre, flicking upwards and filling the box with a diagonal line.

      The box glows with a rare show of colour, turning green.

      And a smile lifts on my face, genuine now.

      Looking back up at me, the woman’s stony expression ceases to change despite the next words to fall from her thin lips.

      “Congratulations, Miss Melrose,” she says. “You have been approved for marriage.”

      She doesn’t even try to work up a simulated smile, replicating the look on my face. And for the first time since I entered, the stirring of joy in me is quite real, if brief.

      I stand from my chair, grinning.

      “I passed?” I ask, showing the first bit of surprise.

      She nods.

      “Now please leave the room,” she drones. “I have other ladies to test.”

      Wow, this woman needs to work on her manners…

      I don’t need to be told a second time, and quickly find myself pacing out of the door, down the corridor, and straight back into the reception room. I consider playing a little game with Sophie, pretending that I failed, but seem to be unable to stop the smile from sticking to my face.

      Which is odd, really. I suppose it’s just relief to get through all of this. Finally, I’m going to be allowed into the High Tower. Finally, I can get to work.

      Sophie rushes straight towards me, and sets her shaking hands to my arms.

      “Did you pass?! Are you in?!” she asks.

      My smile seems to answer for me.

      “You passed! You’re in!” she splutters, dragging me into a far longer hug this time. Releasing me, she continues to show her obvious joy. “Oh, that’s wonderful. You must come to dinner soon! I can’t wait to meet Adryan. Oh this is fantastic…”

      She continues to chatter as we go outside. And her desire to meet Adryan is quickly realised.

      He stands beside his car, dressed in a fine light grey suit, the same one as he wore during the bachelor ball. Sophie’s chattering fades into nothing in my ears, and I lock eyes with him across the street.

      His smile is authentic. There’s nothing fake about this man.

      This man…

      Who’s about to become my husband.
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      My whirlwind romance with Adryan is complete.

      I wander over to him as Sophie’s voice fades out, and step right in front of him, gazing up towards his silver eyes.

      “I’m in,” I say gently. “I passed.”

      “I know,” he replies, his eyes alight. “You were always going to, Brie. So come on, shall we go get wed?”

      He opens the door to his car, and I momentarily forget about my liaison. She ambles over behind, giving us a moment alone before interrupting.

      “This must be the lucky man,” she says.

      Adryan turns to her, and performs a little bow. She does the same, her expression stiffening with reverence as she does so.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Winchester,” says Adryan politely. “I can’t thank you enough for guiding Brie through this process.”

      “Oh, the pleasure was all mine, I assure you Mr Shaw. Brie has been a troublesome delight, if that makes any sense. Quite the challenge at times, but very different from most of the girls I work with. And please do call me Sophie…if you want to, of course.”

      She bows her head again, maintaining the utmost level of respect for Adryan. Unlike me, she’s well versed in displaying the proper etiquette around here.

      “Well, that’s why I chose her, Sophie,” says Adryan, glancing at me with the smallest of winks. “And do call me Adryan.”

      Sophie seems delighted by the exchange.

      “I’d love to host you for dinner one evening,” she blurts out, “if that’s agreeable?”

      “Most agreeable, Sophie. We can arrange something soon. But now, we really must get going.”

      “Oh, of course, don’t let me stop you,” hurries Sophie’s voice. Then her feet hurry, bringing her right up to me. Another bout of congratulations ensue before I’m allowed to get into the car.

      As we drive off, Sophie continues to stare at us, visible in the rear-view mirror.

      “She’s very…dedicated, isn’t she?” muses Adryan.

      “She really is. She’s having serious problems at home, and yet she’s still here, trucking away. I honestly don’t know how she does it.”

      Adryan frowns at me.

      ‘You don’t? Brie, you’ve had plenty of problems of your own, and you’re still going. You don’t give yourself enough credit.”

      I shrug and look out the window.

      “Maybe,” I mumble, looking at the High Tower looming above us. “So what happens after we sign the contract? Do we move straight in there?”

      A renewed swarm of nerves pulse through me. So many enemies. So many eyes. So many things that could go wrong.

      Adryan’s voice halts the trail of nagging doubts.

      “We’ll be assigned our apartment immediately, yes,” he says. “The Council of Matrimony are very efficient, as you’ve probably worked out. As soon as we sign the contract, we can go straight there.”

      I nod and stay quiet, still just staring at the vast number of floors, the circular building disappearing into the low clouds, hiding its summit. A summit that harbours the man I’m here for.

      The Office of Nuptials isn’t far. As with most important buildings here, it’s positioned near the High Tower around the Inner Spiral. To get there, we need to pass by the City Guard HQ, bringing thoughts of Agent Woolf back into my head.

      I don’t allow her any time to settle, to cause concern in me. She’s done that already when creeping through my mind. I refuse to let her do the same when she’s not even here.

      Soon enough, the car is slowing once again, and we’re stepping out. It continues off on a pre-programmed route, slipping into some underground parking facility close by as Adryan leads me towards our next destination.

      I would have hoped that a building intended for processing marriages would have something more to it. Some sort of decoration to celebrate the bond people make, the love they supposedly share.

      It’s a completely naive thought, and one that comes with hope but no expectation. Entering the building, I find it as unremarkable as the rest, nothing but an administration office where couples come to sign themselves up to live with each other and procreate.

      The notion of love, being so alien to most Savants, clearly hasn’t been considered. I do wonder how the regular Enhanced feel about it all. Most likely, it’s just another facet of life here that has become so ingrained that they consider it the norm.

      If you’re born into something, after all, you don’t tend to question it. Marriage is a contract and nothing more. If love happens to grow as part of it, then perhaps that’s a bonus, but it’s certainly not expected or deemed particularly important.

      Again, when the goal is in increasing the population, all you really need is a man and woman with fully functioning reproductive organs. What part does love, or anything else, play in that?

      As far as I can tell, it plays no part at all.

      The process is, therefore, a very simple one. A clerk greets us and takes us to a room, a document is brought forward, and our names are signed to it. With the stamp of approval from the Council of Matrimony, we’re sent on our way and find ourselves back outside the building in little more than the blink of an eye.

      Adryan sums it up with a pithy: “Well, we’re married,” raising his eyebrows a little as I stand feeling quite underwhelmed by it all.

      In essence, that should be a good thing. If ever I marry for real some day, it’s probably best if this particular event is forgotten. And, well, that was just about the most forgettable wedding you could ever have.

      Yet, I guess in some way I hoped that it wasn’t quite as bad as this. That something that’s considered more sacred over in Outer Haven is so perfunctory here. It’s depressing to think how the people here really live their lives. An endless loop of duty and etiquette and rigid, boring processes.

      With a few deep breaths sucked into my lungs, we set off for the High Tower, and Adryan loops his arm around mine. I look at him in surprise. I didn’t expect Savants to behave in such a way.

      He notes my confusion, and seems to remember himself. As we approach the base of the High Tower, he withdraws his arm. I doubt any couples who live here show any measure of affection, however minor, in this cold and lifeless place.

      I continue to breath steadily and deeply as I get nearer to the colossal structure. It’s about as close as I’ve ever been to it, the building situated on a raised stone platform that spreads all around its base, accessible by a short flight of stairs.

      Up we go, one step at a time, my heart rate seeming to speed faster with each one. Reaching the top, I look ahead across the expanse of empty space and at the main doors leading inside. There are many of them, at least a dozen, zipping open and shut each time someone steps foot nearby.

      It’s mostly quiet, though, at this time of the day. Only a few Savants drift around, going about their business without paying me any attention. As we walk across the stone plaza that circles the outside of the building, I find myself stopping halfway.

      Adryan stops at my side.

      “Are you OK?” he asks, noting my heavy breathing.

      I nod and mumble: “Just nervous.”

      Despite himself, he takes my hand in an attempt to soothe me, and I see his silver eyes fix to mine with an inner confidence.

      “You don’t need to be nervous,” he says softly. “Just one step at a time, OK. We’re nearly there.”

      I suck in another full breath, only for it to quickly try to escape me. Slowly, I begin walking towards the main doors again, Adryan’s hand still attached to mine. I feel him squeezing lightly, coaxing me on, giving me strength as I enter the heart of this heartless place.

      Reaching the doors, the nearest one slips open at lightning speed as we approach, and the interior grows clear as we enter inside. The atrium is vast and circular, the floor a glistening marble and the ceiling rising up a number of floors, creating a cavernous chamber filled with echoing footsteps and quiet, whispering voices.

      All around the perimeter of the hall are lifts, dozens of them, shooting up and down and depositing people at their assigned floors where they live and work and do little more. I turn my eyes to the centre of the space and see a single reception desk, occupied by two secretaries dressed in muted and darker grey suits to indicate their lower rank among these people.

      With his hand now slipping from mine, Adryan leads me towards them. I continue to search the place in wonder as I wander, finding a number of eyes now on me. So rare is it to see an Unenhanced in here, nothing but an unwanted infiltrator to this place.

      How right they are...

      And how little they really know.

      Staying a step behind Adryan, I listen as he reaches the desk and speaks with one of the receptionists.

      “Good afternoon, Rebecca,” he says, nodding courteously.

      She does the same.

      “Good afternoon, Adryan,” comes her dull response. “How can I help you?”

      “I have just signed my marriage contract,” he tells her. “The Council should have informed you that I will be moving apartments with my new wife, Brie.”

      He opens out his arm and ushers me forwards. If the woman could show surprise, she probably would.

      Instead, she merely nods to me and I do the same, before turning her eyes to the screen on her desk. She speedily finds what she’s looking for, before addressing Adryan again.

      “Congratulations on your marriage,” she says first, the delay in saying it quite jarring. It’s like practiced manners that don’t flow naturally, just coming across as odd to someone like me. “I have the information here for you. You have been assigned an apartment on the 51st floor, apartment number 51-35.”

      She taps a few more times on the screen and a portion of the desk in front of us slides up. A small contraption rises up from out of the square hole, what looks to be a hand-scanner of some kind.

      “Please, place your hand inside the scanner,” she says. “It will configure security for your quarters.”

      Adryan does so first, reaching into the space as the scanner glows blue for a second before turning green.

      “Good,” says Rebecca. “Now you,” she adds, turning to me.

      I do the same, and feel the warming glow of the machine as it records my thumb and fingerprints and the unique structure of my hand.

      “Good,” repeats the receptionist. “Apartment 51-35 has now been configured for your use. You will both have access now to the 51st floor. Adryan, you know how things work.” She looks to me and offers a decent imitation of a smile. “Welcome to the High Tower, Mrs Shaw.”

      Mrs Shaw…

      It sounds so weird.

      I nod my thanks with no words to say, and Adryan guides me across to one of the lifts. I continue to stare around, quite unable to fully catch my breath at the staggering scale of it all. And unlike the other buildings, so rigid with their sharp edges and straight lines, this structure is quite mesmerising, circular and endless and rising so high into the heavens.

      Reaching the lift, the doors open automatically and we step inside. Adryan sets his hand to the scanner and it quickly determines where in the building he has access to.

      “Level 51,” he says.

      The doors close and the lift begins to rise, a sense of vertigo engulfing me the higher we go. It moves so swiftly and smoothly that barely half a minute has passed before the doors are opening again, revealing a corridor that circles around the floor, giving access to the many dozens of apartments here on one of the lower residential levels.

      Adryan clearly chose this lift in particular, going by the first apartment we find. Right ahead, just a little way down the corridor, door number 51-35 comes into view.

      “We got lucky,” Adryan says as we near it. “We’re on the outer edge, and so will have an external apartment, not an internal one…”

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      “Simply that we’ll have a view,” he says. “The external apartments all have views. The internal ones are situated closer to the core of the building.”

      I find myself saying a little prayer of thanks for this small mercy. Living near the core without windows would probably send me mad within days.

      Before Adryan sets his hand into the security scanner to open up our new home, I already know what to expect. A short corridor, a large living space, spacious and airy rooms, but little to no character at all.

      What I find meets my expectations, although the space is larger than I anticipated. Which, I suppose, also makes sense given where we are. As the door shuts tight behind us, my legs go a little shaky and my hands start to tremble.

      On slightly unsteady legs, I wander forward and set my eyes on my new home, halfway up towards the summit of the world, right in the heart of a nest of vipers, coiling and writhing somewhere up above.

      I scan the place slowly, so familiar to me after spending time in the Court House, and yet so alien too. That was just training. This is the real deal. And the heavy tightening in my chest proves it.

      Alone now, Adryan comes up to me.

      “We’re safe here now,” he says softly. “I’ll protect you from all of them, Brie. I promise.”

      I smile and feel his hands reach out to take my fingers. He steps a little closer and leans down, his silver eyes like slits as they look at me. His lips come closer to mine, before trailing left at the last moment and grazing my cheek.

      Then he withdraws, and still holding one of my hands, leads me over towards the outer walls of the apartment. With a whispered order, the walls grow clear, and my breath gets caught inside me as the entire city comes into view below.

      I stand in awe at the sight, tracing the circular Spiral as it curls around Inner Haven before reaching the boundary wall; sending my gaze further towards the bristling, colourful streets of Outer Haven beyond, part of the north and west and south quarters all visible from here, all so different.

      Then, my eyes move beyond, to the perimeter wall, to the large gates, to the woods and swamps and mountains and rivers that pepper the world outside. And as I stare out, a single word falls from my open lips.

      “Beautiful.”

      I feel Adryan looking at me, see him staring through my peripheral vision, see a smile dust lightly on his face. And then he repeats the word.

      “Beautiful,” he says.

      And standing there together, looking out at the world, my mind turns to what I can’t see. To the many floors above me, leading up the secret summit where the Consortium rule. Where Director Cromwell casts his all-seeing eye upon the city and the lands beyond.

      My path will take me there soon. Right up to the top, to the very core of injustice, to the source of all the suffering down below.

      It won’t be easy. And I may well die in the attempt.

      But soon, I’ll be face to face with Director Cromwell. And when I am, I won’t hesitate to shut him down.

      It’s time for me to complete my mission.

      

      
        
        THE END
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      I’m surrounded by them. Dead eyes. Blank expressions. Metronomic motion.

      They flow about from wall to wall, every single floor of this building infested with their kind. I can’t help but look upon them as the enemy, so alien do they appear when seen in such numbers.

      Yet to my side is one of their own. And he is far from my enemy.

      I stand with Adryan looking out upon the staggering space before us, one of several ‘communal floors’ in the High Tower intended for the use of all residents. This one is used primarily for ‘consumption’. Or, to a normal person, eating.

      Various areas of this floor – level 6 – have been set aside for the purpose of nutrition. There are pseudo-shops that sell fruit, or meat, or bread, or various other healthy, simple staples of a good diet. There are restaurants too – or some form of them at least – where people sit and gather and exchange information.

      I suppose it’s a form of socialising, although not as I know it. I can’t see many smiling, happy, faces. I’m not hearing any stern words or arguments. There’s no laughter, or banter, or anything else you might associate with a group of friends, catching up over a bite to eat.

      Here, group gatherings are mostly based around work, and as a good opportunity for people to discuss relevant topics that are deemed important to High Tower, and Inner Haven, society. Those, for my mind, are only ever likely to be dull and uninteresting. Gossip, after all, is frowned upon across Inner Haven. Heaven knows how it would be seen here.

      Yet, from my brief tour of the communal spaces, it appears that some form of friendship does exist here too, perhaps more than I expected. Adryan has opened my eyes to the varying degrees of detachment and impassivity that the Savants employ.

      Some are almost entirely alien and internally lifeless. Others are capable of living a more normal existence and developing some manner of bond with friends and colleagues. Those types are easy enough to pick out, their expressions a little looser, their motion a little more fluid.

      Of course, the people don’t exactly ‘buy’ food here, but rather get it for free. I find that all rather unsurprising, given the nature of this world. You can go to any ‘restaurant’ or ‘shop’ and pick up anything you want without handing over any sort of currency at all.

      Money, in fact, has no place in the High Tower, something that would once have made me baulk, but now merely makes me purse my lips and shrug with indifference.

      The levels above are similarly assigned for communal purposes, up to level 10. The Savants appear to consider keeping fit a priority, and as such have an entire floor – floor 8, I believe – dedicated to that purpose. Swimming pools, gyms, running tracks, and other such athletic features are available for use.

      Being fit, of course, is thought to be essential in maintaining a long life and high levels of productivity and ‘contentedness’. That, I assume, is their version of happiness.

      Other areas are used for learning. Vast libraries and areas of relaxation await on level 7, places of total silence where the Savants can rest and develop their miraculous brains, or meditate in their own unique fashion.

      There are sleep pods there too, available for napping and short siestas during working hours. As Adryan has told me, napping is a common feature of life here that is entirely absent over in Outer Haven.

      Level 9, meanwhile, is utilised for fashion purposes. I do say that with some measure of irony, seeing as the Savants have no sense of style at all. Really, it’s just a place where new sets of clothing can be found – free of charge, of course – to ensure that all working and private activities are carried out in fresh and clean garments.

      I wonder if there’s a section there for the Unenhanced? I can’t imagine there will be, given our sparse numbers here…

      The final communal area up on level 10 is the gardens, the entire space set with a variety of trees and flowers and herbs and other such things. As Adryan takes me around, I find it quite against the expected principles of the Court, who have always shown no interest whatsoever in colour and beauty.

      Then again, they do have an appreciation, at least in part, for the natural world. They intend, of course, to dominate it once more, as humans had done for centuries before seeing to their own destruction.

      Now, these gardens act as a reminder of what we’ve lost, and what we’re trying to claw back once again. Yet I imagine that, for most of the people who live and work here, their true beauty is lost on them. The smells and colours and vibrant patterns are something they’ll never appreciate as others do.

      Immediately, I feel most at home on level 10, wandering around the gardens with Adryan by my side. It appears that this floor, unlike the other communal areas, isn’t as commonly visited, much to my satisfaction.

      The final floor we visit that first afternoon in the High Tower is level 45. As of right now, my security clearance allows me access to the communal levels 6-10, and level 51 where we have our new apartment. I’m authorised to go nowhere else, except the main foyer, unless of course accompanied by someone with authority to go elsewhere.

      In this case, that’s level 45 where Adryan works at the Institute of Human Relations. As far as I understand it, levels 11-49 are intended for working operations, and according to my new husband – that’s going to take a little getting used to – it’s common etiquette to take your new spouse to meet your working colleagues as soon as you’ve wed.

      It’s clearly just a tradition born out of duty, though, more than anything else. As Adryan leads me through the various corridors and rooms of level 45, I find few people particularly interested in seeing who he’s recently married.

      The main interest, of course, comes from my position as an Unenhanced, given away by the light blue dress and summer jacket I’m wearing. Were the roles to be reversed, and a Savant to move to Outer Haven and marry an Unenhanced, the shock among friends, family, and working colleagues would be significant.

      Here, such people are barely able to register such an emotion, and though it’s rare to see someone like me around here, mostly they merely greet me with the traditional bow of etiquette they’re required to perform before continuing with their day’s work. It’s jarring for me, but not exactly disappointing. I’d be more than happy to merely go about my days here unnoticed.

      Although, I suspect that the chances of that happening are rather slim, particularly with someone like Agent Woolf, my nemesis, still so keen on stalking me.

      The tour around level 45 is performed quickly and cursorily, a means to an end and merely a function of life here that needs to be gotten out of the way. Only after we’ve done the rounds do we find ourselves back in our new apartment, as newlyweds, alone.

      And only here are we able to properly discuss exactly what I’ve been introduced to today.

      Sitting beside the large transparent wall, with the magnificent view of the city beneath us, we enter into a quiet discussion that will aim to shed some light on my mission. So far, everything has been progressing at such breakneck speed that I’ve barely had a chance to properly process how exactly I’m going to work my way to the summit of this building.

      As Adryan tells me, however, the communal levels are where I’ll need to be operating.

      “More or less everyone in the High Tower frequents the communal levels,” he says. “That includes the higher ranking officials who have access to the highest levels here..”

      “The highest levels…but not the penthouse, right?” I argue. “Not the summit. Only the Consortium have access there, don’t they?”

      “That’s right,” he admits. “Only members of the Consortium have access to the domed summit. Not even the highest ranking Savants are granted entrance, unless they’re voted into the Consortium, of course.”

      “Then how, exactly, am I supposed to have my little face to face with Director Cromwell? You know, Adryan, it’s going to be tricky to assassinate the man if I can’t get near him.”

      My sarcastic tone is something he’s still struggling to get used to.

      “Well, occasionally the members of the Consortium do descend lower. You saw that during your ceremony, after all…”

      “Of course,” I say, recalling that fateful day. “So…are they planning to come down any time soon?”

      Some minor hope burgeons in me. It’s typically misplaced. It wasn’t going to be that easy.

      “I know of no such plans. Before the ceremony, Director Cromwell hadn’t been seen for some time. Other members of the Consortium, perhaps, but not him.”

      “Well, that’s just great, isn’t it. The one man I’m trying to get to is the one man who’s hidden away. Superb. Why am I here again?”

      Adryan manages the most subtle roll of the eyes. I’m actually rather impressed.

      Then he answers blankly: “To assassinate Director Cromwell,” reaffirming his position, however tenuous, among the emotionally disabled.

      “Oh come on, Adryan, you have to work with me here! I thought you’d have some, I don’t know…some proper plan for me to follow.”

      “It’s not that easy. Director Cromwell may rarely descend, but he does conduct meetings on the level beneath the summit. High ranking officials will be required to report to the Consortium, and while they’re not permitted entry into the summit, they are allowed to reach the penultimate level.”

      “Right, at least that’s something. So I’m going to have to manipulate some high ranking official, find out when Cromwell will leave the summit for a meeting on the level below, and then go and…kill him.”

      The final words echo through me, sending a long breath out of my lungs. It all just sounds so chaotic, so ridiculous. I don’t even have a weapon to use. And even if all that pays off, by some miracle, how on earth will I escape from up there?!

      I fall silent for a moment, and then spread my gaze out of the window, wishing I’d never gotten myself into this. I seem to be wishing that every other hour these days…

      “It’s a suicide mission,” I mutter, shaking my head. “I’m never getting out of this building alive, am I?”

      There’s a short delay before Adryan reaches over to squeeze my arm. That delay is enough to show me his thinking is along the same lines. I turn to him and see his soft silver eyes working up some expression, trying to console and support me. And without thinking, I shoot straight into his thoughts, and get the confirmation I’m scared of.

      He’s thinking the same as me. Perhaps not so strongly, but there’s something there. Some doubt that this plan will work. And even if it does, he’s clearly sceptical that I’ll get out alive.

      The words that come from his mouth, however, say the opposite.

      “Of course you will,” he says. “You’re going to live a long and happy life, Brie.”

      There’s no conviction in his voice, not that I can hear anyway. Perhaps it’s best if I just do as Mrs Carmichael is doing concerning my likely fate: realise that I’m not long for this world, make my peace with that fact, and then go about the task without fear or doubt.

      It would certainly help me complete the job. And in the end, that’s what I’m here for. If I have to forfeit my life to save countless others, I guess I have no choice.

      “OK,” I say, refocusing. “So, people gather down in the communal levels. They eat and stay fit and, ahem, socialise. So, my job is to, what, gather information? Try to find the right people to manipulate and follow my orders? Then get access to the top, and take out the big man. Is that about right?”

      Adryan nods his approval at my summation.

      “Great. Sounds like a walk in the park,” I mutter, before brightening my voice again. “Any thoughts on where I’d start?”

      “Start by getting a feel for the place. You need to learn to fit in, and not stick out. Yes, I know that can be difficult given your status here, but if you try to act as a resident, you’re more likely to slip under the radar.”

      “So, walk around like a robot?”

      “Not in so many words but, yes, that’s the gist of it. As you know, it’s not completely uncommon for a Savant to marry an Unenhanced, so there are others like you here. I have arranged for you to meet two women tomorrow down on the consumption level. They will be able to explain far better than I can what it’s like to live here from a perspective you’ll understand.”

      Well that’s something at least.

      “One of them may also prove fruitful in who she’s married to,” he continues.

      My ears prick up.

      “And that is?”

      “An engineer who sees to security protocols. It’s a lucky break, really, and one I wasn’t aware of until recently. He will have access to all security measures in the building, as well as schematics and plans that might be of use to us.”

      “Which might give us some better knowledge of the upper floors?” I say, thinking about loud. “Or…or even a way of sneaking in unseen?”

      “The latter’s unlikely,” he says, tempering my enthusiasm. “However, the former is a far more probable prospect. Your first job, therefore, Brie, is to make friends with this woman and try to set a meeting between yourself and her husband. If you have to impart an order using your powers, then do so. If you feel you’re ready, that is…”

      “Pffff. For a lowly Unenhanced woman, no problem,” I say, my confidence brewing. At least this gives me something specific to be getting on with.

      “Good, but feel her out first, obviously. I’m sure your brother’s taught you that.”

      “Of course he has. I can deal with normal people, I’m sure of that much. But...ordering her about isn’t going to be enough, is it?”

      Adryan shakes his head.

      “No. If you can set a meeting, dinner perhaps between the four of us, you can then use the opportunity to manipulate her husband. You’ll need to get him to download security files to then give to you at another time…”

      He stops short at the change in my expression. The excitement has gone. This one doesn’t sound so easy.

      “That will be…harder, obviously,” says Adryan. “But it’ll certainly help in giving us a better understanding of the upper levels.”

      “Harder…yeah, I should say,” I mumble. “I could probably use some more practice. So, are you sure I’m not allowed back over to Outer Haven?”

      “Not yet. That would look extremely suspicious, and show a lack of commitment. The Council of Matrimony might well go ahead and annul the marriage in such a case. And what’s more, it will expose you further to Agent Woolf, who is surely still keen on tracking you down.”

      “Fine, OK, so that’s a ‘no’ then?”

      He smiles and nods slowly.

      “A fairly firm ‘no’, yes.”

      “Right, well that means no training from my brother. I guess I’ve got no choice but to practice on you…”

      My mind quickly brings up the sight of his poor wife, Amelia, being dragged off from their home, the terrible memory I witnessed the last time I ventured inside his head. They probably would have lived only a few floors above this one, maybe in a similar facing apartment.

      I wonder just how Adryan feels about that. I wonder how human his emotion levels really are…

      Then again, I don’t have to wonder, not if I don’t want to. I can creep back into his head and feel his pain.

      “I’m here for you, as I’ve told you, Brie. You can practice on me as much as you want until you feel you’re ready.”

      “Well, that’s good to know. I won’t go into your memories like last time, though. I still feel bad about that.”

      “Don’t. Please. I’m glad you know about my past. It’s not something I’m trying to hide. But yes, I think it’s best that you practice imparting orders into my mind. I assume that’s what you’re thinking?”

      I nod.

      “Exactly. I mean, it’s not the best way to spend our wedding night…but there you go,” I laugh.

      He smiles too, falling short of my giggle.

      “Practice…then dinner, maybe?” he asks.

      “As long as it’s here, and not down there,” comes my swift reply.

      And so, for the next couple of hours, I turn my attention to my powers once more. And in the quiet of our new home, I begin flashing orders into Adryan’s mind, forcing him to act out certain tasks that I find rather amusing.

      At one point, I even get him to tell a joke. It falls flat, obviously, and his ability to deliver the punchline is a little off, but nevertheless, he tries. And like Zander taught me, making people do things against their nature is the hardest thing of all.

      And what could be more against the nature of a Savant than telling a joke?!

      The tasks are mostly small in nature, though, and therefore a little easier for me to communicate. Still, Adryan’s memory of performing each remains jumbled and blurred after, which is an important characteristic of dispensing such orders.

      In the end, I need to operate under the radar, and each order I give needs to remain hidden somewhere deep within my target’s subconscious. If they’re fully aware of what they’re doing, then the finger of blame might just fall on me. I can’t afford for that to happen.

      Yet later that evening, there’s one final order that I wish to deliver, one that builds in me as I enjoy a glass of wine, and my inhibitions begin to relax.

      Staring into Adryan’s grey-blue eyes across the dinner table, I consider that there’s one part of our wedding day that should be maintained, one tradition of marriage in Outer Haven that I’d like to bring here to the High Tower.

      So as I gaze at him, I drop a final order into his head. I watch those silver eyes fade a little as the order takes hold, and feel my heart-rate climbing as he stands from his chair and moves slowly around to me.

      His fingers reach down, and he pulls me to my feet. And gazing up, I watch with my breath stuck inside me as he gently leans down and presses his lips to mine, soft and warm.

      Our first kiss as a married couple.

      And when he pulls away, a little smile forms on his face, and I quickly trace his thoughts to see what he’s feeling.

      I see joy, something visceral and real. And the same feeling blooms in me.

      I may have imparted the order. But one thing is obvious: he was only too happy to carry it out.
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      I wake the following morning to the smell of coffee. It’s not something I’m used to drinking, and yet appears to be a favourite of my new husband.

      The scent gets a little stronger as the door to the bedroom opens, and he sweeps in with a chrome flask full of the stuff. Setting it down on the bedside table of the overly spacious room, he takes a seat on the bed as I shuffle the covers up over me to ensure no spare flesh is showing.

      Last night, after dinner concluded, we slept in separate rooms. I had been concerned that we’d only have a single bedroom in the apartment, but those were quickly doused. According to Adryan, many couples here sleep separately, something that supposedly allows for optimum levels of rest.

      Frankly, I don’t even know why they bother with marriage here at all, especially seeing as their kids are taken to be raised elsewhere. I wouldn’t be surprised if the concept of marriage faded completely, losing its final, fingertip-grip on this cold world.

      “I hope you like your coffee strong.” My mind switches back on, and my eyes roll up to Adryan’s. “That’s how we drink it here. It’s good to get the brain functioning in the morning. Did you sleep well?”

      I nod and smack my lips, tasting the lingering wine. I foolishly overindulged again. I’ll have to forgive myself, seeing as it was my wedding night.

      “Good. I need to get off to work. You’ll be meeting Mrs Spencer and Mrs Paulson at 11AM, down at the consumption level. Go to the core of the level and they’ll find you there…”

      “OK, and which one has the security engineer as her husband?”

      “Mrs Spencer. But pretend you don’t know that. Try to act naturally, and…actually, I don’t need to tell you this. You’re far better at acting ‘natural’ around Unenhanced women than I am.”

      I should hope so.

      He smiles and lifts his eyes to the blank space of wall behind my bed. Only now it’s not blank, adorned instead with the only decoration I’ve added to this otherwise colourless room.

      “Your parents,” he says, looking at the picture.

      I turn my eyes to it as well, and look at the faded edges and slightly distorted details. And once more, I say a quick internal ‘thank you’ to Tess for having it restored.

      I’ll always be grateful, Tess. Always.

      “I like to keep it near me when I sleep. Like they’re watching over me.”

      Adryan looks at the picture for a few moments, before turning his eyes back to me.

      “I’ll remember my promise, Brie. I’ll try to find out more about them for you.”

      And with a peck to the cheek that conjures the memory of our first real kiss the previous night, he disappears from the room, leaving me alone.

      I wonder briefly whether he even remembers it. It was an order I put in his head after all…

      Somehow, I feel a bit foolish for doing it now. My default setting is to blame the wine.

      Stupid alcohol, I mutter internally.

      Although, I’m not entirely displeased with the outcome.

      I spend the early morning sorting out my clothes and getting myself mentally prepared. My choice of attire will predominantly be the less flattering garments I brought along with me, namely any long pants or jeans I have, shirts, sweaters, and blouses. Unless there’s call for it, the dresses will stay hidden within my wardrobe.

      As I try my best to busy myself, the echoing voice of my brother begins to pulse from the depths of my subconscious, and I feel an immediate swell of joy to hear him.

      I quickly stop what I’m doing, rush to the transparent walls, and issue an order to the apartment to make them as see-through as possible.

      “Maximum transparency,” comes my demand.

      It seems to work. The walls – currently semi-faded – become fully clear and my eyes spread to the depths of the northern quarter, visible in the distance away to the far right of the window.

      I hear my brother’s voice again.

      Brie…are you safe? Are you OK?

      Looking out with a smile, I answer: I’m fine. How are you? How is Drum?

      Good. We’re both good. How was the wedding?

      Brief, I answer. It’s weird here. But I have some direction now.

      Direction?

      I’m surprised he doesn’t know. I suppose Adryan hasn’t yet had a chance to update the Nameless on what we’ve been getting up to.

      Oh, I’m just about to go and meet this woman, an Unenhanced, I say. She’s married to a Savant here who works in security. He may enlighten us as to the structure of the top of the High Tower.

      There’s a short delay before Zander answers.

      OK. Be careful. Update me when you have something more concrete. I will try to speak to you as often as possible. But…I’m going to be busy here.

      There’s some urgency to his telepathic voice. Our conversation flows more normally now, as if I’m speaking to him in a dark room. The inflection in his words is growing in clarity.

      Is everything OK? Are things getting more dangerous there? I ask.

      Again, a short delay.

      Then, he says: Just keep your mind on your task, Brie. You have your mission. Don’t let yourself be distracted by anything that happens. Nothing, OK?

      Why…what’s going to happen? I ask, a tension rising.

      Promise me, Brie, is all he says.

      I nod, and then remember that he can’t see me. I have to vocalise my agreement.

      I promise, I say.

      And with that, his presence fades.

      I can’t say it’s the best way to leave things, given the brevity of our psychic conversations. As I prepare to vacate the apartment, I begin to wonder just what he’s talking about, and what could be going on down there in Outer Haven.

      Spreading my eyes to the northern quarter, I search with my Hawk-eyes for some sign of large Con-Cop patrols or groups of Stalkers. Are their numbers proliferating down there? Are they tightening the noose on the Nameless?

      I see nothing, my sight mostly blocked by buildings and the misty haze that seems to settle across the northern streets most days. Yet whatever’s going on down there, it’s clearly got my brother’s back against the wall. Something tells me that this secret war between the Consortium and the Nameless isn’t going to remain so secret for long…

      Yet, as he says, I can’t concern myself with such things right now. I need to maintain a solitary focus, and not let anything outside my own little – well, not so little – mission distract me.

      So turning my attention back to my late morning meeting, I take a breath and step out of the apartment, letting the door swiftly shut and lock behind me. Moving to the nearest lift, I find the floor entirely empty, something that is probably common during working hours, and the doors open automatically, sensing my presence.

      I step in and set my hand into the scanner. It’s my first time doing so, my first time venturing out into enemy territory without Adryan, and thus results in a pulse of adrenaline as the scanner quickly reads my security permissions.

      Then, I simply say: “Level 6,” and the lift quickly shoots me down through the building to one of the few places I have free access to.

      When the doors open, I feel a renewed set of nerves as the sprawling floor appears before me. Stepping forward, I begin venturing towards the centre of the level, where a grouping of comfortable chairs and tables have been set out for casual meets.

      Surrounding them, various cafes and shops and restaurants, all self service, spread out to the boundary of the building, partition walls set up between them to give a measure of privacy while also maintaining the largely open feel to the level.

      The place isn’t as busy as yesterday, perhaps owing to the time, and yet still contains enough Savants to put me on edge. They drift about in their usual manner, dressed in their slightly different shades of grey.

      I assume that most of those wearing the lighter grey colours live here, while those in the marginally darker shades probably live outside the building and merely come here to work. Nevertheless, it would appear that these communal levels are open to all Savants, whether they live here or not. The same cannot be said for the rest of the Enhanced.

      None of their kind live here, of course, although some do operate here on a working basis. It would appear that certain roles require their unique skills, with security being primary among them.

      In a sense, I’m surprised to see members of the City Guard dot the place, dressed in their grey-black uniforms and well stocked with weaponry. Savants, after all, aren’t exactly predisposed to committing crime. Any sort of criminal activity is triggered by some emotion – greed, anger, fear, hate – and that’s something the inhabitants of this place are sorely lacking.

      I suppose it’s more a measure of protection against the threat of the Nameless, as well as to provide aid in the case of accidents. Nevertheless, the security numbers, from what I’ve seen so far, appear to be fairly sparse.

      It’s one of the few positive things I’ve noted since I arrived. Their perceived lack of vulnerability may turn out to be a great boon for me and my mission.

      As I near the centre of the level, my eyes find the rare shades of blue amid the greys and silvers and metallic hues. There, sitting rigidly in chairs and talking quietly, I see the two women I’m here to meet.

      A quick inspection tells me that one is older than the other, but neither are ancient. The older woman appears to be in her early forties, with the younger one maybe a decade or so her junior.

      The initial judgement I make is that both are similarly inclined as Sophie, their lives here turning them semi-robotic. It’s a snap call that takes their posture and seemingly false expressions as inspiration.

      As I near, their eyes quickly find me, however, and smiles appear on their faces. Again, they remind me of my liaison; half genuine, half artificial.

      The older woman, her hair a mousy blonde and eyes blue, steps forward first, and reaches out to accept my hand.

      “Well, you must be Brie Shaw,” she says, applying my husband’s name. “My name is Mary Spencer, and I’m very pleased to meet you.”

      “Um, likewise, Mrs Spencer, it’s my pleasure.”

      “Oh please, let’s dispense with the pleasantries and use our first names from now on.”

      “I totally agree, Mary,” says the other, younger woman, her hair a similar colour and style but her eyes a more daring brown. She steps forward and extends her hand. “My name’s Lucinda Paulson, but please do call me Lucy. Welcome to the High Tower, Brie. And more importantly, welcome to our rare breed here.”

      The two women laugh somewhat mechanically. They must be talking about us being Unenhanced. I guess it’s nice to know that they haven’t entirely given up on their roots.

      The manner in which they speak, and behave, however, is evidence that this place has influenced them. It’s obvious enough that they’re not Savants, but they’re making a decent fist of imitating them with their staring eyes and rather mechanical manner of movement.

      I guess it’s something I should try to mimic too. The better I can fit in, as Adryan told me, the easier my time here will be.

      With our brief greetings concluded, the women lead me over to a nearby café to fetch some coffee. Using the self-service machinery in place, they dispense the drinks into unpleasant metal flasks and return to me, sitting me down at a table in a fairly open area of the level.

      I’d rather head off to the corners, where it’s less exposed, but seem to have no choice in the matter.

      “So, Brie, tell us a little about yourself,” says Mary. “We both saw you at the ceremony recently, so know bits and pieces, but would love to know more.”

      They look at me eagerly, passing me the stage. Feeling rather uncomfortable – I’ve never much liked the limelight, whether with a couple of people or an entire crowd – I set about explaining my past in the sparsest way possible.

      As I do, however, I realise that it will be a good way to find out about these women. And, most importantly, Mary Spencer and her husband.

      Once I’m done, therefore, I turn the attention on them.

      “So, how about you, Mary, how long have you lived here?”

      That’s my first question, and one I hope will open the door to many more. She smiles with that put-upon look and sets about offering an answer.

      “Oh, I’ve been here for many years,” she starts. “Back since the days when marrying up was far less common than it is now. Somehow, I found myself under the admiring eye of a Savant, which was even rarer back then. I was, as it happens, the first Unenhanced to marry up into the High Tower. Would you believe it!”

      “And doesn’t she let us know it at any given opportunity,” adds Lucy with a little roll of the eyes that makes me readjust my initial judgement of these women. Clearly, they have some humour at least.

      “Well, it’s quite my claim to fame,” says Mary proudly. “Although Brie here has her own, what with your performance after that terrible attack at Culture Corner. I haven’t been there in some time, but used to enjoy it when I lived in the southern quarter. Tell us, Brie, how is it over in Outer Haven? I hear the people are living in fear for their lives. Such a terrible thing…”

      You don’t know the half of it...

      “We’ve had a few difficult weeks. It’s certainly very different there to here,” I say, spreading my eyes around the floor.

      “Indeed it is,” says Lucy. “Unlike this old dinosaur here, I lived in Outer Haven far more recently, so my memory of moving here is a fair bit clearer. Although, it’s still been nearly…what, eight years now…wow, how time flies,” she adds.

      I can tell that Lucy is the more playful of the two. Clearly, this place hasn’t quite drummed that out of her yet.

      “It’s a fine place to live, though, Brie, once you get the hang of things,” says Mary. “We’re both here to help you transition if you need us.”

      She smiles again, and I see an opening.

      “Thank you,” I say. “Perhaps, um, we could have dinner sometime with our husbands? I’d dearly like to make friends quickly, if possible. You know, to stave off the homesickness…”

      Her expression exudes a mix of tiny emotions, which a quick dart into her thoughts clarify. First, it’s obvious that asking to have dinner with another couple is an unusual request, particularly with someone you’ve just met. More powerful, however, is her feeling of understanding at my need to find people on a similar wavelength to me.

      It’s obvious that Mary went through something similar when she first came here, and still battles with it to this day. Being the first Unenhanced to come live here, I can only imagine how hard it must have been for her. And it’s written right there across her thoughts right now.

      So when she answers, I get what I’m looking for. And I didn’t even need to manipulate her…

      “Oh…of course, Brie,” she says. “I’d be delighted to host you and Mr Shaw.”

      “So would I,” adds Lucy, clearly not wanting to be left out. “We’re both here to help, Brie.”

      I thank both ladies for their kindness, although the offer from Mary is the only one that interests me.

      And with the first, albeit simple, stage of my latest task complete, I set about relaxing a little bit more.

      More questions begin to flow from my tongue, and I enter into the conversation with a little more conviction. Naturally, my interest is in discovering more about life here, particularly pertaining to the summit of the building and those that rule us.

      “So, does Director Cromwell ever come down?” I ask as casually as I can manage. “I’ve heard the members of the Consortium rarely venture beyond the summit.”

      “Well, he was there for your celebration ceremony,” says Mary, steepling her fingers and arching her eyes to the ceiling in thought. “Before then…hmmm, Lucy, any ideas?”

      Lucy considers the question, equally pensive.

      “I think he appeared a few years ago, during the re-opening of some building…” she starts.

      Jeez. Years…

      “Hmmmm, what was it,” she continues. “Ah yes, the City Guard Headquarters, that’s it. He was, after all, the Commander of the City Guard before he took up the Director’s chair.”

      Interesting. I guess that makes sense, what with his Darwinian way of thinking. The strong rule the weak and all that. Any Commander of the City Guard is likely to think along such lines.

      “Ah yes,” says Mary. “That’s right. The entire Consortium were there. I have heard that Commander Fenby is going to be coming down soon as well to address the City Guard, given what’s been happening recently.”

      “Commander Fenby?” I ask. “He’s the Commander of the City Guard now, is he?”

      “Oh yes, and a member of the Consortium. He’s been Commander for some time now, many years. He liaises often with Deputy Commander Burns, who handled your ceremony. Obviously, you’ve met him…”

      Yeah, more than a few times.

      “So he’s coming down to speak to the City Guard? When?” I ask.

      “Oh, a few days’ time I believe,” answers Mary. “He’ll most likely address them in the main square outside the High Tower, from the balcony. The same one the Consortium watched from during your ceremony. I have to say, Brie, it must have been such an honour for you to have seen them all when you accepted that plaque. It’s obvious that they’re attempting to put on a united front with all these attacks going on in Outer Haven.”

      It takes everything I have not to huff loudly and blurt out the truth. I have to bite my tongue just to stay silent.

      “But yes, the other 11 members of the Consortium venture down here occasionally,” concludes Lucy. “Especially if there’s some important event going on regarding their particular area of expertise. The Director, however, primarily keeps to the summit. Why the interest, anyway, Brie?”

      I shrug as nonchalantly as I can, and put on a false smile.

      “Oh…I’m just eager to learn all about this place,” I say. “I think that’s important if I’m going to be living here.”

      They nod their understanding, and I have to look away to avoid making further eye contact, my mind swimming with such different thoughts. I spread my gaze across the level, time now ticking along towards lunch, and feel a jolt of nerves stab at my core at the sight that greets me.

      Short grey hair. Check.

      Black eyes. Check.

      A rigid, upright, robotic walk. Check.

      Agent Romelia Woolf is walking right towards me.
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      The change in my disposition is immediate, and enough to garner some concern from my new companions.

      “Are you OK, Brie,” says Mary. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Yes, you’ve gone all pale,” adds Lucy. “What’s wrong?”

      I avert my eyes quickly from Agent Woolf as she covers the space between us, looming larger with every passing second. Yet, the two women have clearly noted the direction of my gaze, and turn to review the incoming lady for themselves.

      Clearly, they’re aware of who she is, her reputation preceding her.

      “Agent Woolf,” mumbles Mary quietly, turning back to me. “Have you had some dealings with her?” she queries.

      I nod in abbreviated fashion.

      “She was investigating a boy from my academy,” I say, head low. “Have you ever had a Mind-Manipulator in your head?”

      The two women provide the same answer. “Only briefly,” they say.

      “It’s not pleasant, is it,” I add.

      They both shake their heads.

      My sunken countenance is plenty to get them onside, and perhaps help me ingratiate myself further with them. Lucy reaches across and grabs my arm, setting a firm expression on her face.

      “It’s OK, Brie, I’m sure she’s just coming to say hello.”

      I very much doubt that…

      We don’t have to wait too long to find out. Within moments, the flat disposition of Agent Woolf is upon us, the woman swaying her eyes across our little gathering before zeroing in on me. The atmosphere she brings along for the ride is enough to set a chill to our little table.

      Naturally, however, the two women beside me are required to rise to their feet and perform the little bow of courtesy that begins all such greetings. After all, they’re only Unenhanced, and Agent Woolf is a high ranking Savant.

      They don’t say anything, however, and wait to be spoken to, if at all. The agent clearly sees no need whatsoever in wasting her time.

      Instead, her shark-eyes fix on me and refuse to leave, and I’m forced to also stand and bow in her direction, much as it pains me to do so. As soon as I make eye contact, I can feel her creeping into my mind, surveying my thoughts. And right now, I’m still thinking about Commander Fenby, the Consortium, and most importantly, Director Cromwell.

      “Good afternoon, Brie,” begins Agent Woolf with her usual dry tone. “It seems your courtship with Mr Shaw was a swift affair.”

      I nod but don’t answer, trying to avoid her death-stare.

      “How are you finding it here in the High Tower?” she continues, turning to a question that requires a verbal response. “This must be, what, your second day here?”

      “Yes, Agent Woolf,” I say. “I got married yesterday. I like it here…”

      I’m too flustered to deceive her, to set such thoughts into my head. With a flash of momentary eye contact, I know she can see the truth. See that I’m not enjoying it here at all.

      I look away again, and try to compose myself.

      “Congratulations on your marriage,” drones Agent Woolf. “I’m sure you’ll find your place here eventually. Perhaps you could become a carer in one of the nurseries?”

      She delivers the questions with some disdain, her eyes once more passing over Mary and Lucy. For all her distinct lack of emotion, her contempt for the Unenhanced is something that is clearly inbuilt in her empty shell of a body.

      “Don’t the two of you work in the nurseries?” the agent continues, looking to my two compatriots.

      Mary is the one to answer: “Yes, Agent Woolf, that’s correct.”

      “Well, it’s good to see that the next generation of Savants is in such good hands.”

      There’s a growing arrogance about her, clearly displayed by the total lack of warmth to her words. The two ladies cower a little, receding into their shells as the agent dips into their minds, no doubt feeling their thoughts of fear and dislike towards her.

      If anything, I suspect that helps feed her. It’s probably exactly how she wants to be viewed.

      Her eyes swing back to mine.

      “Well, Brie, I’m sure that would be a role suited to you,” she says. “As long as you become a permanent resident here, that is.”

      Her eyes shine a little brighter as she concludes the sentence. I hold my focus and stop from entering her mind, despite a desperation to do so. Does she know something? Has she seen something?

      “That’s the plan,” I say. “I’d be honoured to work in the nurseries. What better calling than to help nurture the next generation?”

      I turn to Mary and Lucy with a smile, a bid to help make them relax and show them, unequivocally, that I’m on their side and willing to come to their defence.

      “That’s good to hear, Brie.” Woolf’s words are positively oozing now. “I won’t keep you from your discussion, though.” She turns to leave, before swivelling abruptly. “One more thing, Brie. I’m sure you know this already, but there’s a brand new directive that’s only just come into service. It will require your immediate attention.”

      My pulse thunders momentarily.

      “What directive?”

      “Well, the risk of hybrids has become such a burden recently, that the Consortium have seen fit to test every new resident of the High Tower, and Inner Haven in general, for their genetic work…”

      My heart nearly stops. It takes every fibre of me to maintain my composure.

      “You see, some people have old Enhanced blood that they don’t even know about flowing through their veins. It may never manifest, but it’s always possible that a child may be passed the genes, and end up a hybrid. Of course, I’m sure you have nothing to worry about, but you will need to be checked nonetheless.”

      She works up the slightest hint of a satisfied smile.

      She knows something. She has to…

      “Anyway, I’ll let your new friends fill you in on the rest. Good day to you, ladies.”

      The agent turns and stamps off, and the two women to my flanks let out a collective sigh.

      “My goodness,” remarks Mary. “I’ve heard things about that woman, but hearing is one thing, and seeing another. She’s so very intense…”

      “That she is,” adds Lucy. “I feel sorry for you, Brie, having to deal with her.”

      I feel both of them looking at me, but merely stare after Agent Woolf as she drifts off out of sight. My heart is now clattering at a pace that’s making me nauseous, my head starting to spin.

      “Brie, she’s gone now, it’s OK,” says Mary. “And all that stuff about the gene testing, it’s nothing to concern yourself with. It’s extremely rare for anyone, particularly an Unenhanced, to have any old Enhanced blood.”

      “Yeah, don’t look so worried,” comes Lucy’s voice now, her fingers squeezing my forearm supportively. “She’s just trying to frighten you…for some odd reason. I’ve never known a Savant to be quite so unpleasant. I mean, sure they can be pretty rude sometimes, but she seemed to be taking pleasure in it…”

      As the two women enter into a short debate about the nature of Savants, I feel my mind begin to work overtime, and their voices fade into a jumble of background noise.

      If I’m tested, I’ll be found out!

      There’s no getting around it!

      Why didn’t Adryan tell me?!

      When will I be tested?!

      The final thought in my head isn’t actually in my head at all. It comes hurtling out of my mouth, rudely interrupting the conversation.

      The volume of the question somewhat startles the women. I’m forced to apologise, and ask the question again, this time more calmly.

      “I mean…do you know when I’ll likely be tested?” I ask.

      “This afternoon,” announces Lucy matter-of-factly. “Actually, I should have mentioned it earlier, but wanted to make you feel at ease. My husband, Raymond, works in the science laboratories. I was asked to let you know about the test. Best get it out of the way quickly, huh?”

      I’m finding it almost impossible not to react.

      Hold it together, Brie, hold it together…

      Just breathe.

      “This afternoon,” I repeat slowly. “OK…that’s OK. Um…where is the nearest bathroom? I think I’ve drunk too much coffee…”

      Lucy’s finger points the way towards a bank of restrooms nearby. I nod and stand and begin moving towards them, trying to maintain my composure.

      Reaching the nearest door, I find it opening up as I arrive before it, presenting me passage inside. I walk in and the door shuts. There appears to be no locking feature. I suppose it must intuitively know when the place is occupied.

      In the privacy of the little space, I stand up against the wall, grit my teeth, ball my fists, and crunch up my eyes as hard as I can. Then, letting out a silent roar, I try to purge myself of all of my nerves, fear, and frustration.

      I take a long, deep, breath, and take a seat on top of the toilet lid.

      OK, think Brie, there has to be a way around this.

      My first reaction is to curse Adryan for keeping this from me. Did he not know? How recent is this directive? Surely he’d have informed me if he was aware of it?!

      Those and many other questions flow through my mind, until I realise that I’m just wasting time. I need a solution, not questions. I need a way around this.

      Of course, more information would be of help. There’s no point in speculating. I need to go out there, extract what I need to know from Lucy and Mary, and then form a plan.

      You can do this, Brie. This is a proper test…

      With another lengthy breath sucked into my lungs, I straighten out my clothes and step back towards the door. It slides open immediately, and the consumption level comes into view again, now far busier than it was when I first arrived.

      When I reach my new friends, I find them engaged in a fresh discussion. They break it as I sit down once more, and turn their attention back on me.

      “I’m sorry again for not telling you, Brie,” says Lucy. “It’s really not a big deal, this medical. But, I know how stressful it can be moving here, so I apologise…”

      “It’s fine, really. I just…I get uncomfortable in hospitals and things like that,” I lie. “I don’t like physical examinations. Um…is that what this is, a physical?”

      Lucy frowns pityingly.

      “Oh, just barely,” she says. “They’ll take some blood from you, that’s all, and then analyse it. Really, it’s nothing to worry about.”

      “And where does this happen?”

      “The science and medical section stretches across levels 31-35,” says Lucy. “I think you’ll be on level 32. We can confirm it in a moment, down in the atrium. They’ll give you temporary access to that level. I’ll come with you, don’t worry.”

      I look to Mary for additional support.

      “I need to get back to work, unfortunately,” she says. “But as Lucinda says, I’m sure you’ll be just fine. I’ll talk to my husband about dinner, though, and send a message to your apartment. It’s 51-35, right?”

      I nod vacantly.

      “Excellent. I’ll arrange it for as soon as possible. Perhaps Lucy and Raymond can come too.”

      Lucy offers some enthusiasm for the idea. I’m still feeling completely numb, and thoughts of trying to extract security information from Mary’s husband are no longer top of the agenda.

      “Well,” concludes Mary. “I’d best be off. I’ll leave you in Lucy’s very capable hands. And once more, Brie, welcome to the High Tower. I’m sure you’ll love it here eventually.”

      I sense some ambiguity in her conviction. She takes my hand again as I stand, performs a cursory hug, and drifts off into the growing crowd of grey skirts and suits.

      Lucy’s voice grabs my attention.

      “Well then,” she says. “Shall we find out about that floor number?”

      I dip my head, and we stand and move off towards the lifts.

      Welcome to the High Tower indeed.

      At this rate, I’ll be gone before I know it…
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      The exit doors of the High Tower look incredibly inviting. As we walk through the atrium, nearing the reception desk, they’re all I can look at.

      Should I just leave right now? Escape across Inner Haven, pass through the gate, and then make my way to the northern quarter?

      I could find my way down to the underlands and join my brother and Drum. I could just become a normal soldier, maybe? Fight all of this head on, rather than sneaking around in secret here at enemy HQ.

      I mean, this idea was always a bit fanciful, but surely this is it now? Surely I’ve got no choice but to calmly walk out of the building to, I don’t know, get some ‘fresh air’, and never return.

      Like, ever.

      As Lucy leads me towards the front desk, it’s all I can think of, the bright light of the sun beyond the many doors extremely inviting. I feel them drawing my eyes, and drawing my body too.

      I’m not sure I have a choice, do I? If I take this test, they’ll catch me, probably torture me, and most likely extract every single thing I know about the Nameless from my cluttered head.

      Admittedly, that’s not much – no one seems to keep me in the loop – but it’s certainly enough for them to find their way down through the one secret passage I am aware of.

      From there, it’ll be the beginning of the end. All out war will break out, and the city will be engulfed in death and suffering. All because I’ve been sent here unprepared and completely out of my depth, and without the proper knowledge of what the hell I’m getting myself into.

      I mean, damn it, Adryan, why on earth didn’t you tell me?!

      “Brie, Brie…”

      My attention is captured by the sweet voice of Lucy. I turn to her and find that we’re already at the desk.

      “Longing for your old home, are you?” she asks with a little, suggestive smirk.

      Is she a mind reader too? Hell, I guess it wouldn’t take a genius to work that one out from the expression on my face.

      “Erm, no,” I laugh. “Just…I might need to get some fresh air in a minute.”

      I’m setting the groundwork for my escape. Unless I can think of something better, it’s on.

      “Right, OK. So, here we are,” she says, gesturing to the woman behind the desk.

      It appears to be the same one who was here when I arrived yesterday with Adryan. Rebecca, I believe her name was.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs Paulson, Mrs Shaw,” she says, looking to Lucy and then to me. I suppose her super Savant memory will come in handy when dealing with all the people here. “What can I do for you?”

      Lucy takes the lead.

      “Brie here has her genetic blood test this afternoon.” She looks at her watch, and raises her eyes at the time. “Actually, I believe it’s coming up fast,” she says.” Great, just great. “We wanted to know the exact time, and which level Brie is to be tested on.”

      Rebecca sets about finding the information on the touchscreen desk of hers. She’s extremely efficient, seemingly managing multiple tasks as once.

      “Level 32. 1PM,” she says. “The reception staff at the facility will inform you of the exact room.”

      I check my watch and feel my heart stop. It’s 12.47PM.

      “Right,” exhales Lucy. “Yes, 1PM rings a bell. I didn’t realise time had flown so fast today. Thank you very much, Rebecca. We’d better be off. No time for that air I’m afraid, Brie…”

      Grabbing my arm, she begins sweeping back towards the lifts, taking me along with her. I hold back, slowing my step.

      “I could really do with some air,” I say. “We…we have time.”

      “No time at all. We should be there a few minutes early if anything. Come on, it’s just best to get it over with quickly. I know some people don’t like blood, but this is a necessity here I’m afraid…”

      I consider more excuses. None come. My eyes stick to the daylight, filtering in through the doors, the yellow hues of freedom so close, yet so far.

      As we near the lifts, I consider one final question that might, at least, give me time.

      “So…how long do the results take to come in?” I ask nervously.

      “Hmmmm, I’m not sure exactly. As said, this directive is very new. In the past, genetic defects and disorders were always searched for whenever an Unenhanced married up to make sure such things weren’t passed around. This test is different, though, and searches specifically for latent Enhanced genes.”

      “So…you have no idea how long?” I ask again.

      “At least a day, but more likely two,” she says simply.

      We reach the lifts, and the doors open.

      A day, maybe two…

      Will that give me time to complete my mission? I highly doubt that, but it’ll certainly give me time to think…and escape if I need to.

      The thought gives me some solace, and I find myself drawn into the lift by Lucy’s attempts to hurry me. She really is very similar to Sophie.

      Standing in the lift, nothing happens. Lucy gestures to my hand.

      “You’ll need to scan your hand. It’s your security clearance that’s been granted temporary permission to level 32, not mine.”

      I idly reach forward and let the scanner warm my fingers and palm. I wait for Lucy to give the order, but again she looks to me and nods.

      I guess I have to give the order too…

      “Level 32,” I say, extremely half-heartedly.

      The metal contraption clicks into gear and I feel it begin to rise. Lucy smiles at me and tries to offer some more calming words, thinking it’s just needles and blood that make me squeamish.

      She has no idea.

      I find myself ignoring her completely, my mind still working overtime to look for a solution. I even go as far as to call for Zander’s help, but find myself unable to concentrate for long enough to actually communicate with him.

      Within seconds only, the lift is slowing and the doors are opening and Lucy is leading me into a place that smells of antiseptic and disinfectant. It’s a powerful odour, and reminds me somewhat of the general scent that every nook and cranny of Inner Haven seems to carry, a smell that I simply associated with being super clean.

      Here, though, it’s more powerful, and the association is with being super healthy instead.

      Walking along a short corridor, my eyes are also attacked by the bright yellow lights that seem to burn so furiously from inside the many glass rooms. Anything involving medicine or science, I suppose, requires the very best conditions, and good lighting is certainly part of that.

      Lucy doesn’t appear to be quite so affected by it, and my sensitivity probably owes to my Hawk-eyes. After all, they’re still so new to me, albeit now fully under my control.

      Not here, it would seem. Squinting, we reach a new reception desk in a circular and open foyer, although far smaller than the one in the main atrium. The brief interaction between Lucy and the man behind the desk leads us onwards down one of many corridors, spreading from the foyer like spokes on a wheel.

      We reach a door marked ‘Examination Room 8’, and my new ally’s knuckles tap against the metal.

      I hear a man calling from inside, and make sure to try to open up my eyes a little wider. Thankfully, they’re beginning to grow used to the intense glare.

      Lucy opens the door at the man’s behest, and he appears in front of us, dressed in a light grey lab coat to signify his rank, but carrying a full head of white hair.

      “Good afternoon, Lucinda,” he says smoothly. “How are you today?”

      “I’m good, Doctor Friel. And yourself?”

      “Good,” comes his flat reply.

      I suppose they must be friends of sorts. Acquaintances more likely, given how Lucy’s husband works around here.

      The dull interaction concludes, and Doctor Friel turns his eyes to me.

      “Mrs Shaw, please step inside. This won’t take long.”

      I glance at Lucy, who gives me a final smile of support, and enter through the door. It’s similarly bright as the rest of the level, every inch of the ceiling appearing to glow. Ahead, I see a small medical bed, with various items of machinery and equipment spread out beyond.

      “Do take a seat, and roll up your right sleeve.”

      I move to sit down, scanning the room for something, anything, my mind working on overdrive. It’s only when I reach the bed, and turn my eyes to what lies before it, that something clicks inside me.

      And a plan begins to form.

      Because ahead across the room, sitting on a small table, I see a series of vials filled with blood, each of them seemingly marked with a tiny label. As Doctor Friel begins busying himself with a needle, I search forward with my Hawk-eyes and see that each label pertains to a name.

      I quickly zoom back, my shirt now rolled up above my elbow. Doctor Friel moves around, blocking my view of the vials.

      “OK, Mrs Shaw…”

      “Call me Brie, please,” I say, trying to delay.

      He nods.

      “OK, Brie…I’m going to insert this needle into the median cubital vein and draw out some blood. That blood will then be tested for any anomalies. Try to relax. You will feel a prick of pain but nothing more.”

      His voice is as dull as any I’ve ever heard, and his movements equally slow and methodical. As he leans down to expose the vein and begins to insert the needle, I feel no pain at all.

      Because my mind is already elsewhere, and a terrible choice seems to be laid out before me.

      I need to swap the vials. And if I do, I might just be subjecting someone completely innocent to a horrible fate.

      As he works, I stare forward, my view ahead now clear, and a battle begins raging inside me. I allow my Hawk-vision to draw my eyes forwards once more, and look at the names laid out across the little containers.

      M. Lerner.

      K. Jacobsen.

      W. Malcolm.

      There are a couple of others, but their names aren’t fully visible to me, the vials half turned and the words cut off. I look upon the three available names and try to think of them as nothing, not people, not regular human beings just getting on with their lives.

      No, just names, just words. That’s all they are…

      I turn my eyes down again and see that the syringe is nearly full. Doctor Friel sucks out the last of the blood and then raises his eyes to me.

      “All done,” he tells me.

      I’m handed a lick of lotion to add to the little wound, and told to rub it on my skin. It immediately stops any bleeding, closing the small puncture. Meanwhile, Doctor Friel removes the end of the syringe, revealing a fresh vial to be added to the others.

      He scoops up a small label from the table, sticks it to the vial, and then writes across it: B. Shaw.

      Then, he sets it alongside the others, and turns back to me.

      “You can go now, Mrs Shaw.”

      I don’t move. The battle rages on, and I look at the vials once more.

      Lerner.

      Jacobsen.

      Malcolm.

      The three names run through my head, dancing around and around.

      “Is something wrong, Mrs Shaw,” comes the doctor’s dull voice.

      I have no choice. I really wish I did, but I don’t…

      “Actually, yes…I have an ache in my eye here,” I say, tapping the corner of my right eye. “Could you take a quick look?”

      The doctor stares at me for a moment. Such a request is very out of the ordinary. I can see that. I can sense that.

      Eventually, he concedes by way of stepping forward.

      “What seems to be the matter?” he asks, leaning in closely to get a better look at the area where my finger taps.

      I don’t answer. I have him where I want him. Now, my powers are truly going to be tested.

      With his inspecting eyes wide open and right in front of me, I slip inside his head as quickly as I can. His consciousness is grand and sumptuous, a wonderful banquet hall against the dull canteens of the regular, Unenhanced mind.

      Inside, I look upon it all and call out my order, letting it echo right to the depths. And as I do, I pick out a name at random and on instinct, making a snap decision that might just change someone’s life. Or end it.

      Remove the label from my vial, I say, and change it with the label marked W. Malcolm.

      I repeat the order a couple of times. It floats about and refuses to take hold. I know the drill by now when dealing with such a powerful mind. I focus harder, and repeat the order with more clarity, bending the man’s mind to my will.

      Remove the label from my vial, and change it with the label marked W. Malcolm.

      Once again, I repeat it. And as with all the rest, it eventually spreads and takes hold, fading away into the depths and forcing him to act.

      I withdraw, and see that slightly vacant look upon him. I flash my eyes to my watch to see that a mere second has passed, time seeming to slow within his consciousness, just as it does when I activate my Dasher abilities.

      It’s crucial that that happens. Crucial that I can set an order quickly, and without hesitation.

      I look upon his face as he slowly pulls back. It’s as blank as it was before, no expression adorning his features. I wait in hope and expectation, and find myself rewarded.

      Slowly, he turns and moves towards the vials. I watch as he lifts up the one marked with the name of W. Malcolm, peeling off the fine label. He does the same with mine, and then swaps over the names.

      And as he does so, I feel a sharp and desperate stab of guilt at the sight.

      He places the vials back down in their holders, and then swivels back to me. There’s a faint expression of confusion now, as if he’s done something he can’t remember. Then, gradually, his eyes lose their cloak and his droning voice escapes him.

      “You can go now, Mrs Shaw,” he says, repeating what he said before, as if nothing had happened after.

      It worked…

      I stand without speaking and move to the door. He ignores me, and merely returns to his duties.

      I slip outside and find Lucy waiting for me. Every time I spend time in the presence of a Savant like that, the next face I see seems so full of expression and as bright as the sun.

      Lucy’s is no exception.

      “So, not so bad, was it!” she says.

      I shake my head, say nothing, and begin trundling off towards the lift.

      I need a shower. No, I need more than that.

      Right now, I just want to go home.

      My real home…
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      “How was your first day?”

      The question is innocent, but sets a glare to my face that makes even Adryan recoil. He steps into the living room, where I’ve been sitting and staring out at the city for some time now.

      And during that time, a significant ire has festered and brewed.

      “Bad…I take it?” he asks sheepishly. Or, as sheepishly as a damn Savant can manage.

      “Yes. Very.” I growl the response out like I’m a caged cat, stalking him with my eyes.

      He stares back, probably wishing he could read my mind. He can’t. But I can read his. And he’s awfully confused.

      “So,” I say, frowning, “there’s this, um, little test I had to go through today. A new directive that I wasn’t aware of…”

      I stare at him and let the words sink in. He continues to look at me, opening a pathway to his thoughts. His confusion remains.

      “A new directive? What directive?”

      A deep frown blesses my face.

      Is he serious? Does he really not know?

      “The directive, dear husband, that says all new entrants to Inner Haven are to be tested for latent Enhanced genes. That directive.”

      He steps forward and sinks into the white sofa ahead of me, his own eyes turning down with a frown.

      “I…I had no idea,” he says in some vague, forgetful way. “When did this directive come in?”

      “You…are you joking right now?” I ask, dumbfounded. “No, sorry…you don’t joke, do you.” I shake my head and huff. “How can you NOT know?”

      “Well, I don’t know everything, Brie,” he says, slightly defensively. “I assume the directive’s brand new then?”

      “Um, yeah, but...still. It could have derailed everything, Adryan! It might still, I don’t know!”

      I snatch up the glass of wine on the coffee table and take a gulp. At times like this, I thank the heavens for such a merciful gift as alcohol. I just have to hope there’s a free store for such things down on level 6.

      I’m probably going to be getting through a lot…

      “Right, so what happened? They tested you for Enhanced genes?”

      The concern in his eyes is very obvious, and evidence enough that he didn’t know about the test. I don’t even have to bother reading his thoughts to confirm that.

      “Yes,” I say, calming my voice. “I went up to level 32 and some doctor took my blood. Apparently, it’ll be analysed over the next day or two.”

      “Jeez, Brie…one or two days! We can’t get anything done in that time. They’ll discover who you are and…and it’ll all be over…”

      I’ve never seen him appear so desperate. His usual cool is disintegrating like wet paper.

      And suddenly, by some strange twist of fate, I’m the calm, level-headed one.

      Who woulda thought it?

      “Look, it might be OK. I managed to swap the label on my blood sample with someone else’s.”

      That stab of guilt attacks me again. I might have just consigned W. Malcolm to their death.

      “You…swapped the samples? How?”

      “I got the doctor to do it,” I say flatly. “I put the order in his head.”

      Adryan’s eyes brighten a little, and a whisper escapes him.

      “You…you did that? And it worked?”

      I nod.

      “Well that’s great news, isn’t it?” he says. “It’s a great sign…if you can manipulate a man like that, then perhaps you can do it to others more easily than you think?”

      The excitement is misplaced. Yeah, I managed to manipulate the doctor, but I don’t exactly feel good about it.

      “Why aren’t you more happy about this?” he asks. “It was a good test, Brie, and you passed.”

      I don’t answer immediately. My eyes drift again to the wide windows and look out on the city.

      “Think about it, Adryan,” I say eventually, staring as far as my eyes will take me from this place. “I swapped a name. They’re going to discover Enhanced genes, and a whole load of them, inside this W. Malcolm’s sample. What do you think will happen to them?”

      My eyes switch back to Adryan’s, and the truth dawns across his silver irises.

      “Ah…I see.”

      “Yeah, exactly,” I say. “So, maybe we dodged a bullet here…but I sent it right into someone else’s path. Someone innocent, who doesn’t deserve what’s coming.”

      A swamp of silence enters the apartment. I can sense that, while putting on the right face and making all the right noises about the likely fate of poor W. Malcolm, Adryan is still entirely relieved that I managed to work my way around the problem.

      I’m sure Zander would be too, and Lady Orlando, and anyone else involved in all this. At the end of the day, if someone has to take the hit so that I can get on with my mission, so be it.

      That’s the logical way of thinking about all this. But for me, it still makes me sick to my bones to think of what I’ve just done.

      With some measure of tentativeness, Adryan attempts to divert my attention from the obvious remorse inside me, asking me about the rest of my day.

      It works to some extent, the distraction sufficient to put my mind back on point. I begin describing my fruitful meeting with Mary and Lucy, before telling him about the little run-in with Agent Woolf. His eyes tighten at the name, and I know just what he’s thinking.

      She’s still after me…and she won’t stop until she catches me out.

      That may be true, but for now all I can do is try to avoid her, and focus on the task at hand. If I can get through all this before she knows what I’m really up to, and what I really am, then hopefully I’ll be long gone before she digs her way to the truth.

      The news that dinner with Mary and her husband will be quickly arranged is well taken by my husband, though. He immediately moves across to an interface on the wall and sets his hand to its surface.

      His prints are quickly read, and the screen comes alive. He begins tapping away, checking for any messages sent to our apartment.

      “Ah,” he says, “that was very efficient.”

      “Why? What’s going on?” I ask, standing and moving over to him.

      “Well, Mrs Spencer has already spoken with her husband, and would like to arrange dinner for tomorrow evening. They live on the floor below us – level 50 – and so will need to apply for temporary access for us to go down there. It shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Well, that’s good news,” I say. “It doesn’t give us much time to prepare, though…”

      He turns to me with steely eyes.

      “By the sounds of it, Brie, you don’t need much preparation. All we need to do is determine an appropriate order for you to impart on Mr Spencer. The wording will be crucial in making it as easy to manage as possible.”

      “Yeah, keeping it simple is the way to go,” I say. “That’s what Zander taught me. “But this one’s going to be much harder than anything else I’ve done. It’ll involve multiple stages, like downloading the info we need, getting a file, handing it over to us at another time…” A thought comes to me as I look at the interface. “Can’t we just get him to send it electronically. You know, these schematics?”

      Adryan shakes his head firmly.

      “Oh, that’s not possible, Brie. Anything like that could be tagged and tracked. We need him to create an electronic file with the information we need, and then give it to us. It has to be a hard copy, and it’s absolutely essential that he doesn’t remember doing it.”

      “Well, I seem to at least have that down,” I say. “No one seems to properly remember the orders I give.”

      Adryan’s eyes change a little and quickly drop to my lips. They linger there for a split second, before lifting back up again.

      Does he remember the kiss?

      Locking eyes with him, I dart inside and survey his thoughts. I feel his desire to kiss me again. But any recollection of him actually kissing me seems to be faded, considered more a dream within his subconscious and little more.

      “Well, that’s something,” he says, somewhat dreamily. “I suppose, if you fail, then there’s no harm done…”

      He presses his hand to the interface again, and it shuts down.

      Moving back to the sofa, we take seats opposite each other, and begin considering what exactly will be the best method of manipulating Mr Spencer. Naturally, getting him alone will be important, and that’s something I’ll have to work out while we’re there.

      Aside from that, however, Adryan, given he’s spent his entire life living in this building, has a better idea as to what exactly we need.

      His suggestion, which I rather agree with, is to start small. Well, relatively small, at least.

      “Ask for detailed schematics of the building and all details of its security protocols,” he advises. “If we require anything more, then we can always go back. For now, that will have to do.”

      “OK,” I say, taking mental notes. “So, ask for that, and tell him to, what, download it to an electronic file…”

      “A secure, untraceable electronic file,” Adryan cuts in. “Use that wording.”

      I repeat it a couple of times in my head until it’s drummed in.

      “Then,” he continues, “tell him to deliver the file to you personally. It will need to be at a certain time and a certain place.”

      “How about here? Can’t he just bring it to the door?”

      “Unfortunately, no. His security clearance won’t permit him entry to this level, except by official dispensation.”

      “OK then, how about we invite them to dinner the following night? You know, as a way of repaying the favour. They’ll get clearance, and then I can get the file off him.”

      Again, Adryan stamps all over my fire.

      “That would be highly unusual, to arrange two dinners together over two consecutive nights. It might raise flags. Trust me, Brie, the best option is to merely meet him on one of the communal levels during lunch the following day. Have him go to a certain spot at a certain time, hand you the file, and be on his way.”

      I go through the steps in my head as he speaks. It sounds like a hell of a lot of consecutive orders to give. So far, my only experience of sending someone off on a time-specific order was that old Disposable man over in the northern quarter. Zander and I sent him off for bread, and got waylaid before we could find out if he ever got back.

      Frankly, I still don’t know if he would have done so. And that, all fairness to the man, was only with a regular Unenhanced. This is on another level.

      Then again, I’ve grown confident in my abilities now. With the tension always so damn high around here, and with every single action I take carrying so much weight and pressure, I seem to deliver. As I’ve said before, my powers seem to bloom when under serious stress.

      “OK,” I say. “But it will be easier for me to make him do it all on the same day. I’ll order him to download the files in the morning, and then bring them to me at lunch that afternoon. Leaving it an entire day between functions would make it much harder.”

      Adryan nods, deferring to my superior knowledge of how such things work.

      As we continue to discuss our plans, I find myself thinking forward, based on other information I got today from Mary and Lucy.

      Because getting the schematics is one thing, but actually utilising them is another. I’m still going to need to get up through the building, and that’s going to take further manipulations, most likely of extremely important and powerful individuals.

      Since the levels above floor 90 are intended for the housing and operation of only the most influential of officials, and since it’s only they who deal directly with Director Cromwell and the other members of the Consortium, I’m going to need to find someone suitable to hitch a ride with.

      So far, the only person I know of who lives right near the summit, and deals directly with the Consortium, is Deputy Commander Burns. As the ladies told me earlier, he reports back to Commander Fenby, who lives up in the summit.

      Very briefly, the idea flashes through my head to try to manipulate Deputy Burns. As the idea comes, so my lips move, vocalising the option.

      “Burns,” I say, thinking out loud. “Maybe I could use Deputy Burns…”

      I cut myself off before Adryan can shut the idea down.

      “No,” I say hurriedly, feeling stupid. “He’s a Mind-Manipulator too…I’d have no chance.”

      Adryan looks like he’s glad I quickly came to that conclusion myself. He was all but ready to correct me on the matter.

      It does bring up a discussion point, however, that I want to mine a little deeper.

      “So, according to Mary, Commander Fenby’s going to be addressing the City Guard in a few days. Do you know about that?” I ask.

      By now, Adryan has gotten himself a glass of wine to join me. I’m not even sure he wants it, but seems to feel obliged to have a glass so I’m not drinking alone.

      All, I’m sure, part of the instruction from Lady Orlando to make my life as easy as possible. If I was a little more conniving, I could probably get away with a lot more…

      Taking a sip of the wine – but only a very small sip – he considers the question as he’s prone to do, and then begins to nod. The minor delay between the two is something that still marks him out as one of them.

      “Yes, I have heard. As you’re well aware, the presence of the City Guard across Outer Haven has gone up in recent weeks. His appearance will be something to help motivate them. And, well, it will be a memorial of sorts as well…for those that died in the attack on the market.”

      The thought permeates me, delivering a bitter taste of disgust to my mouth.

      “So, he’s there to honour those who died…because of him,” I huff, shaking my head.

      “Well, I’d suggest that Director Cromwell is the man behind the whole concept of the Fanatics. He’s the one who has the final decision.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not to say he came up with the idea. It might have been Fenby.”

      “Perhaps,” mumbles Adryan, trailing off.

      Of course…his own work for the IHR has actually contributed to all this.

      “You blame yourself, don’t you,” I suggest.

      His eyes come back to me.

      “Are you reading my mind again, Brie?”

      “Don’t need to. Not on this one. Unlike other Savants, your face is easy enough to read.”

      He takes a breath and sends his gaze back out to the dark sky and twinkling stars. From up here on level 51, the air seems clearer, purer, the starlight and moonlight more dazzling than I’ve ever seen it.

      “I guess I do a bit,” he says softly, his grey-blue eyes staring.

      I move over towards him, and lay a hand on his. The touch is enough to draw his eyes back to me.

      “Don’t,” I tell him. “You never knew they’d come up with something like this, Adryan. Anyway, everything you’ve done has been leading to this point. Being a spy for the Nameless, helping me. You’ve done much more good than bad.”

      As he’s told me before, it’s not all black and white out there. The events of today has been further proof of that to me. I’ve pretty much given W. Malcolm a death sentence. A terrible thing to do, whichever way you look at it.

      And yet, I needed to. For the greater good, I needed to.

      And the same can be said for Adryan.

      “Why the interest in Commander Fenby though, Brie?” he asks me.

      “Oh, just trying to get a feel for things, that’s all. If he comes down to address the City Guard, I wonder what it would take to get Cromwell out of his decadent little nest.”

      “Impossible to say, really, and it’s not something we can count on.”

      “I thought you’d say that,” I say, the wind stolen from my sails. I fill the entire space of my lungs and them empty them out once more. “I guess there’s no way around this is there.”

      “Only one way,” suggests my husband. His eyes turn up to the ceiling, and mine follow. “Just another 50 floors or so…”

      With a smirk to break the tension, I find myself laughing.

      Because sometimes, if you don’t laugh, you’ll cry.

      And I refuse to do that until I’ve got this job done.
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      Am I ready, Zander? Am I ready for this?

      I ask the question many times that day. I ask it in the morning when I wake up. I ask it when I eat a simple lunch of chicken soup and bread. I ask it when I pace from one end of the apartment to the other, needing to find some way of distracting myself from the silence and the revolving door of worries and doubts in my head.

      I ask it, over and over, but get no reply until the late afternoon. Only then does my brother’s voice filter through my mind and settle in my ears.

      You’re ready, Brie, he says. You have to be ready.

      I don’t get much more out of him. Having finally gotten through, he tells me he’s too busy to speak right now, his mind elsewhere.

      I get no time to give him the rundown of recent events. I get no time to hear the comforting words of support I need. I get almost nothing, save the unsettling knowledge that he’s clearly got more important things to be worrying about.

      Which, in turn, only serves to make me more worried by what’s going on down there. Clearly, he’s wrapped up in something big, something that’s taking all of his focus.

      Perhaps I can’t rely on him as I thought I could? Perhaps it really is just Adryan and me up here…

      Of course, no doubt Adryan will fill Lady Orlando in on any important updates from here. High on that list, of course, will be the bullet-dodging I had to do yesterday, and the news that my mission – our mission – is starting to see some sort of reward.

      Naturally, I begin to wonder exactly how my husband has been communicating with the Nameless all this time. The interface here clearly allows for communication between apartments and residences, as well as the atrium and various other parts of the building. I understand that it’s also possible to chat with buildings outside the High Tower, the whole of Inner Haven linked together by some sort of network.

      Yet, communicating beyond that appears to be a different prospect. And certainly, getting in touch with Lady Orlando outside of the city wouldn’t be possible using the interface in our apartment. Nor would it be advisable were it an option, given how such interactions could be traced.

      Only when Adryan arrives home from work do I get to ask him. He takes me into his bedroom, pulls out a small box, sets his thumbprint to a scanner to unlock it, and opens it up.

      Inside, I look upon nothing more complicated than a series of books on inter-species relationships, the physiology of the various Enhanced, the nature of emotion, and other such accounts that are clearly important for his work.

      “Um, what exactly am I looking at here?” I ask.

      He picks out a couple of books, sets them to one side, and reveals a small hidden compartment at the bottom of the box. Opening it up, he pulls out a tiny rectangular device, fairly non-descript upon initial viewing but clearly important enough to be kept so concealed.

      He hands it to me, I inspect it, and then look up at him, shrugging my shoulders.

      The only thing of interest is a series of digits, from 0-9, written along the bottom of the device. They’re buttons, and clearly have some purpose.

      Taking it back off me, he quickly inputs a series of numbers – I count at least 12, perhaps more – and as soon as he’s finished, the front of the device glows to life.

      I remain none the wiser until he offers a verbal explanation.

      “It’s a private communication transmitter,” he says. “That code I put in unlocked it. I’m the only one who knows the combination. The signal is untraceable, and links directly with the Nameless’ headquarters. That’s how I’ve been updating them.”

      “All this time?”

      He nods.

      I consider asking him if I can use it, but decide not to. After all, I have my own private and untraceable method of talking with my brother. And frankly, other than Drum, who I doubt would ever be allowed on the line, there’s no one else over there I want to talk to.

      Packing it all away again, I remark on how well hidden Adryan keeps it.

      “Necessity,” he says. “I’ve grown very careful over the years.”

      “And what if someone did find it?” I query.

      “They’d never know the code for one, so would never be able to access it. And, even if they could, they can’t possibly know who I’ve been speaking with.”

      A fair explanation, and sufficient enough to douse any minor concerns I have that his calls have been traced. And minor they are. I have bigger things to think about.

      First on the list, and most pressing, is this evening’s dinner. With our access granted to drop down a level and visit the Spencers on the 50th floor, we set about getting ready. Having had little to do today except wait around and stress about my mission, Adryan finds it surprising that I haven’t yet picked out an outfit.

      “I’m not used to it, OK,” comes my defensive reply. “It’s not like my life back at the academy involved weekday dinner parties. Haven’t I got enough on my mind! Jeez!”

      Adryan escapes the room before my stress boils over, and my Dasher powers are unleashed.

      Once I’m ready – I just pick out a dress at random in the end – I find myself apologising to my husband in the kitchen.

      “There’s no need, really,” he assures me. “You’ve earned the right to snap, Brie.”

      I kiss his cheek and inspect him for the first time. He’s wearing a slightly more stylish grey suit on this occasion, a little less formal than his work attire, if only subtly so. Mostly, the fashion range in this place is very slim indeed, so even the slightest of deviations can appear quite stark.

      “You look handsome,” I tell him.

      “And you look beautiful,” he responds.

      And smiling together, we set off on our first official function as man and wife. The ruse is very much on.

      It turns out that Mary and her husband live almost directly beneath us. Dropping down one level in the lift nearest our apartment, we head straight for room 50-37, and Adryan knocks.

      It’s my new friend who answers the door. She and Adryan perform their bows and, sticking to the strict etiquette, she waits for Adryan to speak first. I find that one particularly odd, given how it’s her who is inviting us to her home. Usually, surely, it would be the host who speaks first?

      Not here, though, in this alternate universe. Instead, Adryan says: “Good evening,” before she’s allowed to speak. Only then does she return the same words and invite us inside, giving me a little hug as I pass by.

      Inside, we find her husband awaiting us in the main living space - it is, of course, an exact replica of our apartment above, including all the fixtures and fittings – dressed in a similar, if slightly more mundane, suit to Adryan. His hair is greying and his eyes are pale blue, but otherwise he appears as almost all other male Savants do – trim, healthy looking, if a little pale, and extremely well groomed.

      “Good evening, Mr Shaw,” he says. “A pleasure to meet you.”

      “And you, Mr Spencer,” returns Adryan. “Thank you for inviting us to your home.”

      “It is our pleasure,” says Mr Spencer. “And please, do call me Brian.”

      “Yes, Brian. And you call me Adryan.”

      After the rather ceremonial exchange, his eyes then switch to me. He bows, and so do I, and I await his first words. They are, as if written to script, almost identical to the greeting words used by everyone here.

      “Good evening, Mrs Shaw,” he says. “It’s a pleasure to meet you also.”

      I find it hard not to laugh as he extends his hand and I take it. Stifling my smirk, I’m forced to repeat the same words as Adryan, before he also tells me to ‘call him Brian’, and I do the same, saying: “Call me Brie.”

      It’s an extremely rigid formality, no flow to it at all. It’s as if the Savants read in a manual that polite greetings should go exactly like that, and therefore made it part of their strict etiquette.

      Still, Brian appears to have a fairly warm disposition for a Savant, which comes as some surprise, even though it shouldn’t. I suspect that any Savant who chooses to marry a regular Unenhanced must have something to them, some need for a proper emotional connection.

      Leading us into the main living area, we’re invited to take a seat on the sofa. Mary goes about her business as hostess, offering drinks and shooting back and forward to the kitchen to check on the food. She also mentions that Lucy and her husband couldn’t make it, which doesn’t disappoint me given the specific task I’m here to perform.

      Her slightly flustered demeanour suggests that she’s not used to hosting. The slight aroma of burnt meat suggests that cooking isn’t her strongest suit either.

      Since most food here comes prepared and packed, I’m not going to hold that against her. Actually, it’s sweet that she’s trying to make me feel at home.

      As she gets on with that, however, I simply sit with Adryan and Brian in the living room, listening – but rarely contributing – to a rather dull conversation between the two men as they discuss the particulars of their work.

      I suppose it’s something I should be more interested in, but my mind appears to be elsewhere. Mostly, I try to feel Brian out, get a sense of him by metaphorically dipping my toes into the water of his mind to see how sensitive he might be to my intrusions.

      Each time his eyes flash on me, I creep in and try to determine his thoughts and gauge a little more of his personality. The sense I get is of a man with a stronger emotional core than most Savants, something that centres prominently around his caring for his wife.

      I smile at the thought and look at Mary, busy in the kitchen. It’s nice to think that, having lived here for so many years, she’s at least had some happiness from the muted love provided by her spouse.

      Adryan, clearly, is playing his part, however. His intention, he told me, was to converse with Mr Spencer about work, starting with himself. He’d be honest and open, and therefore blaze the trail for Brian to be the same.

      The aim in doing so would be to properly determine the functions that Brian sees to, as well as butter him up a little bit so that, when I give my order, it will be more likely to take hold.

      It was Adryan who came up with the idea, and a great one it was too. Already, as I listen to them speak and occasionally dip into Brian’s mind, I can see the various aspects of his work being drawn to the surface, ready and waiting for my orders to slip right in.

      Things appear to be going well. Brian’s mind is primed and receptive. With a few subtle glances, I give Adryan the signal, and he politely asks if he can use the bathroom.

      Brian grants permission, although isn’t required to point the way. Standing, Adryan turns his attention to the corridor leading to the front door, the bathroom just off to the right. My heart begins to pound a little, and my mind goes over and over the wording we decided upon.

      As he drifts off, I glance up towards Mary, just now serving up the food in the kitchen. My eyes settle on Brian, sitting a few metres away on the opposite sofa. He works up a small smile, the best he can manage.

      It’s a reasonable effort.

      A heavy bout of nerves swamp me.

      Come on, Brie. You’re alone. He’s primed. Give the order.

      I take a gulp of air and find my fingers shivering as they reach for my wine. This doesn’t feel like before, like with Doctor Friel. That was proper life and death. That was proper desperation.

      This isn’t. I can do it now, or during dinner, or after dinner. I have lots of time. Maybe I should wait?

      No, Brie! You have him where you want him. Do it now! Do it now!

      The silence is getting unbearable. It’s probably only been a few seconds but it feels like minutes have passed. Brian is still staring at me, perhaps noticing how uncomfortable I must look.

      Get it together, Brie! Give the order, dammit!

      Then his words come, and the silence is broken.

      “So, Brie, how are you finding the High Tower so far?”

      I’m distracted, thrown off the scent. I mumble out a fairly monotone answer, giving a rather good impression of a Savant. My words are automatic. My mind is still on the task.

      This might be the one chance I get. I might not be alone with him again. What if he drinks more wine…maybe the order won’t take hold properly? I don’t know the ins and outs of it. I don’t know how alcohol affects it all.

      Frankly, this is all completely new to me! I wish I had more training!

      Another question comes from Brian’s mouth. No, a statement this time. He congratulates me on my performance during the attack on Culture Corner.

      “I saw the footage,” he says. “You were very brave.”

      He attempts another smile, and his eyes brighten. I look straight at them and know, now, that this is my one chance. Over in the kitchen, my Hawk-eyes scan Mary and see that she’s about to finish serving the food.

      In the bathroom, I hear the tiniest sound of flushing, and know that Adryan will return momentarily.

      Now or never, Brie. Now or never.

      I make the decision, the pressure building. It gives me the resolve I need, and as Brian’s pale blue eyes shine a little brighter, I dive straight in, committing fully as I enter his consciousness.

      Like Doctor Friel, like Zander, like Adryan, the interior of his mind is expansive. Outside, I know, time will slow. My body will be sitting there, and Brian’s will too, and we’ll be staring right at one another as Mary works in slow motion in the kitchen, and Adryan does the same in the bathroom.

      I take a moment to look at the scale of Brian’s mind, and then recall for a final time the order I’m here to give.

      With total and utter conviction, and seeing this as my one and only chance, I project the order as clearly and loudly as I can manage, and send it straight into the deep waters of his mind.

      Tomorrow morning at work, you will secretly download the High Towers’ schematics, and all its security protocols, to a secure, untraceable, electronic file. You will tell no one, and let no one see you. You will erase all activity afterwards, and will bring the file to the western side of the gardens on level 10 at noon the same day. There, you will pass it discreetly to Brie Shaw, before leaving her immediately alone.

      I say each sentence, project each stage of the order, with utmost intensity and clarity. I deliver the entire thing once, then twice, then a third time, letting it pulse from my mind to his, feeding itself into the back of his subconscious where, bit by bit, it starts to take hold.

      Merging in with his natural memories and thought patterns, it settles where it needs to, an echoing voice that, when the time is right, will force his action. One last time, I call the order out, word for word, and then raise a smile on my face as I withdraw.

      And when I reappear in the room, the smile sticks fast. I look at Brian, and see the mist dispersing across his blue eyes. And just as it does, as if on cue, the door to the bathroom opens, and Adryan comes wandering out. And Mary calls from the kitchen, telling us that dinner is ready.

      Brian blinks a couple of times, shaking off the strange mental cobwebs in his head. But he won’t be able to shake them off fully.

      He’ll act upon what I’ve ordered him to do. He’ll get me the files I need. He’ll hand them to me and forget it ever happened.

      I have bent him to my will, enslaved his body and mind to my design.

      And as that thought spreads through me, I feel a growing sense of power tingle in my fingers. And standing, I walk with Brian to the dining room, giving Adryan a wink and a smile as I go.

      Then my eyes dart to the ceiling, and my eyes narrow with purpose, and a swell of barely earned bravado fills my veins.

      I’m coming for you, Cromwell. I’m coming for you…
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      I feel buoyant that night, like I could accomplish anything.

      Sitting opposite Adryan at the table, I ooze that sort of relaxed posture and confident body language that shows him in unequivocal terms that I completed my task for the evening.

      At least, I think I did. I guess we’ll find out tomorrow…

      He looks at me with those wondering eyes, and for a moment I wonder myself whether I can put a few words into his head, delivering them telepathically. Then I realise that only my brother and I have such a connection, and merely satisfy myself with an assertive nod that tells him all he needs to know.

      I’m rarely chatty. Those who know me wouldn’t call me particularly loquacious. Sure, I’m not short of a word or two when I need to be, but I’m not exactly fond of being the centre of attention either.

      That evening, however, I appear to hog much of the conversation. Refusing to allow the two Savants to monopolise it with their dull discussions, I choose to liven things up against protocol, bringing up more interesting topics such as hobbies and ambitions and any funny stories people might wish to share.

      Brian, as expected, has little to contribute, and clearly finds the conversation somewhat outside of his comfort zone. Adryan, meanwhile, is happy to sit back quietly and let me enjoy myself, his own existence here hardly allowing for the most exciting of anecdotes.

      Although, if he told the full truth, I’m sure he’d have plenty to say. Living life as a spy, after all, is hardly what you’d consider ‘normal’.

      In the end, I manage to mostly extract information from Mary regarding her old life back in the southern quarter of Outer Haven. She’s careful, of course, to make it absolutely clear that she loves living in the High Tower – mostly, I think that’s for Adryan and my benefit: him because, well, he’s a high ranking Savant; and me because she doesn’t want to put me off my burgeoning life here – but she can’t help but speak with some affection about her youth as well.

      Turns out, my guesstimation of her age was more or less on the money – she’s 42 years old – and that she’s been living in the High Tower since she was just 20. A full 22 year stretch, then, in this towering shell, surrounded by all these blank faces.

      I don’t tell her how much the idea repels me.

      It’s certainly interesting hearing her talk of her old life, though, and the family and friends she left behind. I don’t have to read her mind to see how much she misses them, despite suggesting on multiple occasions that she doesn’t.

      “I get to see them occasionally,” she says. “You know, special occasions and things like that…”

      She doesn’t say exactly what special occasions she’s referring to, but I assume birthdays are fairly likely.

      The reason she doesn’t specify is probably down to the fact that birthdays are not celebrated here, and living here, she’s probably been expected to consider them redundant as well.

      The subject of family, however, also serves to extract all life and joy from the evening. I foolishly make the mistake of asking Mary and Brian if they have any children. Again, the expression that adorns Mary’s face is one of deep sadness, hidden beneath a forced smile.

      Yet her eyes tell the story. They’re clear windows to her pain.

      “We have three children,” says Brian.

      When I look at him, I don’t see the same expression. His features are bland and relaxed. There’s no coil of pain, no wrinkle of heartbreak there.

      Not like his wife.

      “Two girls and a boy, I believe,” continues Brian.

      He looks to his wife for confirmation. She nods silently and I see the earliest signs of a tear starting to shine in the corner of her left eye. When her husband looks away, and Adryan and I avert our eyes, she quickly dabs her finger to her eye to remove the brine.

      I shouldn’t see, but I do. My Hawk-eyes miss nothing.

      Brian seems to be somewhere stuck between caring for his wife and yet not recognising the signals. He appears to have no idea of how she’s feeling, his ability to observe and identify human emotion severely lacking.

      And so, on he goes, unearthing more grief, his words like a wrecking ball to her heart.

      “You will obviously be aware of the policy here regarding children, Brie,” he says, addressing me. “Savant children aren’t raised by their families, but in communal nurseries. It better allows us to focus on our work. So, yes, we had three children, but know nothing about them…”

      I turn again to Mary with pitying eyes.

      She will have had to suffer having three children torn from her loving arms. She will have had to hide her grief, lock it away in a deep prison, stoically get on with her life and pretend it didn’t matter to her. Fulfil her requirements as a lady of the Unenhanced, give up her offspring without making any fuss.

      But what’s more, she will have been working in the nurseries, looking after other children, her own no doubt taken to be raised in another nursery to ensure no strong bonds developed.

      I search her pained eyes and see the flash of a memory. See her walking around the communal areas any chance she gets, looking for her daughters or son, searching for young men and women with similar features to her, to her husband. Searching for some sight, just a quick look, at the children who were taken from her.

      And as that memory blooms, so does that feeling of pain.

      And looking at her, all I say is: “Sorry…”

      She smiles weakly back, and sets firm her expression again. Stoic, strong, enduring this harsh world without a single complaint. She shouldn’t have to live like this.

      No one should.

      And then, brightening her eyes, she looks around the table and smiles more widely.

      “Who’s still hungry for dessert?” she asks.

      Her husband nods his consent. I look to Adryan, who carries a different complexion. He knows. He understands. He isn’t like the rest of them.

      “I’d love some. Thank you, Mary,” he says softly. “And what a delicious dinner it’s been.”

      She takes a sharp breath, fighting back the desire to unleash her grief, and darts off out of the room towards the kitchen. No one goes after her. I assume it happens a lot. The poor woman must cry herself to sleep every night.

      And that evening, when we return to our apartment on the floor above, I can’t help but cry myself, betraying my promise to not do so until the job’s done.

      The image of Mary, wandering through the communal levels, desperate for some sight of the children that might be hers, sets itself to the front of my eyes.

      And breaks my heart.

      Sitting by the transparent wall, I look upon the entire city with a heavy sense of grief. I never considered that these powers I have could be such a burden. That aside from my super-sight and super-speed, and the ability to manipulate minds, watching and feeling the pain of others is a terrible curse to endure.

      Mary’s pain, if only briefly, has become mine. A deep, pulsing ache that makes anything I’ve ever felt appear as nothing by comparison, a minor cut next to a gaping gash.

      To never truly know your children. To have them stripped from you. It is the most inhumane thing of all.

      As my cheeks grow wet, I feel Adryan’s arms pull me in. I let him hold me, comfort me, and purge myself of this borrowed pain, of these tears that aren’t meant for me.

      I feel foolish somehow, my emotions ragged and uncontrollable. And with Adryan gently stroking my wavy brown hair, I turn my eyes up to look at him, and utter some words that make no sense.

      “You wouldn’t let that happen to us, would you?” I ask weakly. “If we had a child, you wouldn’t let them take it?”

      His silver eyes turn to strong metal, and he shakes his head.

      “Never, Brie. That’s exactly what we’re fighting for.”

      And then I realise again, that this isn’t real. We’re not really married. He doesn’t really care about me. This isn’t going to have a happy ending.

      I know that all too well.

      And there’s nothing I can do but make my peace with it.

      Then I feel his fingers fall from my hair to my cheeks, and his metal eyes melt. And in a sudden motion, he guides his soft lips to mine, and kisses me for the first time of his own free will.

      It last seconds only, but it’s enough to catch me in his spell. And when he leans back again, he does so with a smile.

      “I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” he says. “And not because Lady Orlando has ordered it. Not because the Nameless want it. Because…because I want it.”

      His words stop the flow of tears down my cheeks. His eyes grow hard again, forcing mine to do the same. And together, we turn our gaze to the glowing night, and enjoy a period of silence.

      A comfortable silence, with no need for words. One where we think, and recharge, and get ready for the next battle.

      Because that’s all my days are. Battle after battle.

      And the next one is coming up fast.
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      The smells that spread around the gardens of level 10 are a welcome change to the scent of disinfectant. Having spent plenty of time in Inner Haven over the last month, the latter is something I’m getting used to, and given my time living in the smoky halls of Carmichael’s, I suppose I can’t complain.

      In fact, I could probably tell you where I am in the city just with a quick sniff. Each quarter over in Outer Haven carries its own unique odour, and Inner Haven smells entirely different from all of them. The underlands and outerlands, too, produce their own special signatures.

      Here, though, on level 10, I’m reminded only of the house in the southern quarter, where Sophie sees to the training and transition of girls set to marry up. There a fresh and natural smell to the air, a purity that you simply don’t get anywhere else.

      Just wandering through, I feel more alive than ever, my blood pumping up with extra doses of oxygen. And along with it, the flow of adrenaline is also present, building and building as the minutes pass, and the changeover from morning to afternoon arrives.

      I’ve been here for an hour now, just wandering around and soaking up the atmosphere. It’s fairly sparsely populated, which is another reason it appeals to me so much. Clearly, the Savants feel that they have better things to be doing than to wander through these beautiful gardens, the very nature of the place lost on them.

      Yet, some do come to reinvigorate themselves. Perhaps that’s another reason for this level, to help provide a pulse of energy when required.

      They come with tired eyes and appear to suck in as much clean air as they can, taking deep breaths as they take a short walk, letting the life-giving air fill their lungs and saturate their bodies. Then, when they leave, do they so with an extra spring to their step, ready to take the rest of the day head on.

      As it nears noon, however, I work towards the western side and towards the large windows. The view from here is, naturally, far less impressive than up on level 51, and my sight across Inner Haven is rather weakened as a result.

      Yet still, the wide streets beyond the High Tower, stretching away to the west, are visible, the large courtyard around the platform seemingly about to go through a few temporary changes.

      By the looks of things, some form of official staging is being constructed, much like it was during the ceremony to honour myself and my compatriots from Outer Haven. The reason for this new development is clear – tomorrow, in the late afternoon, Commander Fenby is going to be descending from on high to address the City Guard.

      I watch for a while as the platform outside the High Tower, as well as the streets beyond, are altered and changed, the work being overseen by Savants but put into action by regular Enhanced. Brutes, naturally, are required to do any heavy lifting, working alongside large construction machines to erect stages and stands.

      The scale of the operation lends me to believe that this isn’t just for the City Guard, but for the wider public as well. Perhaps an opportunity for the Consortium to further enhance their cause and get more backing from those they rule.

      I guess such public relations events must hardly come naturally to the Consortium and Director Cromwell. In the end, it’s probably people like Adryan, working at the IHR, who puts forward such ideas to ensure those at the top maintain the public favour.

      As the time ticks on, however, I find my attention being taken by the view towards the lifts, way off across the gardens. A check of my watch tells me it’s 11.56AM, and that I should be expecting Brian any minute now.

      I still have my doubts about whether he’ll show. This is the most complicated order I’ve given, by far, and therefore is more likely to fail. Then, there are other aspects to consider, such as whether Brian is actually able to retrieve the information I need, unseen and undetected.

      From what Adryan found out about his work, Brian operates alone in his own private office, and hence should be able to do what I require without interruption. I certainly hope that’s the case.

      Using my Hawk-vision as subtly as I can, I linger in place and keep my eyes on the lifts at the core of the level, all of the beautiful gardens and pathways spread out around them. I scan every face that comes into view, growing more tense by the second as Brian fails to materialise.

      Checking my watch equally often, I find the face I’m looking for at the precise stroke of the hour. My insides swell with hope and pride as he wanders towards me with a fairly blank expression on his face.

      My expression is fairly cold too, but not my eyes. They’re shifty, turning left and right and making sure that the coast is clear as Brian directs his path right at me.

      Moving beneath the shade of a canopy of palm leaves, I make sure I’m hidden from sight as my servant arrives. His eyes are laser-guided to mine as he comes, and I quickly enter his thoughts to investigate their patterns.

      He’s completely under my command. Right now, this is all being done on autopilot…

      Reaching me, I watch as his fingers dip into his suit jacket pocket and withdraw a tiny square file. I hold my breathing tight as he discreetly – as commanded – passes the file to my outstretched fingers.

      His eyes continue to look upon me, and I quickly make sure to further muddy the memory of this event, just to further cover my tracks. Without so much as a word, he turns and begins making his way back towards the lifts, his motion so robotic that anyone normal would consider it suspicious.

      But not here.

      Not in this strange world. Most people move the same way, whether under the control of a Mind-Manipulator or not.

      I quickly look upon the file and smile, before slipping it into my pocket and moving back out of the shadows.

      And in my head a single thought begins to dominate: I’m starting to get the hang of this.

      And with a similar feeling of power as last night flooding my veins, I quickly return to the lifts, and begin working my way straight down to the consumption level.

      I have a date to keep.
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      “I did it, Adryan. I got it.”

      In a quiet corner of the consumption level, Adryan and I sit with a pre-prepared lunch coughed up by one of the many self-service food machines here.

      The food, I know, is prepared and packed over in the factories of the eastern quarter in Outer Haven, before being shipped here each morning. Doing so makes sure that no service staff are required, work that would be too low for a Savant, or even any other Enhanced, and only capable of being performed by a lowly member of Outer Haven.

      Since they’re not allowed into Inner Haven, and the High Tower in particular, except by strict invite, such a thing would be impossible. As such, all food here is delivered by machine on automated systems, and can, therefore, lack in freshness and flavour.

      I guess Savants don’t much care about that. Food, after all, is merely a method of providing the body with sustenance and energy. I assume that their taste buds, like their emotions, are equally dulled.

      Right now, though, I have no appetite and no interest in food. Instead, it’s the little file that I discreetly pass to Adryan under the table that’s my primary focus.

      Taking it from my fingers, he darts his eyes down to take a look before putting it into his own pocket.

      A smile of approval hovers across his lips.

      Those lips…

      “Well done, Brie,” he says. “We can crack this open later and find out what’s inside.”

      “Good. So, what now? What’s my next mission?”

      I ask the question with a rare enthusiasm, a new verve. I’m beginning to believe that I can do just about anything with these powers of mine. That this building, this entire city, is my playground.

      His eyes turn around us to ensure we’re out of hearing range from anyone nearby. Right now, the entire floor is filling, and growing louder by the minute, giving some concealment to our words.

      His inspection isn’t necessary, though. My Hawk-eyes are always working, always checking that the coast is clear. I’m growing into my role here well.

      “Let’s take a look at the file first,” suggests Adryan, “before we make any further plans.”

      I suppose that makes sense. It might lend us some new information that could better direct my next actions.

      “I’ve been thinking, though, about the whole…assassin thing,” I whisper. I slowly lean in, and he does too.

      “Yes?”

      “Does it need to be me who does it?” I query. He frowns. “Hear me out, OK. I’m just wondering…can’t I get someone else to do it instead?”

      “You mean manipulate someone?”

      I nod.

      He shakes his head.

      Recoiling a little at the quick dismissal of my idea, I ask why.

      “Brie, the only people who have access to the levels beneath the summit are extremely high ranking Savants. Therefore, they have the most powerful minds among us, and will be harder to manipulate, especially if you’re saying what I think you’re saying.”

      “I am,” I say quickly. “I’m saying exactly that. Find out who might be meeting with Cromwell, and put an order in them to do the deed. It would save me having to do what amounts to a suicide mission.”

      Adryan does a further check of our surroundings.

      “It’s fine,” I tell him. “I’m keeping watch, don’t worry.”

      He leans in again, just enough to keep his voice low, but not too much to look suspicious.

      “Brie, you’ve said it before, the more extreme the order, the harder it is to make someone carry it out. And as I say, you’re dealing with very powerful minds, some of whom may well be Mind-Manipulators and you’d never even know it. If you tried to put an order in the wrong head, then they might just figure it out…especially if you’re getting them to kill their Director.”

      I don’t answer for a moment.

      Then I simply say: “It was just an idea.”

      “And a good one in other circumstances. Believe me, I’d love it if you didn’t have to go up there. But you do. It has to be you. No one else can be trusted with this.”

      I’m starting to get used to being told that. Sometimes I wish I wasn’t so ‘special’.

      “Right, so how do we view the file?” I ask.

      “In the apartment. I’ll set a filter on the wall interface. We can read it without raising any flags.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Don’t worry, Brie. You’re a budding expert at the art of Mind-Manipulation, but I know about this stuff. Leave it with me.”

      Once more, I’m forced to trust him, setting my natural inclination to doubt just about everything to one side.

      Jeez, this place is turning me into Mrs Carmichael.

      With our secret discussion concluded, we’re able to relax a little. So far, everything’s going quite well, with the only real hiccup being the genetic test from the other day. So far, nothing appears to have come of it, and I can only assume that the results of my blood sample – or W. Malcolm’s blood sample, to be more precise – have come back without any anomalies.

      That said, I’d like to make sure.

      Leaving Adryan to continue his workday, I make my way down towards the atrium and head towards the main desk. There, I find Rebecca multi-tasking once more, with the receptionist alongside her doing the same.

      She appears to be juggling a number of things, constantly tapping away on her touchscreen to coordinate meetings and security clearances and a whole manner of other duties that fall on her dainty shoulders.

      I start to speak but she raises a single finger to stop me. Several long moments of furious tapping later, her eyes finally raise to mine.

      “Mrs Shaw, good afternoon. What can I do for you?”

      “Hi, Rebecca,” I say. “I was just wondering if I could get temporary access to level 32?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Not possible I’m afraid, Mrs Shaw. Access is not granted purely by request of residents. Official channels need to be gone through. What is it that you require on level 32?”

      “Oh…I just wanted to find out about my genetics test, that’s all.”

      “Hmmmm, I see. I wouldn’t worry. That was two days ago now. I’m sure they will contact you if there are any problems.”

      She turns back down to her duties and starts tapping again. I don’t move.

      “Yes, Mrs Shaw? Anything else?” she asks, staring at her screens.

      “Um…no, nothing major. Just wondering – what time is the ceremony tomorrow to honour the City Guard?”

      “3PM,” she says immediately.”

      “And is it open for all residents?”

      “The front sections are reserved for members of the City Guard. Rear sections may be taken up by other officials. However, if you wish to watch, you can do so from the streets further back, although I wouldn’t advise it.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well, it’s going to be televised, so you’ll be quite able to watch it from your apartment via hologram. Depending on the location of your residence, you may also be able to watch from the windows.” She looks up at me again, very briefly. “You’re in apartment 51-35, so will have a decent view from up there.”

      “You remember where I live? Do you have a photographic memory or something?”

      “I have an eidetic memory, and recall all details of all residents that cross my path.”

      I guess that’s why her duty is here at the front desk, organising things.

      “So, you remember everything?”

      “With a little time to recall, yes, everything.”

      Her words come at me abruptly and her tapping grows ever more furious. It’s the call for me to go, my request to discover the truth about my test denied. Then again, I hardly expected it to be accepted. It was worth a punt, though.

      With little to do but wait for Adryan to finish work, I take another quick tour of the communal levels, studying the Savants with a more academic eye. Like the way Adryan tends to study me to improve his ability to emote, I look upon these people in much the same way.

      Only, instead of learning how to display emotion, I spend my time learning how to suppress it.

      I spend a large part of that afternoon watching, learning, and putting into practice what I see. There’s a real skill to it – emptying your face of any sort of expression – that I find quite difficult at first. Mostly, that’s because, despite everything, I’m starting to find it quite amusing how these people look at each other.

      They don’t greet each other with a smile. Their eyes don’t light up. There’s no joy, feigned or otherwise, upon their blank visages.

      In fact, every meeting merely begins with the traditional bow and nod, before any information that requires sharing is passed on. It’s so odd to look at, and I begin to wonder just what on earth is going on inside their heads.

      I mean, my thoughts are always based upon some emotion. I’ll think about my friends because I worry about them. I’ll recollect happier times with Tess or Drum because I wish to feel a bit of past joy. I’ll think of Cromwell and the Consortium with hate. I’ll occasionally let Adryan enter my thoughts with a note of desire.

      But mostly, it’s fear that drives me, that directs my thoughts and actions. Fear for myself, partially, but also for everyone else in this city. Most of the time, I’m purely thinking about my mission, both in grander terms and the smaller elements that go into it.

      What’s the next thing I have to do?

      Who’s the next person I have to manipulate?

      Everything I do, everything I am, is all based upon my emotions. They drive me to act, recklessly at times, but always for the good of those I care about, and the wider city in general.

      Without my emotions, what am I? Just an empty shell, carrying out a function.

      Nothing but a mechanical part of a large machine, doing the same thing day after day until I’m all used up and obsolete. And when that happens, I’ll be chucked out and replaced by a newer part, a brand new cog.

      And the machine just keeps on running.

      That’s all life is here for these people. And the purpose of the Consortium, and Director Cromwell, is merely to ensure that that machine grows larger, spreading its robotic arms wider and wider until the entire planet falls under its grip.

      So as I begin to creep into people’s minds that afternoon, I see exactly that. An emptiness. Deep and dark caverns filled with no joy or love or hate or excitement or fear or anything else.

      Only rarely do such things bloom, like little lights in the dark, oases in the arid desert. But mostly, it’s a coldness that inhabits the minds of the residents of this building, their entire consciousness dominated by their duty and function and little more.

      In the end, the line between man and machine is starting to meld together. And if it goes on, the future is going to be a very cold place indeed.
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      “OK then, let’s see what we’ve got here, shall we?”

      I’m waiting on tenterhooks to find out exactly what Brian’s delivered us. For the last ten or so minutes, Adryan has been configuring some security encryptions to ensure that opening up this particular file won’t lead to a sudden band of Stalkers or City Guards pouring through our door.

      In fact, come to think of it, one of the only benefits of living here is that there are so few of them around. Stalkers make no appearance whatsoever, the special forces of the High Tower no doubt out there causing havoc for my brother and his soldiers as we speak.

      Con-Cops, too, aren’t allowed in the building, and it’s certainly been a great relief for me not having to duck and weave around their patrols. Given how they’re all actually Unenhanced, albeit modified to the Consortium’s designs, they have no position here at the home of the Savants.

      Only the few members of the City Guard who provide security are allowed in. And, in my experience, the Brutes and Dashers and Hawks, and all the rest who make up their number, are far nicer than their Con-Cop counterparts. So I don’t much mind seeing a few of them around.

      In fact, living among so many Savants, it’s actually quite refreshing.

      “Right, here we go,” says Adryan, tapping at the touchscreen interface a couple more times. “I think I’ve got it…”

      With a final dance of his fingers, he steps back, and from a little projector built into the top of the interface, a holographic representation of the High Tower appears, filling the space in front of it.

      I let off a barely audible ‘wow’ and stare at it in wonder, the image strangely beautiful and mesmerising. Its entire structure is laid out before us, the building I’ve looked upon so many times from the outside now suddenly laid bare, all its internal workings clear to see.

      I see the main doors at the front leading into the atrium, rising several floors up. I see the many dozens of lifts around the foyer’s perimeter, moving up through the core of the building and right towards the summit. I see the layout of each individual floor: the communal floors from levels 6-10; the working and operations floors from level 11-49; the primary residential floors from levels 50-89; and those reserved for the high ranking officials from levels 90-99.

      Then, my eyes turn right to the summit, the 100th floor of the building far larger and more grand than the others. It appears to rise several levels up itself in sheer scope, fitted with a high domed glass roof that catches the sun on clear days, and broken down into 13 very clear sections.

      As I look upon it all, Adryan steps in, using his hands to manipulate the hologram. Reaching forward to the summit, he pulls his hands in towards himself and the image zooms forwards, giving us a better look at the top. Then, slowly, he begins rotating it clockwise, working it around into the right position so that the western side of the building, where we live, is right before us.

      Then he starts speaking, analysing what he’s seeing as he sees it.

      “The summit is broken into 12 residences,” he says. “There’s one each for every member of the Consortium, all of them around the perimeter of the building.” He turns to me with a little wink. “I bet you’d love the view from up there.”

      I sure would. Although, if I do ever get up there, I doubt I’m going to have time to admire it…

      “The central core of the summit,” Adryan continues, “is utilised for meetings and operations. It’s basically where the Consortium work, figuring out all their directives and orders and running the whole show.”

      “OK, there’s nothing new here yet, Adryan,” I say. “We know all of this already, don’t we?”

      “We do. But there are plenty of things we don’t. For example,” he says, pulling the summit even closer so the details become more clear. “Look at the 12 residences closely. Spot anything unusual?”

      I scan them all, one by one, and note that they’re all identical. All have the same structure, with a bedroom, living space, bathroom, and various other rooms used for whatever purpose their occupants see fit.

      Yet there is one single difference between them, one thing that sticks out: all are the same structurally, but one is larger than the rest.

      “That one,” I say, pointing towards the residence in the due north position. “It’s bigger than the others.”

      Adryan nods and smiles.

      “It must be the Director’s residence,” I continue, feeling some swell of energy. “Of course he’d be at the north end, right on top of everyone else…”

      Adryan doesn’t fully grasp my sarcasm.

      “It can only be his,” he says. “And that means that, if he has any meetings with officials outside of the Consortium, he’ll have them here.”

      He points to the level beneath the summit, level 99. Its structure is almost exactly the same as the penthouse above it, with a core area used for large meetings and smaller sections around the boundary. There are 12 of them, each directly beneath each residence at the summit.

      “Anyone meeting a member of the Consortium will do so on this floor,” says Adryan. “It acts as a go-between, some sort of middle ground between the summit where the Consortium live, and the floors below where the other high ranking officials reside.”

      I step in and take a closer look, thinking out loud.

      “So…we need to find out who meets Cromwell on level 99, right underneath his residence? If we can find out who, and when they’re meeting, at least I’ll have someone to work on.”

      Noticing something, I reach forward and manipulate the image myself, pushing it back to give us a better view of the whole thing once more. Around the perimeter, there appears to be small ducts leading up from level 90 and straight into the 12 residences around the summit.

      “What are these?” I ask. “They look like mini-lifts.”

      Adryan conducts a closer inspection, his eyes narrowing.

      “Hmmmm, I think that’s more or less what they are,” he says. “They look to be dumbwaiters…”

      “Dumbwaiters?” I ask.

      “They’re basically little freight elevators used for transporting food and other essential items. I guess that’s how the Consortium have their food delivered, seeing as they venture down so rarely.”

      “Well, could we use it? I could get inside and come straight out in Cromwell’s home! That would make things a lot easier…”

      Adryan silently examines the schematics a little more closely. Then, as he does with so many of my bright ideas, shakes his head.

      “That won’t work. For two reasons.” Two? Great. “First, it looks to be too small for you to fit in.”

      “Hey, are you saying I’m fat?” I joke.

      He still isn’t getting my humour.

      “No…not at all. It would be too small for any human…”

      “Adryan, I’m kidding. So, what’s the other reason?”

      “Oh right, sorry. Um, well there’s a scanner. It would pick you up.”

      “OK, fair enough. How about poison then? We could poison his food.”

      Again, I’m knocked back. This isn’t doing my confidence any good.

      “No. The scanner would pick that up as well I’d imagine. We need something guaranteed. We need to know, for sure, that he’ll be killed.”

      “You mean that I’ll kill him,” I correct him.

      It appears that nothing I do will change the fact that it needs to be me to pull the trigger, literally or metaphorically speaking. I can’t manipulate someone to do it for me. I can’t poison him. I literally have to stand right in front of him, look him in the eye, and cut off his life right there and then.

      It’s as if they want me to properly execute him, make some sort of statement perhaps. You know, that’s probably what Lady Orlando is thinking…

      “Fine, forget the dumb…what was it?”

      “Dumbwaiter.”

      “Yeah, that. Forget that. Anything else?”

      We spend the next couple of hours examining every inch of the High Tower, learning all about its structure and security protocols. The latter, it seems, was provided by Brian in another part of the file, pages upon pages of electronic data about the running of the building.

      It’s a true treasure trove, and will take some time to get through completely. Yet what’s immediately clear is that the summit of the High Tower is going to be accessible by no other means than direct access through the main lifts.

      We know, now, that Director Cromwell, if he ever comes down from the summit, will do so either in the northernmost section of level 99, beneath his residence in the High Tower, or in the central core of level 99, where larger meetings are held between the Consortium and other high ranking officials.

      It’s safe to assume that the latter is more likely to be a rare affair, whilst the former will probably happen more regularly. All we have to do is find out who is going to report to him next, and when. Once we’ve done that, I need to find them, get them alone, manipulate them, and then have them ferry me right up to level 99, where I can assassinate Cromwell and be on my merry way.

      Sounds simple, right?

      The very thought, in actual fact, makes my brain hurt. Yet at least there’s some clarity to what we’re doing, and at least my efforts so far have yielded some significant results.

      Without these plans and protocols, we’d have no true idea as to where Director Cromwell lived in the summit, and where he set about meeting his officials. Brian’s service, albeit out of his control, has been invaluable.

      We stay up late that night, so late that I end up falling asleep on the sofa as Adryan continues to analyse the building and security protocols, searching endlessly for some weak link that we can use to our advantage.

      While I may have certain abilities that are essential to this mission, I certainly don’t have the same brainpower that he does when conducting such research.

      His working life, after all, is very much dependent on his ability to study and analyse things and then draw conclusions from what he’s found. OK, so most of that has been studying people and relationships, and not schematics and security systems, but still the same principles apply. I think.

      He’s certainly more suited to the work than me, anyway.

      So, I end up taking something of a backseat, getting some rest on the sofa as he works into the night. Occasionally, I wake up from my brief bouts of sleep to ask if he’s found anything. His answers are generally disappointing.

      Unfortunately, among the data supplied by Brian, there’s absolutely nothing about schedules and meetings. What we can assume, however, is that the members of the Consortium are likely to keep to some sort of rigid pattern. It would stand to reason, given the inflexibility of all of the rest of the inhabitants here with regards to their working patterns.

      Essentially, the High Tower is run like clockwork. Savants, with so little distractions to deal with, tend to follow the same formula each and every day. Their lives run on tracks, only very rarely sent slightly off course by ‘special’ events, such as the ceremony held to honour us after the attack on Culture Corner, or the one tomorrow afternoon to honour the City Guard.

      Naturally, the Consortium are likely to operate in a similar way, and each member will presumably hold meetings with their subordinates at the same time and same place each time they’re briefed. This could be once a week, once a month, once every ten days. Frankly, we don’t know, and that’s what we need to find out.

      Another assumption we make – well, less an assumption and more a fact, according to Adryan – is that the various members of the Consortium are prone to liaise more commonly with specific officials within their personal sphere of expertise and influence. Essentially, each member is tasked with running a specific facet of the city, and will therefore be updated and briefed by their relevant subordinates.

      So, for example, Commander Fenby is the highest ranking official within the City Guard, and thus one of the 12 members of the Consortium. He will, therefore, be in close contact with Deputy Commander Burns, and perhaps other high ranking officials within different branches of the security force.

      So, that might be the man who commands the Stalkers, or the Con-Cops, for instance. I assume that such a person exists, with each different security force managed and run by some sort of overseer.

      The same will go for the other members of the Consortium. If Commander Fenby is the top defence official, then there are others with similarly important posts. Over in Outer Haven, we have the Council of the Unenhanced, and within their number are those who see to justice, education, healthcare, finance and the economy, and so on.

      I’ve always considered such people to be rather redundant, given how the Consortium are the ones who actually direct our course. But then again, it’s all about giving us some semblance of freedom. And, well, having our own council with all these phoney officials is part of that.

      However, I can’t imagine that any members of the Consortium worry about such concerns. Money, for example, isn’t an important part of life here in Inner Haven. Instead, they have a member who oversees the working requirements and duties, and makes sure they’re filled.

      The same goes for justice. Crime isn’t an issue here either, so I doubt it’s such a concern. Instead, they have a member who maintains the strictest of order, setting out the doctrines that all people live by with regards to lifestyle practices.

      Education, of course, is an important part of this world. One member of the Consortium, therefore, will be in charge of making sure the youth of the city are suitably managed and put into the right line of work.

      Then, there are the outside concerns; the building of a larger and more prosperous world. So, it will be the duty of another member to see to the growth of external settlements, the clearing of the toxic mist that surrounds us, and the development of new cities to expand into.

      Overall, 11 of their number will have very specific functions, and will have a number of other high ranking officials below them who report to them and brief them on progress and important updates.

      Director Cromwell, meanwhile, will oversee them all. He will, in the end, have the final say on anything he considers important enough to warrant his attention. And, as such, he will be less likely than the others to hold such a structured schedule. More likely, he’ll meet relevant officials as and when he desires to see them.

      And that, in the end, makes our job a little bit harder. Predicting who he’ll see next, and when, won’t be possible. We need evidence. We need schedules. We need specific data.

      There’s plenty more work to be done…

      That night, with all of this flowing around my head, my dreams are uneasy. My mind works on overdrive, processing everything I’ve seen and learned, trying to figure out a potential plan of action.

      I drop off and wake regularly, always finding Adryan hard at work. Until one time when I wake, and find myself in his arms, being carried off to bed. My eyes creak open as he lays me down onto the soft mattress, pulling the blankets over me as I smile up at him.

      He doesn’t say a word, and neither do I. He just leans in and kisses me gently on the cheek, before departing to continue his endless exploration of the files.

      I drop off again with the smile still lingering on my face. And back in the blackness of my subconscious, I hear a voice calling out to me.

      I can’t tell what it is. It echoes from somewhere deep, somewhere far away, hardly audible.

      Is it Zander? Is he trying to wake me?

      I can’t tell. The voice is so quiet, hard to decipher. I find myself starting to wake, the voice growing louder. And as it does, a single word begins to settle in my head.

      But it’s not a word. It’s a name.

      Rebecca…
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      “Rebecca,” I repeat, looking straight at Adryan.

      He looks weary, having spent most of the night searching the files. I probably shouldn’t have woken him so early – it’s just past 6AM – but let him sleep a little longer.

      Nothing that a quick stroll around the gardens on level 10 won’t sort out, though.

      He pushes himself up into a sitting position on his bed. The blankets fall off him, clearing a path for my eyes to his chest and torso. I feel a flutter of both embarrassment and desire at the sight, but don’t let it distract me.

      Not too much, at least…

      “Rebecca?” he says. “You mean, the receptionist?”

      “Yeah, the receptionist,” I say brightly. “She pretty much runs the building, her and the others down at the front desk. If anyone’s going to know about schedules, it’s her, right?”

      Adryan considers it a moment, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

      “I…I guess so. If there are schedules for the members of the Consortium, then they’ll most likely be on the system, yeah. Good thinking, Brie.”

      “Well, it just came to me,” I say, shrugging.

      Literally, it really did. Was that voice just my subconscious? I’m still not exactly sure…

      “It’s a pretty obvious idea, though. I just need to figure out how to get access.”

      “Hmmmm, that won’t be so easy,” warns my half naked husband. “The security desk in the atrium is manned at all times by two receptionists. And the systems in place there are extremely advanced. If you got Rebecca to, say, download the schedules and put them on file, like Brian Spencer did, then it would probably be found out immediately by the other receptionist. They work in tandem on touchscreens, as you’ve seen. You’d have to manipulate them both, simultaneously, and also hope that there are no Savants or City Guards around in the atrium to see what you’re doing.”

      My posture sinks lower as I listen to him speak. I take a seat on the bed next to him. It sounds impossible.

      Unfortunately, there are always City Guards on duty in the atrium, their presence there greater than anywhere else in the building. That’s natural, of course, given how it’s the only entry point.

      “What about at night?” I ask. “Are there two receptionists at night as well?”

      “Yes, always two. And always a number of security personnel on duty as well. The only benefit of trying to do it at night would be the number of Savants. The majority will be sleeping.”

      “Well, I don’t need to be there, do I?” I ask, configuring a plan. “I can just manipulate Rebecca at another time, like I did with Brian.”

      “You could,” says Adryan. Immediately, I get the feeling that he’s about to offer a ‘but’. He’s become a true professional at smothering my bright ideas. “But...” he continues. Yep, there it is. “…you’d still face the same issues. If Rebecca then tried to extract information from the database, the other receptionist would see.”

      “OK, I’ll manipulate her too…”

      “And the City Guards on duty? You can’t manipulate them all, Brie.”

      “Well,” I say, getting frustrated, “do you have a better idea?!”

      He shuffles his position, and I glance across once again at his lean physique. He’s clear proof that the Savants adhere to a very strict nutritional and exercise regimen.

      “I need to think,” he says, standing up.

      The covers fall off him and he steps straight for the closet, dressed only in a pair of boxer briefs. I avert my eyes through instinct and he sets about covering himself up in a bathrobe.

      It’s stupid, really, to act so coy like this. We are husband and wife after all.

      Well, not really, Brie, I’m forced to remind myself.

      As he ties up the robe, however, my mind begins working down a new path. My brief conversation with Rebecca the previous day comes back to me, and the light bulb begins to flash in my head.

      We don’t need her to download the files…

      The thought becomes verbal, journeying from my head to my mouth and spilling from my lips.

      “We don’t need her to download the files,” I say aloud.

      Adryan turns to me.

      “Say again.”

      “Adryan, Rebecca has a photographic memory!” I beam. “Everything that’s stored on the database, everything she’s seen, will be in her head somewhere!”

      “Including the schedules,” Adryan whispers vaguely, catching up. His eyes brighten and he looks at me. “You think you can find that information…in her head?”

      I nod, smiling wide.

      “Oh yeah. If she’s seen the schedules, and it’s in her head, I’ll find it. We can bypass everything else! I just need to get her alone somewhere. Do you know what she does outside of work?”

      “The same as everyone else. Exercise. Eat. Sleep. Her personal scheduling might be slightly different due to her hours at the desk. I have seen her working late before.”

      “So she might, say, exercise late as well?”

      “Possibly, if that’s what her schedule dictates.”

      “It would make it easier for me to get her alone if that was the case, wouldn’t it?”

      “Certainly. But it might raise flags too. Unless there’s call for it, it would be unusual to see an Unenhanced woman wandering around the communal levels at night.”

      “Well then,” I say, a plan taking shape, “perhaps I should put my acting skills to the test…”

      Adryan peers at me suspiciously.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I can pretend to be a Savant. If I’m dressed in grey, then no one’s going to notice me. It’s as you say, Adryan, I need to learn to fit in.”

      I smirk at him in an altogether devious fashion. He looks uncomfortable at the idea, but doesn’t immediately shut it down.

      That’s rare.

      “It might work,” he admits. “But it’s dangerous. If someone recognises you…”

      “Like who? No one cares about me, and like you say, most people are sleeping at night.”

      “And what about Rebecca? She’ll recognise you as soon as you show up.”

      “True…but not after I’ve got into her head. She won’t even know I was there, trust me.”

      He continues to ponder the plan for a moment, most likely working through a number of scenarios in his mind. He’s shown himself to be not entirely risk-averse, and yet will always try to take the safest option if it’s available.

      Eventually, when he speaks, he appears to concur with my thinking.

      “We need to find out about Rebecca’s schedule first of all,” he says. “If she’s currently working late, then you’ll have no option but to find her at night. If so, then perhaps your plan is the most appropriate option.”

      “Thank you for the endorsement,” I say, smiling.

      “However, you will need to discover Rebecca’s schedule. How will you go about doing that?”

      I shrug.

      “I’ll just ask her. Simple.”

      “You’ll ask her? That’s quite irregular.”

      “Perhaps for you,” I laugh, “but not for me. She won’t find it odd coming from an Unenhanced. I’ll just drop it into conversation.”

      “Right…”

      “So, did you discover anything new from the files last night? Thanks for putting me to bed again, by the way.”

      “You’re welcome.” A grin passes across his face. “The plans, though, will need further analysis. Most likely we’ve mined all we can from them. I’m not seeing any other way in other than straight up through the elevators.”

      I’m not surprised. It’s become pretty clear what I’m going to have to do to get up there.

      As Adryan heads off to shower, I move back into the living room and order for the walls to become transparent. Down below, a stage has now been fully erected outside of the High Tower, with steeped stands set out beyond and stretching off down the main street that links onto the Inner Spiral.

      Looking upon it, my memory turns back to my first time here, weeks ago, when I was standing up there being looked upon by the entire city. I remember looking up and seeing the Consortium looking down upon me, dressed in the purest of whites, with Director Cromwell at their centre.

      How things have changed since then. I could never have possibly imagined that I’d be tasked with killing that man. That I’d find myself here, half way up the High Tower, looking upon the world with such different eyes.

      My eyes have changed. My body has changed. My mind has changed. And this city has most certainly changed.

      It’s so odd to think of what my life was back then, before Zander came into my life. Before he revealed who I truly was, and set me on this path. I’d always imagined that this city wasn’t fair, that the gulf between the various races here was more stark than most people realised.

      And yet, nothing could have prepared me for all of this. Each and every day, a new event transpires that further opens my mind, opens my eyes to the reality of what we’re facing.

      And yet, while it’s all so grand, and I’m just one tiny thread within this great tapestry, I know that it could all unravel, for good or bad, in the weeks and months to come. That weight upon me has been almost unbearable at times, my knees feeling like they might just buckle, my resolve being constantly tested.

      But, with the support of Adryan, I’m beginning to see some light at the end of the tunnel. Slowly but surely, a plan is forming, and my hope is blooming. And, for the first time, I’m thinking that, maybe, by some strange miracle, I might just be able to pull this off.

      And I might just be able to get out of here alive.
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      Before Adryan heads off to work, he tells me he may be able to leave early today in order to watch the ceremony.

      “I’ll try to get back here if I can,” he says, leaving me with a kiss on the cheek at the door, something that has become a regular fixture whenever we leave or greet each other.

      With a smile, he moves off down the corridor. I watch him go, wondering when those regular kisses to the cheek will move to the lips.

      My morning is slow, and mostly spent in thought. With the early morning adrenaline that woke me so early fading from my body, I sit on the sofa and relax, sucking down a few of the cups of coffee that the people here seem to love so much to renew my energy levels.

      Loading up the hologram, I spend a bit more time looking at the structure of the High Tower again, sitting on the sofa and staring at its summit. I don’t do so in any real hope of seeing something Adryan might have missed – thorough as he is, that’s highly unlikely – but more to fully acquaint myself with the floors above me.

      It’s interesting to see how the various apartments on each level grow a little larger the higher you go, with the highest ranking Savants given a larger allowance. I wonder which one Agent Woolf lives in, or Deputy Burns, or anyone else I’ve come across over the last few weeks.

      I can imagine that Deputy Burns, in particular, will have one of the most prominent accommodations below the summit. Agent Woolf, being of lower rank, will be several floors down, perhaps around the same level as Adryan was before he moved here with me. If my memory serves, that was level 71, and she most likely resides around there.

      I wonder, too, whether these people live alone or have spouses. Deputy Burns, I can imagine, will have a wife who lives with him. The same idea doesn’t quite compute with Woolf, such a hateful woman as she is. Despite my lack of affection for these Savants, I still feel a swell of pity for any possible husband she might have.

      To me, marriage seems like a pointless exercise for her. Here, it’s only required as a tool for procreation, and frankly, I don’t see Agent Woolf as the type to ever have children, not that she’d necessarily have any say in the matter. I suspect that any woman able to breed is also required to do so to further the race. But unlike poor Mary, if she did, I suspect she’d be only too happy to give the child up.

      As I sit and ponder my mission, my mind turns again to Zander, and the voice that rumbled through my subconscious. Shutting my eyes, I try to get in touch with him to update him on what’s been happening. My attempts fail, as they have done several times in the last few days.

      Each time, it sends a new pulse of worry through me. He did say that he wouldn’t be contactable all the time, and that he was busy with his own important business. That said, I can’t help but think that something terrible has happened when he fails to reply.

      Could he have been hurt?

      Could he have been killed?

      Such fears and more begin to rush through me, setting my pulse racing. Then again, I satisfy myself with the knowledge that, should something happen to him, I’m certain that Adryan will be informed and will, consequently, pass the message on to me.

      I do briefly consider trying to use Adryan’s communicator myself to speak with Lady Orlando and find out just what’s going on down there. I don’t currently know the code, but with a bit of careful exploration of my husband’s mind, I’m sure I could locate it.

      And then, as always, I remember exactly what Zander told me – just keep your mind on your task, he’d said. Don’t let yourself be distracted by anything that happens…

      Hard as it can be at times, that’s what I have to do. And so, with that thought in mind, I shut down the hologram, get myself appropriately dressed, and work my way down towards the atrium as the early afternoon begins to shift along at a quickening pace.

      My latest task is, of course, to merely spark up a conversation with Rebecca and find out what her schedule is like. When I first arrive, however, I find her completely inundated with work, the scheduling of the ceremony clearly keeping her too busy to spare me any time at all.

      I try, of course, to get her chatting, but am quickly told to leave her alone if I have no urgent requests that need immediate attention. I can think of nothing, and so head off for a little while, returning to the gardens on level 10 to give myself a much needed energy boost.

      Sucking in the life-giving oxygen, I wander around looking at the beautiful plants and occasionally heading for the perimeter to look down at the world below. As it always seems to be, it’s fairly quiet, with only a smattering of people wandering about as I am. Some come only briefly to reinvigorate themselves, while others look upon the plant life with a measure of curiosity, perhaps interested in studying them further to give them a better understanding of what lies beyond our borders.

      As I go about my business, I see a flash of blue amid the grey, and spot the face of Lucy Paulson meandering her way down the little lanes. I hurry my step over to her as she lifts her eyes to mine, hoping to get some update on my genetics test. If Rebecca couldn’t help me, perhaps she can, seeing as her husband works there.

      Her face brightens at my arrival, and she pulls me into a hug.

      “Brie, how are you? How was dinner at Mary’s?”

      “I’m good, Lucy. Dinner was lovely.”

      It wasn’t. The food was a little overdone, and the conversation was a little disjointed. I still feel bad for bringing up the topic of family, so sore as it still is for Mary.

      “That’s fabulous. Sorry I couldn’t make it, a little short notice in the end for Raymond and me. Are you settling in OK?”

      “Um, as well as can be expected, I suppose,” I say. Somehow, I don’t feel I have to be completely fake with Lucy. Of anyone, she’ll understand just how odd it is moving here from Outer Haven.

      “You’ll get the hang of it soon enough,” she says with a smile. Her eyes spread around the level, looking upon the natural greenery with a growing affection. “If nothing else, these gardens are quite delightful. They can be a real refuge in your lower moments.”

      “You come here a lot, do you?” I ask.

      “More than I’d care to admit, yes. I often wander around here at lunchtime. The other communal levels can get so busy during certain times, but here it’s always quiet.”

      “Yeah, I’m getting the impression that Savants don’t properly appreciate this place,” I add. “If there were gardens like this in Outer Haven, they’d be constantly packed.”

      “No doubt about that,” laughs Lucy.

      We begin wandering around the level together, a couple of outsiders dressed in blue among a strange sea of grey. Here, though, there’s plenty of green to hide us, along with various other colours sprouting from beautiful flowers. In certain areas, it’s quite stunning, assaulting the senses in a magical way.

      My thoughts, though, are of a darker disposition, and the nagging doubt about my blood test still won’t go away. So I ask Lucy, hoping she can clear the air.

      “Oh, you’ll hear nothing about that unless there’s a problem. And, if there is, they’ll probably just come barging through your door!” She laughs slightly awkwardly, suggesting she’s known it to happen before.

      I certainly have. I saw exactly that in Adryan’s mind, when his poor wife was snatched away from him, never to be seen again.

      “So, it should be OK then?” I ask. “It’s been a few days now, after all.”

      “It’s fine, Brie. I asked my husband about it all and he said those new tests take two days max. You’re in the clear, don’t worry so much!”

      My immediate feeling is of both relief and guilt. So, my door’s not going to be kicked down, but poor W. Malcolm’s door certainly will be.

      I can’t help the thought from gnawing away at me, nibbling like a rat in my head. I’ve truly crossed a line now. Is there anything I won’t do to complete my mission?

      I turn my mind from it, though, using my own powers of mind manipulation on myself. Best to hide that memory a little deeper, make it less easy to recall. Perhaps that’s the only way Zander manages to get through the day, clouding all his memories of pain and guilt.

      Having done a full circle of level 10, Lucy leaves me with my personal concerns assuaged. As she returns to the nurseries to work, so too do I, heading back down to the atrium as the afternoon continues to tick along at pace.

      Once more, I attempt to begin a conversation with Rebecca, and find her similarly preoccupied as before. The ceremony is quickly arriving, with the stands and streets outside now beginning to fill.

      “Busy afternoon?” I ask with a wry smile, nodding out towards the growing gathering.

      Her eyes flick up to mine and then back down to her screen.

      “You again, Mrs Shaw. I told you before, if you have no urgent request, please don’t distract me. You must learn to abide by the rules here. This isn’t acceptable.”

      “Sorry, force of habit,” I say. “At least you’ll get to relax soon, though, right? I doubt too many days are as hectic as this…”

      “This is a rare event, yes. But no, I won’t conclude my shift until much later…”

      Bingo. Time to go in for the kill.

      “Ah, that’s a shame. Do you work until late then?”

      Her eyes dance up to mine a final time. I see the bare bones of a frown of irritation across her flat and usually unwrinkled complexion.

      “I currently operate on the afternoon and evening shift. I won’t finish until 3AM. Now please, Mrs Shaw, would you leave me alone.”

      “Of course, Rebecca, I do apologise. Don’t work too hard now.”

      She doesn’t react to the comment. Such a turn of phrase won’t mean anything to these people. They do their duty and nothing more. The concept of working hard doesn’t even exist here – everyone, after all, is required to operate at full capacity all the time. Working hard is built right into their lives.

      Turning my eyes back towards the main doors, I find myself drawn forward. Outside, the shade of black is prominent, owing to the many City Guards now gathering in the stalls ahead of the stage. Beyond, grey is the more dominant colour, with an unexpectedly large number of Savants also here to offer their support, filling the stands and streets as they prepare for the arrival of Commander Fenby.

      Checking my watch, I see that it’s not much past 2.30PM, with the official start time of the ceremony a little way off. Determining that I have enough time to have a wander outside, before returning to the apartment to watch proceedings, I make an immediate beeline for the doors.

      And for the first time since stepping foot into the High Tower, out into the fresh, open air I go.
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      The scene before me is enough to set my pulse racing. There’s a hum in the air, generated by the hundreds of regular Enhanced assembling around the front of the stage. They stand around and gather in anticipation, their faces appearing so much more interesting than those I now live with.

      It’s incredibly refreshing to see normal people again. Enhanced, yes, and genetically different from those in Outer Haven, but still human nonetheless.

      I wander around to the left, working my way down off the wide platform surrounding the High Tower and around the side of the stands built up down the left hand side of the main street. Still, many more City Guards continue to spread from the far reaches of Inner Haven, clearly given some time off their duties to attend.

      It’s odd, really, seeing as their numbers have been so prolific throughout Outer Haven for the last month. I briefly wonder who’s out there on patrol and watching over things if they’re all in here, but immediately realise that I already know the answer.

      The Con-Cops, no doubt, will be making up the difference.

      Then again, they could more or less shift every City Guard from the streets and it wouldn’t make a blind bit of difference. After all, their numbers have only risen in accordance with the attacks by the Fanatics and, well, we all know that the Consortium are behind that little show.

      Well, not all of us know that. In fact, very few do. And those up at the top of the High Tower want to keep it that way.

      As I take in the view, feeling the first bit of wind on my face for several days, I glance up towards the High Tower and set my eyes on the balcony where, many weeks ago, the entire Consortium gathered.

      Now, it’s empty, stretching out from the external flank of the building at around level 4. Those low levels, I now know, are generally used for running the building; maintenance, security, and other such things. And with my now vast knowledge of the internal structure of the High Tower, I look upon it all with a more surgical eye.

      The balcony, in fact, is reachable only from a special private lift at the summit of the structure. It is accessible for the Consortium only, and only their security clearance gives them control of it. The lift opens up within a private room in the High Tower, leading to a very short corridor, which then opens out onto the balcony.

      From inside the High Tower, there’s no way of getting to the balcony except via that lift. Essentially, it’s purely used as a method of transporting the members of the Consortium to and from the balcony without forcing them to have to mingle or interact with anyone else.

      Of course, Adryan and I picked up on this last night, and briefly considered it as an alternative way into the summit. Seeing as the lift goes straight up there without stopping anywhere else, I looked upon it as a rather attractive option.

      Adryan, as per usual, was quick to count it out as a possibility.

      His explanation was twofold.

      First of all, there’s no way of getting up onto that balcony to actually gain access to the lift. And secondly, even if I could, I wouldn’t be able to control it, seeing as I don’t have the security clearance, something only the members of the Consortium have.

      All in all, it was an appealing prospect, but one that held no water at all. A shame, but Adryan, as always, was right on the money.

      As I stand and stare at the balcony with a ripple of frustration, I feel the ground beginning to shake behind me. The light tremors send me spinning on the spot, and I arch my eyes up to see not one, but two familiar faces looking down upon me with wide smiles stretched across them.

      Ahead of me stand two colossal figures dressed in black uniforms.

      First, Titus, the Brute I met at the bachelor ball and who saved me from the toxic marshes, before secreting me back into the city. I owe him my life, and will never forget what he did for me.

      To his side stands Magnus, the Brute who I came across several times while crossing through the western gate. He was a breath of fresh air every time we crossed paths, and cemented my theory that Brutes are all just gentle giants really.

      I look from one to the next with a bloom of affection in me. Their faces are similarly bright, Magnus’s in particular. He’s the first to speak.

      “Brie, how are you?! Or, I suppose I should be calling you Mrs Shaw now…”

      “Hi…Magnus. I’m really well, thanks.”

      My eyes switch to Titus, who looks to his companion with a frown.

      “Magnus, you know her?” he asks.

      Now Magnus turns to his similarly sized colleague.

      “Yes, I met her on guard at the western gate. Wait…you know her too?”

      “I met her at the bachelor ball not so long ago,” nods Titus. “And…”

      He cuts himself off, refusing to recollect the second of our meetings, and turns down to me. Then Magnus does too, and for the first time I see the resemblance.

      “Are you…related?” I ask.

      They both nod, and Titus speaks.

      “Brothers. I’m the older.”

      “But only by a year, Titus,” booms Magnus. “Don’t go playing that card again. And anyway, I’m bigger…”

      Titus huffs and shakes his head. Size, I assume, is the prized asset among such people.

      I stifle a laugh at the exchange. It’s strangely comical seeing these two gigantic men standing side by side, speaking together in such a fashion.

      “Your poor mother,” I whisper, smirking. It was meant to just be a thought, but slipped out.

      They both frown at me. For some reason, I don’t find either of them in the slightest bit intimidating anymore.

      “What was that, Brie?” asks Titus, peering down.

      “Oh, nothing…I’m just imagining you two as kids, that’s all. Can’t have been easy for your mother…”

      “Well, don’t feel sorry for her,” remarks Titus. “She’s hardly a shrinking violet herself. I doubt you’ve seen too many Brute women, but they do exist I can assure you.”

      It’s true. Brute women do seem to be a rarity. Living in Outer Haven, even seeing a Brute man as part of the City Guard was rare enough. Until recently, of course.

      “So what are you doing here, Brie? Shouldn’t you be in your new home?” asks Magnus, glancing at the High Tower.

      I follow his eyes.

      “Oh, I just came down to take a look. I suppose I wanted to see Commander Fenby with my own eyes, rather than watching on the TV…I mean hologram. Seeing a member of the Consortium is such a treat.”

      My words flow with a strong scent of sarcasm. Unlike Adryan, these two quickly pick it up. Titus’s eyes, especially, look upon me with a hint of a glare, a questioning gaze that suggests he’s still suspicious that I’m up to no good.

      The last time I saw him, he was sneaking me into the city in his car and depositing me out into an alley in the southern quarter. He saw straight through me that morning, and knew exactly what I was. He let me go despite it all, and yet had a few stern words of warning too, a warning that, unfortunately, I can’t submit to no matter how appealing such a thing might be.

      He doesn’t know what I’m up to, but makes it pretty clear that he thinks something’s going on. And all he needs to convince me of that is a simple look and nothing more.

      God it’s good to be around ‘normal’ people again. Strange to say, given their gargantuan size, but oversized humans though they are, they’re still just men. People with the ability to convey feeling and emotion and all manner of other things with nothing more than the tiniest alterations to their expression.

      It’s weird how much you take that for granted. When you end up spending your time surrounded by people who just can’t do the same, you start to appreciate it even more.

      So, despite the fact that Titus looks at me suspiciously, I actually rather like seeing it. Naturally, he’ll have no idea what I’m actually up to, but seeing as he strongly suspects I’m with the Nameless, he must be assuming it’s pretty important.

      I trust him, though, not to say anything. He didn’t hand me over to be taken to the REEF before, so I doubt he’ll go looking for an excuse to have another crack. And, if he did, the truth would come out and the help he gave me would be mined from my memories, and he’d no doubt find himself lined up next to me in front of the executioner.

      Not a good spot for either of us. And, with a very brief dart into his mind, I see that he’s thinking exactly that. There’s real suspicion there, but nothing for him to act upon.

      Magnus, meanwhile, just smiles and continues to ask me how my life is going. I offer a few words back that are essentially positive, but which sound negative by the manner in which I utter them. Magnus merely smirks and says: “Well, you signed up for this, Brie! You only have yourself to blame!”

      With that, his older brother taps him on the back and tells me they have to get going.

      “The ceremony will start soon enough, Brie. Good to see you again,” he says.

      Magnus agrees with the sentiment, and the two giants stamp off to take their positions.

      Left alone now, an official, who I noticed hovering about nearby, immediately comes over towards me. He has a face that reminds me of a rodent, and a rather long nose that you’d assume would make him a Sniffer.

      “Excuse me, but you’ll have to step down the street. You can’t be here,” comes his nasal command.

      I assume he didn’t tell me before due to my companions. Now that they’ve gone, I guess I need to ‘know my place.”

      Still, seeing as I live in the High Tower, I assume I have some authority to find a position a little closer to the stage. When I tell him as much, he dismisses my theory and says, in no uncertain terms, that I need to ‘join the rest of my kind at the back’.

      The way in which he addresses me, and looks at me, makes it clear that this ratty little man has no respect for Outer Haveners.

      Feeling insulted, I find it hard not to act. If this creature knew what I really was, then he wouldn’t be looking down on me like this.

      Don’t react, Brie, I warn myself. That’s just your pride speaking.

      Damn right it is.

      I can’t help but offer him a very clear look of my own batch of personal disdain. And then, with a flash of my eyes, I slip into his mind and order him to apologise.

      It’s completely inadvisable to act as such, especially in present company, but something in me just snaps that I can’t control. Thankfully, however, I pull myself from his consciousness too quickly for anyone nearby to notice, and set my eyes on the man again.

      Seeing as he’s not a Savant, and his mind is no more advanced than any regular fellow over in Outer Haven, the order sets easily. I guess I’ve been spending enough time issuing orders to powerful minds that anything less is a walk in the park.

      So it would seem.

      With a sudden contrition, the weasel looks at me, bows his head, and offers an immediate apology.

      “I’m very sorry,” he says earnestly, “for the way I spoke to you.”

      I smile, both from hearing his words – man that order was easy to deliver – and from relief that I wasn’t caught out.

      “That’s quite alright,” I tell him. “I guess you’re just doing your job.”

      He nods and scurries away, and despite winning that little exchange, I begin moving a little further down the street. After all, I’m only going to get some other official telling me to move, so might as well ‘join my kind at the back’, as he told me to do.

      So, off I go down the street, heading towards the rear stands, all filled with blue. I’m fairly surprised to see so many Unenhanced here, and so many people in general. I thought it was to be a smaller affair, a more private event to honour an important, but specific force of people in this city.

      Clearly, though, given their growing prominence in recent weeks, the people have come out to give them their support. As one of the few people around here who actually knows what the hell is going on on the ‘inside’, it does leave a rather bitter taste in my mouth.

      Moving in to find a place to sit, a soft voice calls out behind me.

      “Brie! Oh Brie!”

      I turn around and see Sophie come rushing through the narrow gap between the stands, hurrying to catch me up. She needn’t, really, seeing as I’ve stopped.

      Still, she keeps on coming at a decent trot, gobbling me up into her typically swift embrace.

      “Brie, darling, I hoped I’d catch you here this afternoon. How are you? How’s Adryan? How’s your new life?!”

      I get the usual sense of enthusiasm from her, although it feels quite forced and somewhat muted. There’s a redness around her eyes that not even her makeup can hide, and a pain etched across her usually pristine visage that anyone with a bit of compassion would be able to see.

      Taking my hand, she pulls me into a seat towards the front of the section set aside for our people, and sets her eyes on me.

      “Tell me everything.”

      The request looks to be somewhat distractionary, as if she needs something to take her mind off the reality of her life. That’s the impression I get from her, and the feeling that abounds from her thoughts as I snipe in and take a quick look.

      So, instead of telling her how my life is going, I can’t help but ask about hers.

      “What’s wrong, Sophie?” I ask softly.

      She recoils a little, as if such a question is so rarely asked of her. And then, after a couple of seconds’ delay, the cracks begin to show, and the corners of her eyes grow damp.

      “It’s nothing, nothing,” she says hurriedly.

      I take her hand in comfort.

      “It’s OK, Sophie. You can tell me.”

      She locks eyes with me again. I don’t need to set an order. I don’t want to force her to do anything.

      Because, really, it’s so obvious what this is about.

      “Rycard,” she whispers. “He’s…he’s been discharged…”

      Yep, that’s what I thought.

      “Is he here?” I ask.

      She shakes her head, pulling a handkerchief from her purse and dabbing her eyes.

      “He wouldn’t come. Not after everything. I thought I’d better…you know, to keep up appearances. But…but I’m worried, Brie. I’m so worried.”

      She begins to shake, and I pull her into a hug.

      “It’s OK,” I whisper, shushing her. “We’ll figure something out. I’ll help you. It’ll all be fine in the end, you’ll see…”

      Her weak eyes rise up again, stiffening.

      “You really think so?”

      “Of course. I promise.”

      My words are mostly empty of real meaning. They’re the sort of clichéd offerings you give to someone in such a state, words to do nothing but give them some of your strength, show them that you’re right there with them, and that they don’t have to go through it all alone.

      It’s obvious from Sophie’s expression that, whatever show she puts on, she has been going through this alone for some time. That she doesn’t really have anyone to talk to, no one to lay bare her soul to, to shed all her worries and concerns and hear the very words I’m telling her: that it will be OK.

      And regaining her lost composure, she quickly pulls herself back together, refusing to surrender to anything but a brief moment of weakness. Raising that familiar false smile, she nods and sniffs her last.

      “You’re right,” she says. “It’ll…all be fine.”

      She’s lying. She doesn’t think that at all. And in truth, I’m lying too. Because I know, really, that she, and her family, are in real danger now of being cast out.

      But there’s one thing I’m not lying about. I will help her. That’s a promise that I’ll always keep, no matter what.

      And as I smile back supportively, a sudden hush begins to flow from the front stands, and the great mass of City Guards ahead stand up straight and to attention, all their bodies stiffening as one. Their eyes raise up, and so do those of the entire congregation, and from the shadows at the rear of the balcony, a man comes.

      Dressed in a dazzling white, and with a head of neat grey hair and calm blue eyes, Commander Fenby advances. He moves straight towards the front of the balcony, his step precise and smooth, and surveys all the gathered people before him.

      An unearthly silence fills the air, showing the deep levels of reverence these people hold for their leaders, and I wait in breathless anticipation for the Commander’s first words.

      But they never come.

      Because from a high angle off to the left, a pulse of blue light fills the air, spreading from the window of a nearby building and galloping straight for the balcony. I catch it immediately in my peripheral vision, somewhere above me, and with a tension gripping at my heart, activate my Hawk and Dasher powers together to slow the flow of light to my eyes.

      I watch now, with the world moving at a crawl around me, as the light zips straight for the balcony, connecting with an invisible shield around it. Immediately, bright blue sparks begin to fizz and crackle, eating away at the force field, and as it does, another flash brightens above, and a loud snap echoes across the square.

      Still staring at the disintegrating shield, I see Commander Fenby turning his gaze up, his eyes widening with an element of confusion. Then, as the barrier before him melts, the shape of a single bullet cuts straight through a tiny gap, moving so fast I can barely pick it up.

      Through it goes, sent by an expert marksman hidden from sight, and cutting a path right for Commander Fenby’s head. Before he can react – before anyone can react – the bullet imbeds itself into his skull, and emerges from the other side, leaving nothing but a circle of red in its wake, and a splash of crimson on the wall of the balcony behind.

      For a second, as the echo of gunfire bounds down the streets of Inner Haven, no one does anything. And then, as Commander Fenby collapses to the floor, the world erupts into chaos.

      And along with it, more gunfire comes.
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      The chattering of voices that preceded the arrival of Commander Fenby has now been replaced with the chattering of gunfire.

      It comes from above and below. It comes from the left and right. Within barely a split second, every single person in attendance has begun to rush; some rushing away in fright, others rushing into the fray, searching frantically for the source.

      The rattle of gunfire, coming from various angles, ends almost as abruptly as it starts. Immediately, however, my reaction is to hover low and hunt for the source as others are, dragging Sophie down with me.

      Ahead, I look to see the City Guard spreading off in various directions, turning their minds from the ceremony and to their work. Dashers zip away, Hawks send forward their eyes, Bats listen for further signs of imminent gunfire.

      But it ends quickly, and suddenly the street fills with nothing but screaming and clamouring and the heavy sound of pounding feet as thousands of people stand up and run.

      I’m not one of them. I only stand but don’t run. Next to me, Sophie stays low under my command, my voice ordering for her to stay down should a fresh assault come.

      Activating my Hawk powers, I look forward and scan the scene, trying to pick out any possible culprits, see some familiar face.

      And familiar they will be. Because this attack can only have come from the Nameless.

      Scanning, I watch as the Savants move back to the High Tower in a strangely orderly fashion. They don’t fling themselves about like the Unenhanced women around me, shrieking and crying and losing all sense of city etiquette as they charge off down the street as fast as their dainty legs will carry them.

      No, Savants don’t behave like that, even in a crisis. Instead, they move at a controlled speed, reaching the doors of the High Tower and quickly disappearing inside without a fuss. Meanwhile, their regular Enhanced counterparts – those not involved with the City Guard – act in a similar fashion to the Unenhanced, rushing off using whatever gifts they’ve been given to get to safety as soon as possible.

      Before long, the stands are clearing and the City Guard have formed a protective cordon around the place. Ahead, I see Deputy Burns managing things, pointing this way and that and working behind the vast protective frames of a number of armoured Brutes.

      Already, I know, he’ll have the Stalkers hunting the assailants down, just as they did after the Nameless took control of the feed during the previous ceremony. It seems they rather enjoy interrupting these events, although this time it’s very different.

      Last time, it was all about sending a message, getting in front of all of Outer Haven to send them a warning of the troubles to come. This time, however, they had something more sinister in mind.

      They’ve just murdered a member of the Consortium. They’ve just assassinated one of the senior ranking Savants in this city. And, for my money, they’ve just made my job a hell of a lot harder.

      What the hell is going on!

      As Sophie continues to try to drag me down from my feet, calling for me to get down, I just stare out in anger and confusion. But there’s no fear in me. I know who did this, and I know they’ve done what they came here to do.

      And I know, too, why my brother has been so busy lately. This attack has his fingerprints all over it. And clearly, it required a lot of planning.

      But it’s over now, I know that. They killed the man they came here to kill, and they most likely continued to fire to cause chaos among the people, to create a diversion to help them escape. If they’re the good people I hope they are, they won’t have seen the need to murder anyone else today.

      So I continue to scan forward to make sure, to check for other bodies. I see none. None that are dead or being treated, at least. Instead, I see hectic activity and rushing figures, all darting here and there as they try to figure out what the hell just happened.

      But among those rushing bodies, one stands completely still. Swaying my vision across the stage, I see the close up face of Agent Woolf staring right back at me. My heart skips a beat and I zoom back with my eyes, returning my sight to normal. She’s a long way away, sixty metres or so, and yet still, she’s staring.

      Damn…

      “OK Sophie, we have to go. Right now.”

      I grab Sophie’s arm and pull her to her feet. She’s trembling, her eyes alert. Turning her, we begin moving down the street away from the cold gaze of the woman who won’t leave me alone; this unstoppable, undeviating robot who seems hell-bent on making my life a misery.

      As I work away with Sophie, heading west, my mind works quickly.

      Did she see me like Titus did in the marshes, using my Hawk eyes? How could she from that distance? She’s just a Mind-Manipulator, not a Hawk. There’s no way she could tell…

      I work my way to a solution that helps settle my pacing heart. Strange, really, that it’s a simple look at her face that sends my pulse galloping more than the sound of gunfire, and the sight of a man having his head cut through by a sniper bullet.

      I can’t keep going like this. I need that woman gone.

      As we move quickly towards the Inner Spiral, I turn to Sophie and lift her up to her full height. Until now, she’s been walking at a crouch, as if expecting a fresh barrage of gunfire to come flashing from the buildings above.

      “It’s OK now, Soph, it’s fine, it’s over,” I say.

      Her eyes maintain that heavy cloak of shock. It’s another thing that’s changed in me so fast, my own complexion calm and body primed for just about anything.

      “Where’s your car, Sophie? I’ll take you home,” I continue.

      With a shivering hand, she points towards an underground parking lot, the same one we used the first time she brought Tess and me here.

      At a jog, I lead her down into the darkness, and set about putting her into her car. We have to dodge a few vehicles as we go, the place quickly emptying out as a stream of computer-driven cars begin working their way up onto the street and away to the various coils of Inner Haven.

      Climbing into Sophie’s car, I ask her her address. She seems so scrambled that she’s barely able to remember. I flash inside her mind and find it for myself, passing the order for the vehicle to drive out towards the Outer Spiral on the western edge of Inner Haven.

      We join the traffic, which flows along steadily, unlike across the border. Over in Outer Haven, where the vehicles are predominantly self-drive, it’s not uncommon to find the streets gridlocked at certain times of day, especially if some of the tracks along the Conveyor Line are down for maintenance.

      Here, however, such a thing isn’t a problem. Not only is the population less dense per square mile, but the computer-driven cars are, naturally, less prone to making mistakes or suffering from the road-rage that does, on occasion, make even the most calm-headed individual into a crazed maniac.

      As such, it doesn’t take long to work our way across the quickest route towards the Outer Spiral, where we step out at Sophie’s building, letting the car park for itself, and quickly move up towards her apartment.

      By the time we reach her door, she’s managed to regain some of her composure, although is clearly still in a slight state of shock. I can only assume that her current mental fragility has compounded the effects of hearing that gunfire, seeing as the event itself wasn’t enough to warrant such a reaction.

      At least, not to me. Perhaps she’s different, and a little more delicate.

      Setting her hand to the scanner, the door unlocks and we pass down the corridor and into the main living area. The last time I came here was under similar circumstances, after the Nameless interrupted the previous ceremony. I get a slight sense of déjà vu as I enter, setting Sophie down onto the sofa and fetching some water from the dispenser in the kitchen.

      Now, I know my way around easily enough. This apartment, while smaller, is very similar in structure to my current one, and the one that Adryan and I met up in in the Court House. The architects and designers here clearly don’t have much imagination.

      As I pass Sophie a flask of water, she takes a sip and shakes her head.

      “No, no,” she says, standing and moving towards the kitchen herself.

      She returns a few moments later with something stronger, pouring us both a glass of wine instead. She sucks down a gulp in a fashion that suggests she’s been indulging in the stuff a little more frequently these days. Given her current troubles, that’s not entirely surprising.

      Then, after polishing off most of the glass in record time, she looks at me with a slightly odd expression on her face. It’s no longer stark and intense, but more curious. She reaches out and slides her fingers down one side of my face, staring deeply into my eyes in a manner that makes me uncomfortable.

      As I prepare to creep into her thoughts to find out what she’s thinking, the sound of footsteps breaks our staring contest and we both raise our eyes to see an untidily dressed figure appearing from a corridor.

      Dressed in his assigned colours of dark grey and black, Rycard’s countenance suits the depressing shade. His cheeks and chin carry their own shadow, several days of facial growth sprouting from his skin, and his hair is ruffled and unkempt.

      Across his head, a white bandage wraps, covering up his right eye. The rest of the right side of his face continues to show signs of the explosion in the market, the many cuts and lacerations he suffered yet to fully heal. Most likely, they never will, his handsome face now permanently scarred and altered.

      His good eye looks upon us, heavily hooded and framed by black shadow. And across his closed lips, a constant grimace curls, an expression of muted anger and defeat replacing the usual smile and buoyancy that I came to associate with him.

      Seeing his wife, he quickens his step and moves forward, flashing his left eye on me as he comes.

      “What happened?” he asks, the frown deepening.

      Sophie stands and gets scooped up into his arms. Now the tears begin to flow, tears that I suspect are based on much more than the shocking events we’ve just witnessed.

      “It’s OK,” whispers Rycard, stroking his wife’s head. “What happened?” he asks again, this time diverting his eyes down to me.

      “You didn’t see?” I ask. “You weren’t watching?”

      He shakes his head. Clearly, he had no interest whatsoever in seeing the ceremony, even by hologram.

      I take a breath, still confused by what I saw.

      “Commander Fenby…he was shot.”

      Rycard’s left eye widens.

      “Shot?! Is he dead?”

      I nod.

      Of course, I can’t be entirely sure, not with the wondrous medical capabilities of the people around here. But, that said, a bullet to the brain is traditionally a sure-fire means of killing a man.

      “He’s dead,” I confirm. “Shot by a sniper.”

      Rycard’s widening left eye stays like that for a moment, before the brief show of shock on his face fades, replaced by that grimace once more.

      “The Nameless,” he says, staring right at me. “It was the Nameless…”

      He continues to stare, forcing me to turn away. And then another word falls from his mouth, growled out as Sophie continues to sob.

      “Good.”
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      It takes another few minutes, and another glass of wine, to calm Sophie down and set her back onto the sofa. She sits quietly, still looking at me from time to time in that curious way as Rycard sets about getting more details from me regarding the attack.

      I quickly fill him in on what I saw, and watch as that grimace on his face continues to deepen.

      His summation, once I’m done, makes his feelings very clear on the City Guard.

      “Maybe he got what was coming to him,” he growls again. “Maybe the Nameless did us all a favour.”

      His feeling of betrayal by those who gave his life meaning and purpose is profound. There’s so much animosity towards them inside him, a simmering anger that boils under the surface, steaming from his eyes and mouth with his seemingly callous words.

      A man who was once a loyal member of the City Guard has now been cast out into the cold, his place among the Enhanced now in doubt. Without his Hawk-vision, he’s considered redundant, a spare part no longer required and set to be tossed onto the scrapheap.

      And along with him, Sophie will be forced to go. If he has no place here, then neither does she, leaving only their son, Maddox, to be kept among the people of Inner Haven, raised to grow into a fully-fledged Hawk like his father before him. To perhaps join the City Guard when he’s ready, continue in his father’s stead as his parents get discarded to the realm beyond the wall.

      Sophie and Rycard are both dominated by such emotions now; Rycard’s thoughts shaped by his anger and resentment, Sophie’s by her feelings of fear and worry for what will happen to her family.

      It’s a terrible situation to be in, both of them so worried that their son will be taken. Unlike the Savants, these two are loving parents, and it’s clear that they’ll do absolutely everything in their power to keep their son by their side.

      Yet, unless they get help, there may be nothing they can do. And looking at them now, I feel I have no choice.

      I have to help them.

      I have to keep to the promise I gave Sophie.

      “What will you do now?” I ask tentatively.

      Rycard and Sophie share a look. Her eyes are wet and soft. His left one is harsh and filled with fire.

      “There’s nothing we can do,” sniffs Sophie. “They’re…they’re going to take our son.”

      She begins sobbing again, covering her eyes with her hands and shaking violently. Once more, Rycard wraps her up, his eyes burning brighter as he looks upon his desolate wife. And as if on cue, from down the corridor, the sound of a crying baby drifts, and Sophie’s eyes shoot back up.

      She leaps straight to her feet and stumbles off to tend to her son, leaving Rycard and me alone.

      And alone now, he turns to me with a peering gaze, and sends a harsh whisper from his lips.

      “There’s much more to you than meets the eye, Brie,” he says. “I saw something when I first met you. And it’s only grown more pronounced now. Tell me the truth, Brie. Tell me who you are.”

      He stares at me, and I stare back, two Hawks inspecting one another. I feel a faint rise of my pulse, but it quickly settles. And in my head, I search for the right words to say, battling over revealing the truth or keeping it hidden.

      But now, really, there’s only one choice before me. I have to help. And to do that, I have to step out of the shadows.

      And so, staring right back at Rycard, I whisper: “I’m a hybrid,” and watch closely for his reaction, and sneak into his mind to examine the state of his thoughts.

      Nothing odd happens. His left eye doesn’t widen in shock. His thoughts don’t clatter and rush with amazement at the reveal. He merely stares back and nods.

      “That’s what I thought,” he says.

      Now it’s my turn to react. And I do, with a frown.

      “You did?”

      He nods.

      “I’ve watched you closely, Brie, every time I’ve seen you. Nothing about you has been normal to me. I think I knew all along, but it was confirmed when I found you in that shelter over in district 6 of the western quarter. You’re a hybrid, and you’re with the Nameless. And you’re here for a reason…”

      A silence hits the room. Maddox’s wailing fades down the corridor as Sophie tends to him. Slowly, I realise what I have to do.

      “I’m here…to help you,” I say. “You’re right. You’re right about everything. But there’s a lot you don’t know. And there’s a lot I can’t tell you. But right now, I can help. I can get you and Sophie and Maddox to safety. If you want to stay together as a family, and you want to stay safe, then I can get the Nameless to take you in.”

      He stares and listens and, slowly, a small smile breaks the grimace on his face.

      “You’re a brave woman, Brie,” he says. “But surely this would put you at risk?”

      “I don’t care,” I tell him. “My life is constantly at risk as it is. Helping you won’t change that for me, but it will for you. The Consortium have been behind all of the Fanatics’ attacks, Rycard. The attack at Culture Corner. The attack at the warehouse. The attack at the market…” He grimaces again, a snarl creeping onto his face at the memory of his maiming. “All of it was them…everything that’s happened, everyone that’s been killed, has been because of them.”

      Once more, only a shadow of a reaction graces his face. Like the reveal of who I really am, it appears he’s had his suspicions about this as well.

      “Is that really true?” he asks.

      I nod slowly.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “Do you remember back to when the Nameless took over the video feed during my ceremony? They said the Fanatics were not who we thought they were.”

      “I remember,” he says.

      “And after, when Sophie brought me here with my friend, Tess, you said you thought the Fanatics were just Unenhanced who worshipped the Savants.”

      He nods.

      “Well, that’s not true,” I continue. “The Fanatics are Unenhanced, yes, but those reconditioned and directed by the Consortium. They’ve been performing these attacks to spread fear, and to fill the streets with more City Guards and Con-Cops. It’s Cromwell. He’s trying to completely subdue the Unenhanced, to make them completely compliant and, eventually, phase them out…”

      A brief silence falls as Rycard processes the information. He does so calmly, before a whisper flows from his lips.

      “Then it’s as I feared,” he says, his eyes staring into empty space. “I’ve been a sympathiser for the Nameless’ cause for a long time. But part of me never thought it would get this far, that the whole of Outer Haven would be at threat.”

      “But you’re not surprised either,” I suggest.

      He shakes his head.

      “No. I’m not surprised one bit.”

      “Then you’ll know that you need to go,” I say. “You and Sophie and Maddox all need to leave before you’re torn apart. I can help you, Rycard…”

      “How?”

      The voice comes from the corridor. We both turn up to see Sophie coming back into the room, Maddox now settled back down. Rycard rushes to his feet. I stay seated, searching Sophie’s reaction.

      There’s barely any shock to her either. She comes forward as the room falls silent and looks at me again in that curious fashion. Her eyes are red, but now dry. There’s a new resolve there that’s hiding the fear.

      “Are you with the Nameless, Brie?” she asks softly, peering into my eyes. “I saw it, the way you were looking out there after the attack. Your eyes…they reminded me of Rycard. Are you…a hybrid?”

      I nod, and her eyes change, looking at me in an entirely different way. But it’s not fear or doubt that spreads through her face, but wonder.

      “I knew you were special,” she whispers. “I knew it…”

      I look back to Rycard, and then to her.

      “I can get you to the Nameless. I can get you all to safety. But you’ll need to do everything I tell you, and be ready to leave all of this behind. Can you do that? Can you do that, Sophie?”

      Her visage stiffens and she nods.

      “I’ll do anything to stay with my family. Anything, Brie.”

      I smile and take a breath.

      “Good. Then listen carefully to what I tell you, and leave everything else with me.”
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      I return to the High Tower with another pressing issue on my plate, battling through several levels of security in order to gain admittance.

      Outside, the streets teem with City Guards, much of the area cordoned off as the investigation into what happened begins, with several people up on the balcony analysing the crime scene where Commander Fenby was shot, ferried up by some piece of machinery.

      Again, I know that my tendency to help those I care about is rising to the fore, even if it may put my mission in jeopardy. No doubt Zander will have some harsh words to say on the matter, and perhaps even Adryan too.

      And yet, I don’t care. Frankly, my brother has plenty of explaining to do himself once I finally connect with him in my mind, something that I seem to be unable to do right now.

      Naturally, along with my desire for an explanation, my concerns about his safety also begin to burgeon.

      Please be OK, Zander. Please don’t be dead

      And if you’re not, I’m going to kill you myself…

      Before leaving Sophie and Rycard, however, I make sure to dull their memories of what I’ve told them about me, the Nameless, the Consortium, and everything else. And while they were both seemingly unsurprised by my status as a Hawk, revealing that I’m a Mind-Manipulator does cause some level of astonishment.

      Still, it was a necessary reveal. Unlike simply imparting an order, I need to spend a little time in their minds in order to hide their recollections of the past couple of hours. And while I could just try to erase the knowledge of who and what I am completely, I feel such a thing could be counterproductive given the situation.

      After all, it’s important that they know who I really am if they’re to trust me and go along with my plan. So, I have to satisfy myself with doing a rather untidy job of hiding their recollections and hoping that no one comes prying. Unfortunately, I’m not yet anywhere near as skilled as my brother at concealing memories

      The one person, of course, who I fear the most right now is Agent Woolf, the stalking nemesis who just won’t leave me alone. And as I return to my apartment that evening, she rushes straight back to the forefront of my mind once more.

      Stepping out of the lift at level 51, I see a flash of grey disappearing into another lift down the corridor. In truth, it could be anyone, but with me being on such high alert, I can’t help but worry that she’s been snooping around.

      Rushing into the apartment, I find Adryan in the living room, watching the hologram as it plays re-runs of the attack only hours ago. Seeing me, he jumps to his feet and paces straight at me.

      “Brie! Where have you been? Are you alright? I’ve been worried…”

      “I’m fine, just fine. Um, was someone just here with you?” I inquire.

      “No,” he says, frowning. “Like who?”

      “Oh…it doesn’t matter. I’m just being paranoid.”

      “Well, what’s been going on? Why weren’t you back here for the start of the ceremony? I was waiting for you.”

      “I, erm, got distracted,” I say. “I went out for some fresh air and ran into a few old friends. Then…it all happened.”

      “And since then? Where have you been, Brie?”

      “With Sophie and her husband, Rycard. She was in a state. I helped her home.”

      “Right…”

      “So have you heard from my brother? It was him, wasn’t it? Him and the Nameless. Did you know about this, Adryan? Did you know this was going to happen?”

      I peer at him, and his hands rise up to tell me to slow down.

      “One question at a time, Brie,” he suggests. “And no, I didn’t know about this. Like you, they only tell me what they think I need to know. I’m as in the dark as you are…”

      “And Zander?” I ask quickly. “Have you spoken to him, or Lady Orlando? I can’t get through to him telepathically. I need to know that he’s alright.”

      “I’ve tried, but there’s no response. I’m sure he’s fine, Brie. Your brother can handle himself, and if it was him down there, then he’ll have planned it all out, escape routes and all. It seemed to be very professionally arranged to me…”

      He turns to the hologram, which plays out the event once more in real-time. I watch again as the pulse of blue light zips from a darkened window, breaking apart the invisible energy barrier in front of Commander Fenby. Then the bullet comes, almost immediately, cutting straight through his head and leaving him in a crumpled heap on the floor.

      It’s as Adryan says: extremely professional. And watching it without using my Dasher powers, it’s quite astonishing how quickly it all happens. The blue pulse round to disable the shield, the sniper bullet that kills Commander Fenby, the crackling gunfire that follows, causing all manner of chaos on the streets.

      All of it happens in a flash, so fast that no one down at the ceremony has a chance to react before it’s all over.

      Watching the footage, I’m reminded of the many times I used to sit in the common room at the academy doing the same, or head off to the large intersection just south of Brick Lane, where the huge screens drew so many eyes.

      A thought comes to me.

      “Is this being televised across Outer Haven too?” I ask.

      Adryan glances towards the windows.

      “It wasn’t meant to be – just an official function for Inner Haveners. But you can bet they’ll be making sure all of Outer Haven sees this now. It will only help to increase panic.”

      “But they won’t blame the Fanatics, will they? They’ll have to admit that it’s the Nameless, right?”

      “I suspect so,” says Adryan. “But all the better for them. The people are already terrified of the Fanatics. If the Consortium make them think that some sort of war is coming between the two groups, then their fear is only going to grow.”

      “And so their grip gets tighter,” I murmur.

      I turn from the footage, not wishing to view it any longer, and march into the open plan kitchen. Pouring a glass of water, I gulp it down, and find Adryan following me over. I look up to him, shaking my head.

      “Why, Adryan,” I ask. “Why would Lady Orlando want Commander Fenby dead? It’s only going to make my job – our job – so much harder here. Security’s going to grow even tighter now, surely?”

      He doesn’t have the answers. Or he won’t give them to me. I glance into his eyes and find that his confusion is similarly strong as mine. I’m grateful, at least, that he’s not keeping secrets like the rest of them.

      Returning to the sofas, we shut off the hologram, and Adryan asks me whether my task earlier was successful. I’d half forgotten it all amid the mayhem, but at least have some good news for the day.

      “Yeah, Rebecca is working until 3AM at the moment,” I tell him. “I suppose I should get some rest if I’m going to…”

      “No, Brie, not tonight. Not after what happened. Let’s wait for the dust to settle first, shall we.”

      “And how long will that take?”

      “We’ll have to wait and see. But Savants don’t tend to let any crisis affect them for long. It’ll probably be business as usual tomorrow, only with a few more City Guards around the place.”

      Why does that not surprise me. Other than creating a talking point, I doubt the death of Commander Fenby has had any impact whatsoever upon the residents of this building.

      In truth, I suppose I don’t mind taking a break for the evening. I’m still pretty wired after everything that’s gone on, and have plenty on my mind without having to go in search of Rebecca and the secrets that may, or may not, lie in wait in her head.

      Still, that stage of the plan is speculative, but there’s something else I need to be getting on with now too – getting Sophie, Rycard, and Maddox down to the underlands.

      That will, of course, involve my brother, giving me another pressing reason to get in touch with him. So leaving Adryan in the dark about this particular side-mission, I tell him I’m tired and should get an early night. Given how he spent most of last night trying to decipher the security files and building schematics, he’s probably in need of the same.

      With a weary kiss to the cheek that turns into a long, drawn-out hug, we leave each other in the living room and go our separate ways, heading off towards our own private rooms at opposite ends of the apartment.

      Reaching my room, I immediately order for the bright lights to be significantly doused and clamber into bed. Clinging to the final vestiges of energy I have, I sit in the silence and the darkness, shut my eyes tight, and call out for Zander once more.

      Zander, can you hear me? Zander, are you OK?

      I wait for a moment and get no reply, something I’ve grown used to. And then, rumbling from the depths, I hear him answer.

      Brie…I’m here. I’m OK. Are you?

      A rush of air escapes me at his words. He sounds calm, in control, no tension to his voice.

      I’m fine! Was it you, Zander? Tell me, was it you?

      My own voice isn’t controlled. It gallops through my mind and into his.

      A short silence follows. Then his answer comes.

      I didn’t pull the trigger, he says. But yes, it was us.

      Why?! I shout in my mind. The city is in lockdown now! You’ve just made my job impossible!

      It was necessary, Brie. I can’t tell you why…not yet. But you have to trust me. We had no choice. Your mission is merely part of a greater plan. I have my role too, as do others. There are lots of moving parts, of which you are just one…

      I feel my eyes scrunching up tight as his words come at me.

      Just one part of a greater plan? I ask aggressively. Then why aren’t I being included?

      I’ve told you before, Brie, he says, his own voice rising in volume. Focus on your role, and nothing else. That’s your job here.

      I suck in a deep breath, and a whole bunch of curse words flow through my thoughts. I want to project them to him, but refuse the urge. After all, this isn’t anything new, being told to just ‘focus on my mission’. Yet I never expected this to happen. I never expected another member of the Consortium to be assassinated, right before I took out the biggest dog of them all!

      I decide to not push the issue. He won’t budge, I know that about him now. And I know, too, that somewhere deep down, he’s right.

      So instead, I move towards a more personal matter, a fresh favour that I need to ask him. Last time he helped me out, I promised I’d do this job. I guess, now, since he’s made it so much harder, he can help me out again.

      I need you to do something for me, I tell him.

      I can almost see him rolling his eyes by the way he asks: What?

      It’s Sophie and her husband, Rycard, I say. I need you to give them safe passage to the underlands and take them in…

      Jesus, Brie! What the hell…

      Zander, this isn’t a request, OK. It’s an order. I’m doing the best I can here, and it’s not easy, but these are my friends, and I need them to be safe. Will you help me?

      Another silence follows. And then comes the expected concession.

      Fine. I’ll help, he says. But why? Why do they need to get out?

      It’s a long story, I say. Suffice to say, they’re in real danger of losing their son. If you’d been in my shoes here, you’d know what a big deal that is. I won’t let them lose him.

      And it’s just passage to the underlands they need? asks Zander.

      Passage and refuge, I say. Rycard is – was – a member of the City Guard. He may be able to help you. But mostly, I just need them safe so I can get on with my job.

      Right, if that’s what it takes, then I’ll make sure they’re taken in. And they’re definitely on board with the idea?

      Yep, a hundred per cent on board, I answer. It shouldn’t be hard to get them all across to Outer Haven. I’ll just need you to pick them up and get them to safety.

      Well, make your plans and let me know. And do it quickly, Brie, so you can get back to why you’re really there…

      There’s a small bite of irritation to his voice that he clearly doesn’t want me to miss. Evidently, he’s got plenty to be doing without all of this, and yet knows that my cooperation is paramount.

      Best to keep me sweet and focused, is what he’ll be thinking. And, well, that works for me if it will ensure that Sophie, Rycard, and Maddox are given sanctuary.

      I will, I assure him. Tomorrow. I’ll be in touch tomorrow. Be ready to help.

      I’ll be listening, he says. I’ll be waiting.

      And with that all cleared up, and my own mission on a very temporary hiatus, I manage to drop into an unexpectedly peaceful sleep.
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      Adryan wakes me before leaving for work at the usual hour, proving that the High Tower isn’t going to come to a halt for anything, even the death of one of its senior members.

      “Life goes on,” he tells me, setting down a hot chrome flask of coffee on the bedside table. “What are you going to do today?”

      I stretch out my weary limbs and quickly work through the plan of action I formulated last night in my head. None of those thoughts turn verbal, though, given how I’m intending on keeping Adryan out of the loop on my mission to help Sophie and Rycard.

      “Oh, not much,” I say. “I’ll just catch up on some rest and let the dust settle, as you say.”

      “Good plan. By the way, I spoke with Lady Orlando just now. Your brother is safe and sound.”

      “Yeah, I know. I spoke with him last night. I guess she didn’t give you any more info on what they’re up to then? Zander was typically tight-lipped…”

      “Afraid not. Just that it was an important part of the plan, that’s all. It doesn’t surprise me. Lady Orlando doesn’t do anything unless it’s been fully thought out.”

      He drops down and kisses my cheek, before briefly glancing up at the picture of my parents behind me. A small frown drops over his eyes as he looks at it, and I follow them.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      He peers closer, and then shakes his head.

      “Nothing. I just…feel guilty.”

      “Why?”

      “I promised I’d find out about your parents. But with everything that’s been happening…I don’t know, I haven’t had much of a chance.”

      I lift my palm to his cheek, cleanly shaven and smooth as it is each morning.

      “Don’t worry, Adryan. It doesn’t matter right now.”

      He looks down at me, and I smile at him to make it clear that he doesn’t have to feel bad about it. And as I do, he leans in again, and this time kisses my lips. It’s little more than a peck, and he quickly retreats.

      “Sorry…” he mumbles. “Sometimes I just…I see…”

      “Shhhh,” I whisper. “You don’t have to explain.”

      And with a note of awkwardness settling in the room, he departs.

      I begin my day as soon as he leaves, jumping up out of bed, showering, dressing in my usual outfit of sky blue pants, t-shirt, and sweater, and heading straight down to the atrium to see just what the situation is outside.

      As soon as I step out from the lift, I get a sense of the greater concentration of City Guards lingering around. They spread in greater numbers around the main doors, with many more clearly visible outside.

      I suspect that it will be the same on the floors above, or at least the levels that are deemed to require protection. Yet, for the most part, the heightened security will be concentrated around the paths into the building, and not inside of the High Tower itself. If that’s the case, then perhaps I won’t be so hindered after all.

      Other than the increase in security, however, life appears to be going on as normal, within the atrium at least. Over at the main desk, I see two receptionists I don’t recognise doing their usual thing, tapping away on their touchscreens and multi-tasking as only a Savant can.

      Across the marble floor, various other Savants continue to spread in from outside, coming into the building to work. There’s nothing to their expressions to speak of the assassination of one of their senior members, barely a word spoken as the drones march in and set about their days.

      It’s such a weird sight, really, given what’s just happened. And yet, it’s as if nothing’s happened at all.

      One cog, large though it may be, has been irreversibly damaged and will need to be replaced. It will be, and probably very soon, and the machine will keep on running. That’s how it goes here. No one will shed a tear for Commander Fenby. No one will let any measure of fear enter their minds, worried that this might be the start of something worse.

      They’ll all just continue to do their jobs, all the little cogs just turning, so that the big machine keeps on running. No matter what.

      Baffled by the sight, I wander towards the main doors and set my eyes over the scene. Already, most of the construction for the botched ceremony has been taken down, the stage and stands gone, with only a few supports still being dismantled.

      All around, and up on the balcony, the investigation continues, with various areas still closed off where the attackers were thought to have made their assaults from. The same goes for the window ahead, up on a building not far off from the High Tower, where both the pulse round and sniper bullet originated.

      Their investigation, really, isn’t worth conducting. They know full well who was behind it, and unless they managed to capture one of the Nameless as they fled – which I’m sure they didn’t, seeing as Zander never mentioned it – then they’ll have little to go on.

      What I’m most intrigued by, of course, is how exactly they got in and out without detection. Most likely, they did so via the use of their ‘allies’, of which they have many. As Zander told me, they have support all over the city, and clearly have nurtured relationships with the right people to help give them access.

      If only they’d just done this when Cromwell was there during my own ceremony, I think. Then I wouldn’t have had to be dragged into this mess at all…

      With security currently tight around the High Tower, however, I have a little trouble getting through. Reaching a temporary checkpoint, I find myself being briefly questioned by the City Guard on duty. It’s no surprise to find that it’s a fully armed and armoured Brute, and with everything on high alert, he’s rather less cordial than I’m used to.

      “What do you require beyond the High Tower?” he asks suspiciously.

      “I’m just visiting a friend,” I say. “They’re in Inner Haven, it’s OK.”

      “What’s the purpose of the visit?” comes his booming voice.

      “Just…a catch up, that’s all. I am allowed out of the High Tower, aren’t I?”

      “Everything is on high alert, Mrs…”

      “Shaw.”

      “As I say, Mrs Shaw, all citizens of the High Tower, and all of Inner Haven, are being advised to stick to their predetermined duties. Anything beyond normal protocol should be avoided.”

      “I don’t have a predetermined duty,” I counter. “I’m just seeing a friend. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      “I suggest you return to the High Tower, Mrs Shaw. You will be safe there.”

      Oh, forget this…

      With a flash of my eyes, I spread an order into his mind.

      Let me pass, immediately, I demand.

      It takes hold in an instant, and from behind his visor, I see the giant Brute’s demeanour change. He steps to one side and nods me through the barrier.

      “You may pass, Mrs Shaw,” he says.

      “How kind of you,” I offer with a smile, drifting through and quickening my step until I’m far enough away from the High Tower so as not to be burdened again.

      Unfortunately, I’m accosted several more times as I pass through the city on foot, working my way towards the western end of the Outer Spiral where Sophie and Rycard live. It reminds me a little of how Outer Haven has become in recent weeks, the people barely able to go more than ten metres before running into some grumpy Con-Cop. Now, it appears to be the same around here, Inner Haven itself coming under tighter scrutiny.

      Still, having escaped the cordon around the High Tower, I’m not grilled to such an extent, and am able to reach Sophie and Rycard’s apartment without needing to resort to any further mental manipulations. Knocking on their door, I find Rycard quickly ushering me in and shutting the door tight behind him.

      “Did Sophie do what I told her?” I ask, reaching the living area where I see a single bag packed and waiting.

      “Yes. She took Maddox to work with her,” says Rycard. “They’re both over in the southern quarter now.”

      “And she didn’t have any problems getting there? I assume security at the gate was pretty tight.”

      “Tighter, yes, but she has the relevant documentation to get in and out. I assume you managed to speak with the Nameless, with your brother?”

      Last night, I told them all about Zander, and that I’d get straight in touch with him to help. I’d assured them that he’d comply, knowing the bargaining power I hold. The source of that power, however, I kept securely to myself. I suspect that, should I tell either Rycard or Sophie about my mission, they’ll try to talk me out of it.

      Then again, I’m not so sure about Rycard. His hatred of the Consortium and their latest doctrine is palpable, a fair enough state of affairs given they’ve taken one of his eyes and permanently damaged the right side of his handsome face.

      He’s even taken to calling himself a ‘half-Hawk’ a somewhat derogatory nickname used to describe Hawks, like him, who only have good use of one eye.

      However, if he learns of my mission once he’s with the Nameless, that’s fine by me. For now, I’d rather not muddy the water.

      Answering his question, I inform him that Zander is ready for my order.

      “I spoke with him last night,” I say. “He’s ready, as long as you are.”

      He sucks in a deep breath. I can tell that this is difficult for him, leaving his home, his job, everything he’s ever known. And while it’s all been forced upon him, it remains a difficult step to take.

      Peering through his increasingly narrow left eye, he stares at me with a pain across his visage.

      “Do you think this is the right thing to do, Brie? Are we making the right choice?”

      I feel strangely honoured for him to ask me that. Me, of all people, who’s been similarly dragged from the life she knows and had her entire world ripped from beneath her feet. I’m winging this like anyone, and still don’t consider myself as a good person to give advice.

      “You don’t have a choice, Rycard,” is all I say. “Not if you want to keep your family together.”

      “But Maddox…what sort of life will he have out there,” he says, casting his eyes to the wall and the city of Outer Haven beyond. “I have no choice, and nor does Sophie. But our son...he could stay. He could be raised in safety here. What sort of life will he have, growing up running and hiding and living in the shadows?”

      “A free life,” I say, stepping forward. “A free life, Rycard, that he won’t get here. And a life with you and Sophie. A life with his parents.”

      He nods, my words helping to strengthen him again. All he really is, beneath the pained grimace, is a man who wants to see his son safe. I know he’ll give his own life to see that happen, and Sophie would too. But truly, with war looming, nowhere in this city is going to be safe.

      Nowhere.

      “You’re right,” he whispers, still staring through the window, casting away the doubts from his mind. “So what happens now?”

      “We stick to the plan,” I say. “Go and meet Sophie across in Outer Haven, and take her to the northern quarter. I’ll tell my brother to meet you in the market in district 2. He’ll know who you are by the bandage on your head. From there, he’ll get you to safety.”

      It’s a simple plan, but one that comes with little risk. Aside from the threat of Con-Cops and Stalkers around the northern quarter, they should be largely inconspicuous. Right now, the eyes of the city are on Inner Haven, and the High Tower in particular. There may be no better time to escape than now, before the Consortium offer their retaliation.

      And you can be sure that, right now, they’re up there plotting their next assault.

      “You’ve done a lot for us, Brie,” Rycard says. “I won’t forget this. If I can help you at any point, I will.”

      “Help Sophie,” I say. “This will be more difficult for her. That’s all I want in return.”

      He does a little bow, and a reflective smile graces his mouth.

      “You’re a good person,” he says, “and a good friend. I hope that your reason for being here, whatever it is, pays off for you. Just be careful, Brie. The High Tower is nothing but a nest of snakes. If you turn your back for even a moment, they’ll strike you down.”

      And don’t I know it…

      He steps in, and gives me a brief hug, before moving over to collect the only luggage he’ll take with him, nothing but a single backpack filled with the most essential of items.

      He’ll be fine, I know he will. In fact, he might just fit in quite well down there, joining the fight, battling against those who wronged him. But it’s really Sophie I worry about, so sweet and soft as she is. There’s a stoicism to her that I’ve seen, and yet living down there in the darkness and the dirt will take some getting used to.

      But as long as she’s with Maddox, and Rycard, that’s all that matters.

      With a smile and a nod, the half-Hawk departs, leaving me alone in his apartment.

      And in the quiet, I once more shut my eyes, call for Zander, and hear my brother’s voice echoing back.

      Northern quarter, I tell him. The market in district 2. Look for a man with a bandage across his right eye, and a brunette woman with a baby. I’m counting on you, Zander.

      I’ll see them to the underlands, Brie, he assures me, his words tight. That’s all I can promise.

      What do you mean? I ask, a tension filling me.

      I mean that, right now, no one is properly safe here. You have to act fast, sister. The Consortium are closing in…

      But the assassination of Commander Fenby…won’t it slow them?

      His telepathic voice is a growl now. Nothing will slow them, he says. A new attack is imminent, and their slaves are crawling around the north. Your friends better get to me quickly, and before nightfall. Otherwise, it may be too late…

      They’re coming, I say, my breath caught in my lungs. They’re coming now, Zander…

      Good. I’ll be waiting, but you need to focus on your part. The door is opening for you, Brie. And now it’s your time to walk through it. You have to find a way, dear sister. And you have to do it fast…

      As his words echo in the darkness of my mind, I feel a pulse of adrenaline filling my veins. And then, slowly, his voice fades away, the connection lost.

      I call his name again, but he’s gone. Gone to meet Sophie and Rycard. Gone to help my friends.

      Gone to save them, just as he did Drum.

      And as he said, it’s my time now. My time to act, to focus only on my mission. And so, in that lonely apartment, with only the sound of my beating heart to break the silence, I grit my teeth, narrow my eyes, and march straight for the door.
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      With the morning still yet to pass into afternoon, I set straight back out for the High Tower, journeying once more on foot from the boundary of Inner Haven right to its core.

      The constant temperature here, due to the underfloor heating, is welcome today. Above, a heavy swamp of dark clouds have begun to gather, bringing to my mind the threat of rain that, so far, I haven’t encountered here.

      The crack of thunder alerts me to the gathering storm, a heavy, grumbling boom that reverberates through my body and catches me off-guard. The sound is enough to make me jump, my eyes spreading straight to the sky as the first drops of rain begin to tap on my shoulders.

      Despite the pristine nature of these streets, their uniformity and tidiness, I know the danger of acid rain is just as real here as over in Outer Haven. In fact, the odd smell of chemicals that constantly abounds is, partially at least, likely to be down to the anti-toxic spray that coats the buildings and streets at night to prevent any corrosion.

      As I hurry my way along, I recall what Sophie told me about the place during her lessons back at the transition house for girls looking to marry up. During the slideshow about living in Inner Haven, she pointed out that, just like in Outer Haven, there are acid rain shelters here too.

      My mind turns to them as I go, the rain beginning to fall a little more heavily. Immediately, however, sensors pick it up and large awnings begin to spread from the sides of buildings, offering cover to those caught on the streets. Again, it’s similar to the system of protection across the wall where I grew up, although these particular canopies look to be in better order.

      Moving undercover, I note that the patrols of City Guards don’t bother to do the same. Their armoured uniforms give them plenty of protection as it is, not a single inch of skin uncovered and at risk of assault.

      Reaching out as the rain falls, I test the toxicity and realise that this shower is more lethal than I’d have expected, my skin immediately prickling as the acid water spreads across it.

      Given the setup of the streets, however, I’m able to continue on my way undercover, with only the smallest of gaps between awnings to navigate. As I work my way inwards, cutting along the side streets that criss-cross the Spiral as it swirls around the city, I reach something of a dead end.

      Ahead, a long stretch of open space extends before the next protective umbrella across the wide road. Looking up, I see the sky growing ever darker as the storm begins to thrash, a violence imbuing it as the winds whips in, bringing some rain with it.

      By now, the streets have cleared, most people escaping to the greater safety provided by the underground shelters. Despite wishing to get back as soon as possible, I consider that I should probably do the same, waiting for the storm to pass, or at least ease, before heading home.

      The arrival of a couple of City Guards cements that plan, their advice the same.

      “Best get undercover, Miss,” one says. “Here, we’ll escort you.”

      Leading me back a couple of blocks, they deposit me into an underground shelter, where I join a few other residents of Inner Haven foolish enough to be caught unawares by the storm. Unsurprisingly, most are wearing blue.

      The next few hours filter by as I wait for the rain to subside, stuck in the bright, warm, shelter with a flock of frightened women, most of them Unenhanced. It’s frustrating, given the fact that time seems to be running so short. And yet, really, until I find Rebecca alone, there’s not much for me to be getting on with.

      I’m just hoping that, when I get back to the High Tower, I’ll discover that everything is mostly back in order, and that her working hours haven’t shifted somehow. This evening, if all goes well, I’ll be able to sneak out and find her on the communal levels, get inside her mind, and extract the information I need.

      That is, if she actually has it. This remains a speculative stage of my and Adryan’s plan, but one that has to pay off.

      It just has to.

      The storm, however, brings other concerns to mind regarding Sophie and Rycard’s escape. With the streets clearing, it’ll be more difficult for them to blend in, and more difficult, perhaps, for my brother to get them to safety. I just have to hope that everything’s gone well, and that they get to the underlands before they run into any Con-Cops or worse.

      Really, everything relies on hope right now, and I don’t like it. So little seems to be in my hands, with various outside forces playing their part in my success. I just wish I could take more control of this situation.

      But, frustrating as it is, I have to just go with it. And slowly but surely, as the rain begins to ease a little, I make my break for it. Leaving the flock behind, I reach the streets once more and continue my step home. It’s still raining, although not quite as badly as it was. If I have to suffer a few minor burns, so be it.

      I do note, however, that the break above looks to be temporary. The skies are slightly lighter for now, but away to the south, where the clouds appear to be coming from, a fresh assault looks to be incoming.

      In a race with the clouds, therefore, I relegate etiquette to the rear of my mind and begin to run. Outside of the gym and fitness level, such a thing would be considered quite irregular. But, right now, no one can see me, and no one will likely care.

      So, as quickly as I can manage, I gallop under the cover of the canopies lining the streets and make my way back towards the Inner Spiral. As the base of the High Tower comes into view, I find the security cordon still in full operation. With my clothes now growing damp and my skin beginning to tingle, I rush across the final stretch, slowing my step as I arrive at the security barrier.

      There, several City Guards turn on me with raised weapons, shouting for me to stop. I slide to a halt under the rain and quickly raise my arms.

      “Who are you?!” shouts one guard.

      Clearly, running is so completely rare here that they think me some sort of threat, even though it’s obvious I’m just trying to escape the poison rain.

      “I live in the High Tower,” I shout. “Please…let me get undercover.”

      Now with no protection from the rain – which, again, seems to be coming down harder – my clothes grow quickly wet and my exposed hands and face start to sting. The guards deliberate for a moment before calling me forward beneath the shade of a temporary tent set up to block out the rain.

      “OK, what’s your name,” asks the guard as I escape the deluge.

      The rest maintain a close eye on me, weapons primed.

      “Brie Shaw,” I answer, glancing at them anxiously.

      He quickly turns to the communications and security interface on his inner forearm and confirms my identity.

      “I am sorry, Mrs Shaw. As you’ll know, things are quite tense right now. I’ll escort you to the High Tower.”

      Hoisting open an umbrella, the guard, who appears to be a Hawk, takes me up the steps and across the large platform on which the High Tower sits. Reaching the doors, he suggests that I ‘don’t leave the building until things are safe’, before returning to his post.

      Entering back into the building, I look straight at the front desk and see Rebecca in her usual spot, managing her many affairs. From the side, another guard quickly arrives and hands me a small towel.

      “Here you go, Miss,” he says. “It’ll help with the sting.”

      Thanking the man, I start drying my hair and face and hands, and feel immediate relief from the sizzling sensation that was starting to get quite painful. By the looks of things, they keep these towels on hand at the doors to help dry, and soothe, anyone caught out in the rain.

      Once I’m done, I hand the towel back to the guard with a thank you. He smiles and nods and then tosses the towel into a bin, ready to be washed and prepared for future use.

      With my clothes still wet, however, a chill sets to my bones, and my thoughts turn quickly to the option of a nice warm shower. Despite the warmth generated around the streets and in the building itself, the rain remains biting cold. Checking the time, I note that it’s now moving swiftly towards evening, the delay out in the storm eating up a large part of my day.

      Walking towards the centre of the foyer, I pass along a smile to Rebecca, taking a final look at my next target.

      Later, Becky, I think to myself. I’ll be seeing you later…

      Then, I begin working towards the lifts, the many dozens of them continually pressing up and down through the building as they deliver the many worker ants to their posts. Moving to the one I tend to take, which delivers me closest to home up on level 51, I step forward and wait for it to open.

      It does so immediately, sensing my presence, the doors providing me passage inside. Stepping in, I stretch out a shivering, damp hand towards the scanner and, just as I set it into the contraption to be read, sense another presence arrive.

      Lifting my eyes to the door, my calm is undone.

      Black eyes look upon me. A rigid form looms. And from thin lips, ice cold words spread forward.

      “Mrs Shaw,” comes Agent Woolf’s voice. “I’ve been hoping to run into you.”
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      The atmosphere in the lift has turned as cold as a long dead corpse. A mist of freezing air seems to spread from Woolf’s mouth as her words come, sending a new chill right through me.

      I try to raise a smile but am entirely unable to do so. Instead, my voice comes out as flat as hers.

      “Agent Woolf,” I say. “What a surprise…”

      With my hand still lingering in the scanner, my security permissions are granted. The lift doors close, shutting me in with the last woman I ever want to be alone with.

      Immediately, I’m on edge, and have to muster my concentration and focus.

      Don’t look at her for long, Brie, I warn myself. Don’t let her see into your mind.

      For a couple of long seconds, I give no order to the lift. Then, Agent Woolf suggests I assign a floor.

      “Were you going somewhere, Brie?” she asks.

      “I was, um, going home actually.”

      It’s both true and the best place I can think of. Any of the communal floors will, of course, be accessible to her too. She’ll only follow me there, and no doubt begin some new interrogation. The level where I live, however, is surely off-limits for her.

      The look that graces her face, however, suggests it’s exactly what she wanted to hear.

      “OK then,” she says. “Go ahead.”

      I take a gulp. I have no choice.

      “Level 51,” I say.

      The lift begins to rise immediately, shooting up through the building. I dart my eyes down to my watch and note that Adryan might well have finished work by now.

      Please be at home, Adryan. Save me from this witch.

      Keeping my eyes away from her, I wait for her to speak. She doesn’t. She just looks at me, standing staring as we journey half way up the High Tower.

      “Are you…heading home, Agent Woolf?” I ask, refusing to link eyes and needing to break the tension.

      “Oh no, not yet. I thought I’d join you in yours first.”

      “But…do you have clearance for my floor?”

      “I have clearance everywhere,” she drones, a light flashing in her black eyes.

      At that moment, the lift pulls to a stop, and the electronic voice calls out ‘level 51’. The doors slide open and I step out. Agent Woolf follows right behind.

      Oh God…what do I do? How do I get rid of her?!

      With absolutely no answers, and no other choice, I move towards my apartment door, set my hand to the scanner, and wait for the lock to click. When it does so, I step in, my eyes widening in hope as I search down the corridor for some sight of my husband.

      Still following a step behind, and in total silence, Agent Woolf stalks me. I let the tension fill my expression for a second, before drawing up a more calm complexion as I reach the main living space and turn back to her.

      “Would you like a drink, Agent Woolf?” I ask.

      I turn and move to the kitchen before she can answer.

      “Just water,” is all she says as I go.

      I set about pouring her drink, and pour my own too, before turning back to her. Her eyes aren’t on me, though, but have turned to look down the corridor leading to my bedroom. She’s staring at something, her form as still as a statue.

      I quickly bustle on over to her and hand her the flask. Her head metronomically turns back to me, her neck swivelling in some strange robotic motion, as her cold, thin fingers take possession of the drink.

      Then, her eyes turn back to the corridor, and I notice that the door to my room is open, that I left it open. Before I can work out what she’s looking at, however, footsteps sound from the other end of the apartment, and I turn to see Adryan walking forward, his silver eyes peering closely at the little gathering before him.

      A spread of relief flushes through me at the sight.

      Thank God he’s here…

      As he comes, Agent Woolf peruses him. Two Savants, born into the same world, and yet so very different. After a brief staring contest, during which the expression on his face mutates from mild concern to mild confusion, he arrives before her and the customs are observed, the two bowing to each other despite the building tension

      Agent Woolf is the first to break the silence.

      “Good afternoon, Mr Shaw. You must be Brie’s new husband.”

      “I am. And I know just who you are, Agent Woolf, without any introductions being required. Tell me, what exactly are you doing here in our apartment?”

      Now a note of anger joins the other little emotions that are visible on his face, in his voice, via the slightly protective stance he chooses to adopt as he steps to my side.

      She, though, continues to display so little feeling. And yet, inside, I know there must be something in her that enjoys this. Enjoys toying with me like a cat with a mouse, slowly hunting her prey.

      “I’m here to speak with your wife, Mr Shaw,” comes the agent’s cool reply. “I am still, as I’m sure you’re aware, investigating the attack on the prisoner convoy from a couple of weeks ago. Brie here remains someone of interest to me.”

      “Do you not have anything better to be doing?” asks Adryan sharply. “Your Commander was just assassinated yesterday. Surely finding out about the perpetrators of that attack is the priority right now?”

      “Oh, I don’t need to investigate that,” she says. “I’m well aware of who the culprits are.”

      Her eyes flash on me, and my heart jumps a couple of hurdles. Then, slowly, she turns back to Adryan, and her eyes begin to stare a little harder.

      She’s going to read his mind…I have to stop this. I have to get him away from her.

      I grab his arm, forcing his eyes to rush down to me.

      “Adryan, it’s quite alright,” I assure him. “You can give us some privacy. It’s within her rights to ask questions.”

      He shakes his head, answering me as if she’s no longer in the room.

      “She has no right to come here. And she has no right to harass you.” His eyes switch back to Woolf’s. “Now, Agent Woolf, if you’d like to speak with Brie you can go through the proper channels. You have no authority to treat with her here.”

      The slimiest smile appears so faintly on the agent’s face, lifting her slender lips.

      “Oh, I have the authority, I assure you, Mr Shaw,” she says.

      “From whom, might I ask?” demands Adryan.

      “From the top,” says Agent Woolf, that alien smile creeping higher, her eyes lifting to the ceiling. “My authority comes right from Director Cromwell.”

      The mention of Cromwell sends a flutter of thoughts about him, my mission, my purpose, flowing right through my mind. Adryan glances at me, and I know the same is happening with him.

      As his eyes turn back to Woolf’s, I see her once again primed to slip into his thoughts and discover the truth. I take his arm again and draw his eyes away.

      “You see, honey, as she says, she’s got authority to be here,” I stammer. “Why don’t you leave us to talk. Leave us, Adryan.”

      I make sure to deliver the final words with enough intensity to get him to react. I don’t have to give him an order, not here in front of Agent Woolf. But he’s clever enough to realise that, while he can’t defend himself against her mental intrusions, I can.

      And he has to go. Right now.

      With a look of support and secret acknowledgement, he nods. And then, without looking at Agent Woolf again, he disappears down the corridor towards his bedroom.

      Alone again with this terrible foe, a heavy silence is renewed. She looks at me briefly, before stepping forwards and past me, wandering slowly around the apartment with her flask of water gripped tightly between her pale fingers.

      “Your husband is unusual for a Savant,” she says smoothly. “Very unusual.”

      She continues on, checking the apartment as if searching for some clues to suggest our guilt. She knows something, that much is clear. Yet until she gets evidence, she has nothing to go on.

      At least, that’s what I’m hoping.

      She does a full circle of the apartment, giving me a little time to think. To try to plot some way of getting her the hell out of here. Then, coiling her path back to me, she speaks again.

      “So, it would appear that your genetic test came back clean,” she muses. “How good for you, Brie.”

      I force a smile onto my face.

      “Of course…it was always going to be negative,” I say. “I’m just a normal girl, after all.”

      She peers at me, and I don’t turn away. Shielding the truth, I alter my thoughts to display no knowledge of anything that might incriminate me. Her eyes light a little. She appears to be enjoying this.

      Once more, she glances off down the corridor to my room. As she stares, she says: “So tell me, Brie. Who were your real parents?”

      My heart stiffens at the question. My eyes widen and she quickly looks back at me. I’m forced to turn away from her.

      But now, I know just what she’s looking at. Just why she keeps staring down the corridor to my room.

      You’re so stupid, Brie. So damn stupid!

      Looking away, I mumble: “I don’t know who they were. I never knew them.”

      “Hmmmm, but surely your guardian, Mrs Carmichael, was aware? She didn’t just find you in a basket outside her door, did she?”

      I look at her again, but quickly turn away. Because that’s exactly what I always thought. That’s exactly what Brenda always told me, before the truth was revealed about my true parentage. For so long, she made me believe that I’d been left on her doorstep, with nothing but the picture of my parents for company.

      And now…now it’s that very picture that might be my undoing.

      Because it’s the picture that Agent Woolf keeps glancing at, stuck to the wall beside my bed.

      I don’t answer the question, though. It’s too close to home, drawing up so many memories. Memories I can’t hide, can’t conceal, can’t divert from the relentless examination she’s subjecting me to.

      And as I stay quiet, and refuse to look at her, she turns and begins walking down the corridor towards my room. I lift my eyes and follow her, rushing as she swiftly passes into my bedchambers.

      She heads straight for the picture of my parents, holding me as a baby, and begins to examine it closely. I reach her side and peer into her eyes as she looks directly at the faded scene. And as I do, I begin to wonder…

      Does she know who they are?

      Did she know my father in the City Guard? Did she know my mother in the High Tower?

      The thought spreads through every molecule of my mind as I watch her, impossible to stop, impossible to hide. And when her voice oozes out again, I know now that I’ve been rumbled.

      “These are your parents,” she says quietly, still looking at the image. “And this is you, Brie, as a baby…”

      She knows. She knows…

      And with that thought dominating my mind, she quickly turns to me, having lured me into her trap. Her eyes dart forward and she enters my mind, and before I can even try to hide the truth, she finds it right there, plastered across my consciousness.

      “Yes…that’s it, Brie,” she whispers gleefully. “That’s it…give in to me. Show me the truth…”

      And in that moment, I can’t control myself. I press forward into her mind too, desperate to see if she knows who my mother was, who my father was.

      But I get no confirmation.

      She’s in control, every part of her calm and composed, directing only the thoughts she wishes to display to the front of her mind.

      And as I enter, she knows it. I don’t get my confirmation, but she sure gets hers.

      And with a smile lifting on her face, more cruel than any I’ve seen, she projects a single thought for me to read.

      I know exactly who you are…
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      Agent Woolf stares at me. I stare right back at her. For several long moments, a deathly silence engulfs the room, the air seeming to suck out of it like a vacuum.

      My lungs feel short of oxygen. My chest feels as though it will implode from the pressure. And yet, as the panic spreads through me, something snaps in my head.

      I shut my eyes for a brief second, blocking her out, cutting her off. And behind the dark curtain, I know what I have to do.

      I can’t let Agent Woolf leave this place.

      When my eyes open, they’re set firm. Their hazel light has been doused, a shade put over them, my intentions darkening. Still standing stationary before me, the agent steps back just a few inches.

      And as she does so, I see her right hand slowly creeping towards the interface on her left forearm. My Hawk-eyes don’t miss it. They don’t miss anything anymore.

      “You don’t want to do that, Romelia,” I whisper menacingly.

      She moves back a little further, stepping away from me and towards the door. I give her space, wishing to see what she’ll do, my eyes surveying her every movement as her right hand hovers in place.

      Reaching the door, I sense something different in her. She remains calm, but there’s an undercurrent of something more, some creeping concern deep inside her bones. And as she reaches the doorway, and slips through into the corridor, I watch as her pace quickens, and she suddenly starts to rush, heading straight for the front door.

      And now, the hunter becomes the hunted.

      With my body filling with purpose, I tense my muscles and feel my Dasher powers activate. Every fibre in me starts to hum, and in a sudden burst I power right after her.

      If she gets out of this room, if she uses that interface to call for help, then I’m done for. And Adryan’s done for. And this entire mission is done for.

      I have no choice now. She can’t leave this apartment.

      Flowing around the corner, I charge after her, watching her frame glide in slow motion as she tries to escape. As she does, I see the fingers of her right hand creeping ever closer to the interface, ready to alert the authorities.

      I don’t know how they work. It might take nothing but the tap of a button, some emergency alarm that will have the entire building’s force of City Guards surging up here to level 51.

      As her index finger nears, only a centimetre away, I press forward with everything I have and swipe with my arm, knocking her right hand off course. It goes flying away from the interface, yet her body continues onwards, moving so slowly that I have plenty of time to take hold of her shoulders and toss her back.

      With a fierce show of strength, caused by the impossible speed of my limbs, she goes hurtling right into the living room, crashing straight into the side of the sofa. Her body crumples heavily against it, and I press straight on, reaching her in a flash and grabbing her arms.

      I turn her over, and as I do, feel my Dasher powers begin to fade. Gradually, the room turns back to full speed, Agent Woolf grunting beneath me as I hold her down.

      Then, I hear footsteps running, and turn to see Adryan come clattering in, alerted by the commotion.

      His eyes spot me on top of Agent Woolf on the floor, holding her arms behind her back.

      “What the hell are you doing, Brie!” he shouts.

      I don’t answer his question. He’ll work it out for himself.

      “Get me something to tie her up with. Some tape or something. Quick!”

      As Agent Woolf squirms, her actions muted by the heavy crash into the chair, Adryan quickly darts to the kitchen and returns with some tape. As I hold Woolf’s wrists together, he sets about wrapping them up, and then does the same to her ankles, before we lift her to her feet and throw her onto the sofa.

      She looks slightly dazed, her eyes not fully open and staring as they usually do. Adryan looks to the interface on her left forearm, and quickly steps in, grapples with her left arm for a moment, and returns with the interface in his hands.

      He turns it off, and tosses it to one side.

      Then he looks to me again, his eyes begging for an explanation.

      “She saw through me,” I pant. “She saw the picture of my parents, and knew who I was. I had no choice, Adryan.”

      He raises his hand to his mouth, and begins pacing, thinking, his super-brain working hard to process it all, figure out some way out of this. He looks strained, stamping hard, moving from side to side as I watch him hopefully, silently.

      On the sofa, Agent Woolf begins to come back to life again, the mist in her mind clearing. I see those cold, dead eyes of hers opening back up once more, and shuffling her position, Adryan looks right at her.

      And as he does, her eyes seem to flash, and his body goes suddenly still.

      No…

      Then, slowly, Adryan turns to me, standing right between me and the agent. His face has changed. His expression has changed. His silver eyes have narrowed, staring at me in a manner in which he never has before.

      I see anger. I see hatred. I see a desire to cause me pain.

      She’s got to him…

      He steps forward, sucking his lungs full of air and standing to his full height. His fists close, his knuckles growing white, his biceps seeming to bulge beneath his shirt.

      “Adryan,” I whisper. “Adryan…stay back….”

      He doesn’t. He takes another step, and I recoil, moving backwards. As he stares at me, I dart into his mind, and try to withdraw the order that Agent Woolf set. But it’s no use, not now. She’s far more practiced than I am.

      And I have no time.

      Because with a sudden rush, Adryan pours forward at me, his face coiling into a snarl as he reaches out with his strong hands. I try to activate my Dasher powers again, to slow time, but it’s too late. He’s on me too quickly, the counter in the kitchen blocking my path as I try to retreat.

      His hands take a firm grip of my neck, squeezing hard. The flow of air to my lungs is immediately cut off, my throat closing tight as his digits set about crushing my windpipe. I flail about wildly with my arms, thrashing about on the counter and knocking away flasks of water to the floor.

      I try to move back, but he pushes me straight to the ground, his eyes staring at me with a wildness inside them. I take a grip of his wrists and try to pull his hands away, but I have no strength to combat his, not without my super-speed.

      With my eyes beginning to blur, I stare right into his mind, and call out to him.

      STOP. STOP. YOU’RE GOING TO KILL ME.

      I call over and over again, and then open my eyes to see some confusion in his. His fingers seem to ease, but only a little. It’s just enough to let a small stream of air flow into my lungs, giving me an extra few seconds before I pass out.

      I gasp as his clasp eases, but then hear some words flowing from behind, away on the sofa.

      “Shut your eyes, Mr Shaw,” comes Agent Woolf’s cold voice. “Shut your eyes, and kill her.”

      She’s in his head. In nothing but a flash she did it. Set the order to kill me, took control of his mind so that she can control him verbally too.

      Were I not fighting for my life I’d be staggered by her power, by the depths of her skill. With nothing but a look, she’s set my husband against me, given him the order that’s about as far from his nature as you could get.

      He’s killing me. He’s going to kill me.

      As her words come, so the confusion in his eyes fades, hidden behind his eyelids as they close tight. I have no access to his mind now, no way of stopping him, his fingers pressing harder, digging deeper into my flesh.

      I try once more to pull away his wrists, but it’s no use. My eyes wildly search for something, some way of stopping him. As they do I grip at his hair, tugging and pulling and trying to rip him free.

      He doesn’t budge.

      My arms flail again, reaching around me, searching for something, anything.

      My eyes fade, blurring. My mind sprints with thoughts of failure, a desperate fear filling every inch of me, knowing the game is up.

      Yet still, my fingers search, and my arms reach around me and behind me, grasping at nothing but thin air.

      No…

      There’s something.

      I feel it on the tips of my fingers, something hard. Something metal.

      The flask! The water flask.

      With a final flurry of strength, I push back with everything I have, reaching out and setting my fingertips to the handle. I inch my nails around it, and pull, dragging it towards me millimetre by millimetre.

      My eyes water. My head burns. But my resolve won’t give in.

      I won’t give in.

      Finally, the handle comes within reach. I take a grip between my fingers, drag it towards me, and with a final surge of every ounce of strength I have, swing it as hard as I can across Adryan’s head.

      It connects with a loud thump, the flask hefty enough to weaken his grip. Immediately, as his fingers lose their grasp, and the air surges into my lungs with a heavy gasp of air, I tear myself away from him, kicking and scrambling along the floor.

      Dazed and confused, his eyes flicker, and his body drops to the floor, and I see the blood beginning to trickle from a gash across his head.

      I look at him for a second longer, making sure he’s out cold, before shakily standing to my feet. My eyes spread straight towards the sofa, where Agent Woolf lies, trying her best to break herself free of her binds.

      With my pulse racing, and my breath heaving, and my eyes burning with hazel-coloured flames, I step on shaking legs towards the Savant.

      She sees me coming, her efforts to escape futile. She sits up and looks at me, and I see her trying to enter my mind.

      I turn my eyes to the ground, no energy in me to repel her, and ball my fist as tight as it will go. And when I reach her, and her oozing words come at me again, I pay them no mind at all.

      My balled fist lifts. And with a final burst of anger, I slash it as hard as I can across her jaw, sending her eyes rolling about in their sockets, and her brain doing summersaults in her skull.

      And dropping to the sofa, her frame goes still.

      “Sweet dreams, Romelia,” I whisper.
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      Standing in the room with two unconscious Savants, I have no time to waste, no time to rest, as much as I’d like to.

      My throat still feels like it’s on fire, my neck stiff as I set about binding Adryan’s arms and legs in just the same manner as Agent Woolf.

      Unfortunately, I have no option. Until I can remove the order from his mind, he’s just going to keep trying to kill me.

      I use up almost the entire set of tape just to make sure, binding his arms and legs and then wrapping up Agent Woolf’s mouth and eyes as well. If she can’t speak, and she can’t see, then her powers are muted. For now at least.

      Once I’m done with her, I begin work on clearing Adryan’s mind of the order. Sitting him on the sofa, I open his eyelids and enter his unconscious mind, searching for the command Woolf gave him.

      It takes a while, my own head aching desperately and in serious need of rest, but eventually I manage to find and extract it, setting his mind back in order.

      Once I’ve done that, I tend to his wound, my hands still shaking as I clean up the blood and apply some healing lotion. My inspection of the cut suggests that it should heal fairly quickly, the gash long but not particularly deep.

      I work fast and efficiently, making sure to keep my composure as I do so. It’s hard, given how my husband came so close to murdering me, but I need to steady my emotions and keep them in check. There is no time for tears now.

      I need to be strong.

      And so, with everything back in order, I grab the same flask that I used to knock him out, fill it to the brim with ice-cold water, and send its entire contents across his face.

      Slowly but surely, his eyelids flicker, and a shiver runs through his frame, and I see those silver eyes reappear, groggy and clouded. I stare into them, and see no hatred anymore, no anger, his compulsion to kill me extinguished.

      “Adryan,” I whisper tentatively. “Adryan, can you hear me?”

      His mind continues to wake, and his vision continues to return. And then, with a weak and confused frown falling, he nods.

      “What…what happened?”

      As he asks the question, he looks straight past me to the opposite sofa, and the figure of Agent Woolf comes into view, wrapped up like a mummy.

      “How much do you remember?” I ask.

      He stares at her for a second, and then nods.

      “She knows…she knows, doesn’t she?”

      His eyes lift up to mine, and then suddenly fall to my neck.

      “Your neck…are you OK? You’re all bruised…”

      He tries to reach out, but finds that his hands are heavily tied. Then he looks to his feet, and sees that they, too, are out of action.

      That swamp of confusion hits him again. He doesn’t remember what he did.

      Then, the realisation dawns.

      “Did I…was that me?”

      His eyes are clouded, troubled by the thought. I immediately set about quenching his guilt. Right now, we have other things to worry about.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” I assure him. “You had no control.”

      He shakes his head and scrunches up his eyes. Shutting them hard, I see a grimace flow through him. When they open again and find me, their corners have grown damp, his contrition so intense his eyes have watered.

      “I’m so sorry, Brie…I can’t believe I…”

      “Adryan, stop,” I say firmly, grabbing his cheeks and steadying his gaze on me. “You had no control, do you hear me! No control! That woman could make anyone do anything. And now we have to figure out what to do with her.”

      My stern words force him to refocus. He stares past me again, nodding slowly. And as he does, I begin removing his binds, satisfied that all remnants of the order have been expunged.

      “OK…you’re right. I remember hearing a commotion, and coming in here. We…we tied her up, but there’s nothing else. My memory…it’s…”

      “Faded,” I finish for him. “I know. You won’t remember the order she gave. But that doesn’t matter now. I managed to knock you off…”

      I gesture to his head, and his now unbound hands reach up and feel the sensitive cut with a grimace.

      “I put some lotion on it. It’s not deep, and should heal up fast. Please, Adryan, don’t try to remember what happened. It’s best you don’t.”

      He nods in muted fashion and takes a breath. Still, there’s an apology in his eyes that won’t go away.

      I need it to go away.

      I need him to think of a way out of this mess!

      Slowly, however, he turns his mind back to the task, doing just what he was doing before Woolf set him on me. He begins pacing again, more groggily this time, scratching his chin and letting his brain work its way to some conclusion.

      As he does so, my own mind begins working on full steam once more, searching for its own way out.

      And yet, in the end, nothing sticks, nothing makes sense, except one single thought.

      We have to kill her.

      As Adryan continues to pace across the room, I vocalise the thought. He turns to me with a look that suggests he’s thinking along similar lines, but would rather not resort to such a thing.

      “Do we have any other choice?” I ask.

      “I don’t know,” he breathes, shaking his head. “But if we kill her, someone’s sure to come looking. And it won’t take them long to track her here.”

      “Then what? What else is there?”

      He looks to the windows, arching his eyes towards the northern quarter way into the distance.

      “We need to get her down there somehow. Somehow…we have to get her to your brother.”

      “But what good will that do? They’ll still come looking for her if she’s missing…”

      “But not here, Brie. I’m thinking, still thinking. Give me a few minutes, OK.”

      He seems to be onto something, a plan of sorts formulating in his mind. My own thoughts, meanwhile, are running wild.

      Could we somehow get Titus involved? He helped me once before, and maybe he could again. Maybe Magnus too, seeing as they’re brothers. They could smuggle her out, couldn’t they?

      The thought rushes through my head and out of my mouth. Adryan listens but immediately shuts it down as he always does. And he’s right to. It was a stupid idea.

      He returns to his own thinking. Thinking and pacing, up and down. Then he stops, and looks out of the window for a moment, and I wait for him to speak in hope that he’s figured something out. And then, off he goes again, pacing and thinking. Back and forward, spinning on his heels, the motion driving me mad.

      I turn away, burying my head in my hands, and rack my brain for something else.

      Could I manipulate the people downstairs? Could I somehow fashion some path for us to sneak Woolf through?

      No, surely not. Not with all the tension around the place, the heightened security.

      I dismiss that idea without verbalising it, and return to my thoughts as Adryan continues his endless march.

      And then, just when I’m reaching the far reaches of my creativity, he stops. The sudden change in motion draws my eyes, and I lift my head to look at him. He swivels on the spot, his visage now set with a firm plan.

      “Can you manipulate her?” he asks.

      I’m disappointed. I’d thought of something similar but decided it wasn’t even worth discussing. I really hoped he’d come up with something better.

      I shake my head.

      “She’s too strong. Even if I could set an order into her mind, it would never stick for long. She’d break free, and then…game over.”

      I see no disappointment across his face. It’s as though he expected the answer.

      “And…if she wasn’t so strong?” he asks. “What about then?”

      “I…I guess so. But how would that happen?”

      Now his face does change, and a smile begins to rise on his lips.

      “Drugs, Brie,” he says. “I can get drugs that will relax her mind and weaken her for a short time. It should allow you to manipulate her as if she was just a regular woman.”

      I begin nodding quickly, standing up.

      “OK…that might work. But what order would I set?”

      “One that gets her over to Outer Haven. If people see her leaving the High Tower, then there will be no suspicion that she’s gone missing, at least not here. You have to make her go over to somewhere in Outer Haven where your brother can have her taken in. No one will suspect you, or us, then. And…it will give Zander a chance to extract information from her too. Two birds, one stone, Brie.”

      He smiles, although it’s more of a wince, and lifts his hand to the gash on his head once more. I step forward and inspect it again to see that it’s trickling blood.

      “I’m sorry…if it hurts,” I say. “Do you have any plasters or bandages for it? I couldn’t find anything to use.”

      “It’s OK,” he says, shaking his head. “The lotion should close it up soon. Any dressings will just raise questions.”

      He takes my hands softly, and removes the wince of pain from his face.

      “And don’t you ever apologise,” he whispers. “It should be me…”

      I reach forward and place my fingers to his lips, stopping his words from flowing. “Don’t, Adryan. Let’s just forget it, OK?”

      We turn our attention back to his plan, which sounds like it might just work. Naturally, however, I’ll need to get in touch with Zander first, drawing him back into this mess when he’s probably got a whole load of things to be worrying about.

      Yet, in my head the question of our parents remains.

      Does Woolf know them? At least one if not the other.

      And if she does, then Zander may well be able to find that information in her head…

      With the hour now growing late, Adryan leaves me to work in silence. Shutting my eyes, I try to contact my brother, praying that he answers. Yet there’s no reply, something that could well be due to a problem on my end, and not his.

      Because with my neck still throbbing, and my head aching, I find it difficult to project the words, to maintain any constant connection with him.

      All I get is his faded voice, shouting from the depths.

      Brie…are…you…there…

      He sounds tense and anxious, and yet it still gives me at least some solace that he’s OK, and that Sophie and Rycard, therefore, will have been deposited safely into the underlands.

      My failure to connect properly, however, isn’t the end of it. Moving to his room, Adryan tries as well, withdrawing his private communicator and attempting to make contact with Lady Orlando. That, too, proves to be a failure, leaving us with little to do but wait.

      And as we do, something draws my eyes over at the window. I move towards the transparent walls and spread my gaze down towards the far reaches of the northern quarter. Zooming in as far as my Hawk-eyes will go, my irises dilate, sucking in all the available light as they search through the lingering storm, the rain still falling and the sky occasionally cracking with lightning.

      As I stand there like a statue, Adryan hovers over to me.

      “What is it? What do you see?” he whispers.

      Light. That’s what I see. Little flashes of yellow and blue and red. But it’s not the lightning that I speak of. It’s something else.

      “Brie…” says Adryan softly.

      I blink and retract my eyes, and turn them to his.

      “Gunfire,” I say. “I see gunfire.”
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      Standing side by side, just as we did when we first arrived here, I look out towards the city with my husband, the world dark and the skies heavy with a black swamp of stormy clouds.

      And in my heart, the same black clouds gather.

      Behind us, still unconscious on the sofa, Agent Woolf lies bound and gagged. In some ways, I’m glad this all happened. I’m glad she came here this evening and found out the truth. I’m glad I was forced to act and take her down, even if it’s just another problem we have to solve.

      Because really, I’ve had enough of her shadow. I’ve had enough of her black eyes, always watching, always creeping around and following my step. Eventually, this was always going to happen.

      But now, it’s all on my terms.

      Yet everything is in more of a rush as well. Every time I think we might be getting somewhere, that I might just have dodged some deadly bullet, another problem arises that I have to figure out.

      And by the looks of the firefight currently happening down in the northern quarter, time is certainly running short.

      “It’s a retaliation,” says Adryan, looking down as a loud boom of thunder rumbles through the sky. “For Commander Fenby. They’re stepping up their efforts to hunt down the assassins.”

      He’s right, and that’s probably why Zander can’t talk at the moment. He’s probably down there right now, engaging in the fight, protecting his people from the Con-Cops and Stalkers who relentlessly hunt them down.

      My mind swirls with thoughts of the great caverns below the ground, of the people there huddled around their fires, hoping that they remain hidden away. I think of Drum, and pray that he’s still there and hasn’t seen through his ambition to become a soldier. Pray that he’s not up there now as well, trying to atone for the life he took, trying to shed that guilt that now weighs heavily on his shoulders.

      I think of Sophie, too, down in the dirt with Maddox crying in her arms. Her first night in this strange world, the war beginning to rage up above. She must be wondering just why she went there, if this is the life she’s going to lead.

      And I, too, feel guilty for sending her to the city beneath the streets. To the very place where the servants of the High Tower are continually searching.

      Did I make the right choice? Did they?

      In the end, perhaps no one had a choice at all. It was either they’d be shipped off to live in Outer Haven without their son, or they’d have to flee and take him with them. Really, that was no choice at all.

      Rycard, though, will be keeping them safe, and keeping them strong. A half-Hawk he may now be, but he’s keen of mind too, and will be an asset to the Nameless when they need him. But for now, all I want is for him to be comforting his wife, protecting his son. That’s his duty now.

      Looking upon the world, I know this is just the start of it. And as the rumbling sounds of thunder come, reverberating through the High Tower and streets below, I hear a different sound enter my ears. Another loud boom, though this time carrying a different tone.

      A tone I recognise.

      Adryan looks at me with hooded eyes. He heard it too.

      An explosion. Somewhere behind us, not visible from our apartment. Over in the eastern quarter on the other side of the building, so powerful it sends a shockwave through the calm air, setting my insides on fire and my teeth on edge.

      “Another attack,” whispers Adryan. “Another attack by the Fanatics.”

      I don’t say a word. Things are escalating fast.

      And standing there, I know that we can’t wait around. We can’t wait to get in contact with Zander, or Lady Orlando, and form a plan to get Agent Woolf the hell out of this apartment.

      No, not with so much else to do. Because the mission is still on, clinging on by its fingertips. And I can’t delay.

      I look to my watch and see that it’s growing late, the hour creeping up on 3AM. I step away from the window, and glance again at Agent Woolf, still held fast by her restraints and lying silently on the sofa, her breathing steady.

      I move towards my bedroom, and open up the wardrobe, searching through my items for something suitable. Adryan follows me, watching as I scramble around.

      “What are you doing, Brie?” he asks.

      Without looking at him, I answer.

      “I need to get into Rebecca’s mind. I can’t wait, Adryan. I’ll just have to go down in my normal Unenhanced clothes…but I need a collar to hide my neck.”

      I’m still wearing the same clothes that I had on out in the storm. They’ve had plenty of time to dry, but my sweater has a splash of blood on it from Adryan’s head, and is a little frayed from the fight.

      I pull it off and toss it onto the bed, wearing a t-shirt underneath. I set about removing that too, but feel Adryan’s hand stopping me. I don’t think it’s to spare my blushes of undressing in front of him. He has other concerns.

      “You should rest, Brie. We need to get Agent Woolf out of here before we do anything else…”

      “No, Adryan! There is no time to just rest! Rebecca will be finishing work soon, and we need to find out what she knows. If she has no knowledge of Cromwell’s schedule, then we need to figure something else out. Look at what’s happening out there. We have no choice. I have no choice…”

      I pull his arm away, and begin dragging my t-shirt over my body, leaving me in only a bra. I toss the t-shirt to the bed, and continue my search for a shirt with a collar large enough to hide the bruising on my neck.

      Adryan stands there for a moment in silence, and as I reach forward, he takes my arm once more.

      I turn to him.

      “Adryan, I have to…”

      “I know,” he says, nodding. “You’re right. But if you’re going to go down there, you’d best do it in disguise as we discussed.”

      “But I don’t have any grey clothes. It’s all blue.”

      He turns to the door.

      “Follow me.”

      Frowning, I start following as he leads me into his room. With the storm continuing to rage outside, I see him opening up a drawer at the base of his wardrobe. His hands reach in, pulling out a set of grey garments. Women’s garments.

      He lays them onto his bed, and begins sorting through the half dozen or so items. He withdraws a shirt and passes it to me. I quickly snap it up and put it on, buttoning it up as he selects a pair of pants.

      “Where did you get these?” I ask, confused as to why he’d have a set of women’s clothing in his room.

      He takes a moment to answer. It’s long enough for me to realise the truth before he shares it.

      “They were Amelia’s,” he whispers. “I kept them...I don’t know why. You’re about the same size.”

      He hands me the pants, and turns to put the rest of the items back into the drawer. Then he comes out with a pair of flat grey shoes, handing them to me too.

      I just stand in silence, an awkwardness pervading me.

      “These were your wife’s? I…I can’t.”

      “It’s fine, Brie. Go ahead, put them on. I’ll give you some privacy.”

      He leaves the room, and I begin changing my pants and sliding into the shoes. They all fit well, the shoes requiring minimal adjustment.

      Then, stepping back into the living room, he looks upon me with a smile.

      “You see…they fit just fine.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “They, um…they do.”

      “Well good,” he says hastily. “If you’re going to pretend to be a Savant, then you have to look the part, right?”

      I nod silently.

      “So come on,” he continues, “give me your best impression.”

      There’s a strange note to his voice. He’s trying to lighten the mood.

      I look at him blankly.

      “Good,” he says with an awkward smile. “You’ve got the look down perfectly.”

      His eyes flash to the clock, the time hurrying past 3AM.

      “You’d better get going,” he says. “As you say, we don’t have much time to lose. I’ll keep trying Lady Orlando, and I’ll keep an eye on that one over there,” he adds, glancing at Agent Woolf’s bundle of limbs.

      “Um…any ideas where I should start?”

      He takes a breath, still looking at me slightly awkwardly, all dressed up in his dead wife’s clothes.

      And as uncomfortable as he looks, I feel ten times worse.

      “I’d say level 8…”

      “The fitness level?” I ask.

      “Yeah. With all the tension of the last couple of days, I’m thinking she’ll want to let off some steam. It should be quiet right now. Go there, and have a look around. If not, maybe she’ll want to grab some food, but I’d assume she’d do that after her workout…”

      “Right. Good idea.”

      Now it’s my turn to take a long breath, opening my eyes nice and wide and holding back any burgeoning feelings of fatigue.

      “Wish me luck then,” I say.

      He smiles and nods.

      “Good luck.”

      And with that, I turn to the door, fill my lungs, and set off towards the lifts.
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      The High Tower is different at night.

      It’s a little darker, the bright fluorescent lights dimmed along the corridors. It’s a lot emptier, the number of Savants whose duties keep them up late limited. And it’s far more eerie, a deep silence spreading across almost every floor, only broken by the occasional bout of thunder as the storm continues its strop.

      From the lifts up on level 51, I journey straight for level 8, hoping that the numbers of City Guards on duty are equally sparse as the current waking population.

      I haven’t yet spent much time on the fitness level, save the brief tour given by Adryan when I arrived, and yet am largely familiar with the layout. I have a decent memory for such things, and my examination of the schematics has certainly helped.

      As such, I know just where the swimming pools are, where the gyms are, where the running tracks are. I know the location of all the exercise facilities spread about the vast level, and will be able to quickly check them for my latest target.

      What I don’t know, however, is what Rebecca’s exercise preference is. Walking out onto the floor, I take a wild guess that swimming will be her thing, and so begin working my way towards the appropriate part of the level on its northern side.

      The floor is split into a dozen or so sections, each one given over to specific forms of exercise and fitness, as well as rooms to change and shower in. It doesn’t surprise me that Savants have no love of team activity, their dedication to staying fit and healthy very much a personal and solo pursuit.

      Mercifully, I find no City Guards on duty when I first enter the floor, its perimeter lined by a long corridor that circles the entirety of the level. At various points, passageways lead through to the different fitness sections, a network of paths providing easy access to anyone’s chosen physical activity.

      It’s so quiet that, aside from seeing no City Guards, I see no Savants at all. Not until I’ve worked my way towards the main swimming pool do I discover my first subject, a lonely figure gently gliding up and down in the water.

      The person appears to be alone, and looks to be a man as well.

      Not Rebecca then…

      I move off towards the next section, this one not a pool but a series of ‘swimming booths’, built in the fashion of running treadmills. Inside, the water flows continuously at varying and adjustable speeds, allowing the user to swim on the spot at whatever intensity they feel comfortable with.

      There are several dozen of these booths, all set out in a grid pattern. I listen closely and hear the sound of splashing coming from a couple, only two currently in operation.

      Moving to the first, I secretly peer in through the small glass window, and see that it’s a man, his hair short and back broad. No good. I move to the next, creeping up to do the same, and see long hair this time, swishing from side to side in the frothing water. The hair is the wrong colour, though: jet black. Rebecca’s is lighter. This isn’t her.

      As I make my conclusion, however, a voice peppers my ears.

      “What are you doing?”

      I look up to see a man peering at me, dressed in his black uniform. He surveys the room from the doorway in a manner that suggests he’s a Hawk. I lean away from the swimming booth as robotically as I can without appearing to overdo it.

      Time for me to test my acting skills.

      Walking towards him, I flatten my expression and dull my eyes.

      “Nothing,” I say, my voice equally vacant. “I don’t have to explain myself to you.”

      It’s the sort of thing a Savant might say. No regular Enhanced, no matter what their duty or function, is the match of a Savant. I suspect he gets spoken to like that quite often by those who reside here.

      He doesn’t respond.

      Yet he still watches me closely as I move towards the door. I don’t look at him again, my machinelike motion sending me straight past him.

      Then his voice stops me.

      “Wait.”

      I stop, instinct taking over.

      “Don’t I know you?” he asks.

      He moves around the side of me. He doesn’t touch me or turn me – that would be too far – but instead works his way to my front and peers into my face.

      “Aren’t you…”

      I don’t let him conclude his sentence. My head may still be aching from my exertions today, but I’ve still got enough in the tank to glance an order into his mind.

      Leave me alone, I say. Continue on your rounds.

      His Hawk-eyes glaze over momentarily before he begins gliding past me, off away down the corridor. I let out a small breath and continue on my hunt.

      It takes a fair bit of exploration before I find who I’m looking for. I pass through several other exercise facilities, each time finding only a handful of people still up and active. And each time, I spy them with my Hawk-vision and fail to spot who I’m after.

      I’m all but ready to give up and try another level, when I hear the sound of tapping feet off in another section. I move inside and look upon a wide space used for running, and see a single frame gliding quite smoothly around the track.

      Oddly, while these Savants can be so mechanical during their daily lives, they can also be fairly fluid when in motion. And so it is with the slender figure now cruising around the track, moving at a very constant and quite impressive speed. For a non-Dasher at least.

      As she heads off away from me, I send my eyes forward and wait for her to curve around and her face to be revealed. And when it is, I allow a smile to break my otherwise solid Savant-imitation as my quarry comes into view.

      My appearance in the room doesn’t cause her to slow. However, she does glance over at me as she comes, perhaps finding my intrusion unexpected. Seeing as these people rely so much upon routine, anything out of the ordinary is sure to raise an eyebrow.

      Metaphorically speaking at least. I know they have serious trouble with the literal act of forming such an expression.

      Maintaining her pace, she continues round the track as I stand there, watching. The smile quickly falls from my face and I return to my performance, standing rigid and upright as she comes near. She cruises back past me, working around for another lap, but this time does seem to slow. And when she arrives before me again, she stops completely.

      It’s obvious she recognises me. But that’s not a problem. In fact, seeing as it’s so quiet, climbing into this disguise probably wasn’t necessary after all. With a light pant, she comes forward and merely says: “Good evening, Mrs Shaw. Why are you not wearing your assigned colour?”

      “I just wanted to have a wander around,” I say. “I thought it would look less suspicious wearing grey.”

      “That is true. But it’s also against protocol. You are strictly forbidden from deviating from the colours of the Unenhanced. I advise that you return to your apartment immediately. If not, I will be forced to alert the…”

      “You won’t do anything of the sort, Rebecca,” I say.

      Her expression registers a small amount of surprise at my comment, and the fact that I cut her off. For an Unenhanced to do that to a Savant is also firmly prohibited. She’s quick to let me know of that fact.

      “You continue to break protocol, Mrs Shaw. I have no choice but to report you, after which your marriage to Mr Shaw will be annulled and you will be sent back to Outer Haven.”

      “Wow, Rebecca, that’s quite the overreaction, don’t you think?!”

      “It is not for me to react to,” she responds. “It is merely the assigned protocol. We must all follow rules, Mrs Shaw. Your inability to do so makes you unsuitable for life here.”

      She steps towards me calmly, her breathing still a little heavy after her run.

      I move into her path to block the way out.

      And when her eyes guide to mine, I flash a very simple order into them.

      Take a seat by the wall.

      It’s such a basic order that it takes hold quickly. After the briefest of delays she moves straight to the wall and sits down.

      I follow behind, and take a knee in front of her.

      Now I set a new order. Again, it’s simple, and will give me time to work.

      Keep your eyes open. Look straight at me. Relax and stay calm.

      Her breathing slows. Her eyes open wide. Her vision sticks straight on me, her blue eyes dilating.

      “Good,” I whisper. “This won’t take long…”

      And with a quick check to make sure the coast is clear, I begin my search with a single thought pervading my mind.

      Please…please work.

      Her consciousness is like all Savants: vast, beautiful, stretching far and deep. There’s so much memory there, her ability to recall everything she sees and hears and experiences more acute than anyone I’ve ever tried to manipulate.

      Even from the outset, it’s clear that her deeper memories are clearer and more distinct, capable of being drawn up with a little effort if she needs to revisit them.

      I feel my pulse beginning to race as I start perusing her recollections, creeping through the vast fields of memory quietly and delicately so as not to rearrange things. I focus hard on memories of schedules, and think specifically of Director Cromwell.

      Who is he meeting next, Rebecca, I whisper. Who is Director Cromwell meeting?

      As I whisper into her mind, the right memories come forward, surrounding me in their little bubbles. Memories of spreadsheets and files and timings, of meetings set up between the various members of the Consortium and the city officials they regularly meet.

      I note that Deputy Commander Burns is fairly high on her agenda right now. He is to have his security credentials and permissions updated, his apartment on level 98 set to be vacated.

      Of course, I think to myself. He’s about to be given a major promotion.

      Tomorrow, he’s set to join the Consortium, taking up the position of Commander of the City Guard so recently vacated by Commander Fenby. They will waste no time in seeing their ranks completed once more, the body of their departed member barely cold before they see his position filled.

      I wonder if any of them even care. Do they spare a thought for their lost comrade, or do they merely look to the next man on the conveyor belt without a second thought?

      I assume it’s the latter, and it doesn’t surprise me one bit that Burns will be added to their ranks so quickly.

      Yet it does set my mind into focus. Will his promotion provide an opportunity for me? Will he be inaugurated somehow, perhaps welcomed in by Cromwell himself?

      With a new haste, I set about searching for details of his upgrade. Unfortunately, I find nothing concrete, Rebecca knowing only about the update to his security permissions and the fact that it will, in fact, be tomorrow that he sees himself officially added to the High Tower.

      By the sounds of it, such a thing comes with no fanfare at all. No ceremony, no grand procession. Just a simple journey in the lift to the top, where he’ll set about his new duty and be installed into his new residence.

      I guess, given how his predecessor was just assassinated, keeping a low profile over it all isn’t so surprising.

      A little further excavation suggests that he’s already beyond my grasp anyway. He lives up on level 98, and is about to rise a couple of floors to the summit. It may just be that he’s spent his last days out on the streets of Inner –and Outer – Haven, his world now the cooped up dome of this towering structure.

      And, in any case, being a Mind-Manipulator himself, and one of serious ability at that, I wouldn’t have any chance of rendering him under my control.

      So, I start looking further, partially disappointed, and yet partially buoyed by the fact that Rebecca has access to such information. For several more minutes, I focus hard and continue my search, sifting through data and files in her mind as I work my way deeper into her consciousness.

      As I begin to grow concerned that I may be causing serious damage to her mind, I happen upon a name that rings a bell. It, too, appears to be quite bright in her mind, Rebecca’s subconscious considering it important and in need of her attention.

      I see the name, and it’s joined by a face. A face I saw once before at the bachelor ball.

      Ingrid W. Humbert, High Secretary for the Council of Matrimony.

      With her name, and face, now growing clear in Rebecca’s memories, I find myself acting faster, searching through her schedule.

      In two days time, she’s to come to the High Tower. Something important. An important meeting. I search frantically now for the destination, for the person she’s set to meet, and feel my pulse rise dramatically as I go.

      And then I see it. See what I’m looking for.

      Level 99. 7PM. Northernmost meeting room.

      I stop, and return to my own mind now, thinking again of the schematics of the High Tower. Level 99 is the middle ground between the Consortium and their subordinates, the level where they conduct meetings with other high ranking Savants right beneath their own quarters.

      The northernmost meeting room will be directly beneath the northernmost residence of the High Tower.

      The residence occupied by Director Cromwell…

      And that’s just who she’ll be meeting.

      I take a shallow breath and slowly now, gently, withdraw from Rebecca’s mind, an excitement saturating me. I look into my latest target’s eyes and see that they’re still unblinking, slightly glazed. Slowly but surely, they come back to life, and her eyes focus on me once more.

      “Mrs Shaw…um, can I help you?”

      She looks to her left and right, seemingly confused by what’s just happened. I dart back inside her mind and see the cloud, the memory of my presence in her mind too indistinct for even her to see, despite her powerful eidetic memory.

      And standing back to my full height, I reach down and extend my hand.

      “I found you here, sat against the wall,” I say. “I just came to see if you were OK…”

      She doesn’t take my hand, but stands to her feet by herself. Then she peruses my appearance as she did when I arrived not so long ago.

      “Why are you wearing those clothes?” she asks.

      I can’t help but smile.

      “It’s a long story,” I say. “And one you won’t remember.”

      “What do you mean? I remember everything, Mrs Shaw.”

      I shake my head.

      “Not this.”

      And darting back into her head, I hastily erase any memory of my presence, manipulating her one final time before sending her off again around the running track for another few laps.

      As she begins running off, yet another slave for me to command, I quickly hasten my way out through the door before she loops around, and speed my step straight back to the lifts.

      And as I do, I give up all pretences of acting like a Savant, my motion buoyant and face bright, despite the dangers I still face and the fatigue clawing at my limbs.

      Because now, I’ve found what I was searching for. Now I know who my final target will be.

      In two days time, at 7PM, Ingrid W. Humbert will rise up to the northernmost meeting room of level 99. And there, she’ll meet none other than the man I’m so desperate to see: Director Artemis Cromwell.

      And as I step into the lift, and begin cruising back to level 51, I lift my eyes once more to the ceiling, and whisper quietly…

      “I’m coming for you, Cromwell. I’ll be seeing you real soon…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            103

          

        

      

    

    
      I know I need to sleep, but I can’t. Not now. Not with Woolf lying unconscious on my sofa. Not with the information that I’ve just discovered in Rebecca’s head now swirling around my own.

      Adryan doesn’t look like he wants to sleep either. His eyes are as bright as mine, despite the pain in his head caused by the gash I inflicted, and the feeling of tiredness that must also be spreading through his body.

      He’s pacing around the room as he tends to do when he’s thinking, and I’m doing the same. It’s too much. One of us needs to stop. I drop to the sofa and spare a glance at Woolf. She’s still out for the count, my fist leaving an impression on her jaw that looks like it will bruise up fairly badly.

      She’ll need some lotion to calm the swelling and hide the discolouration. When I order her to walk right out of this building, I don’t want any questions to be raised.

      Adryan, though, is still covering the ground like a Dasher, a similar excitement in him as there is in me. I’ve just arrived back into the apartment, and I’ve just filled him in on my rendezvous with Rebecca.

      Now, we’re rushing towards the final stretch together. And it’s set my heart thudding like a jackhammer.

      As the storm continues to batter the building, sending occasional streaks of lightning through the sky, Adryan stops and sets his eyes to the window.

      It looks as though the firefight is still going on down below in the northern quarter, not that he can see it. Only my augmented eyes are capable of doing so, peering through the black clouds and heavy rain and taking in the flashes of blue and red and yellow light.

      “It makes sense,” Adryan says, staring out. He gives no immediate context to what he’s referring to.

      “What does?” I’m forced to ask.

      “Humbert meeting Cromwell,” he answers. “She’s the highest ranking official for the Council of Matrimony, and that’s something that the Director takes a close interest in. Making sure our population here is genetically diverse, even if that means weakening certain bloodlines with Unenhanced blood, is something that’s been high on his agenda.”

      “Then why isn’t Humbert a member of the Consortium?” I query.

      “She’s not quite senior enough. There are various other important councils that have no representation. Their most senior members, like Humbert, will no doubt report to Director Cromwell.”

      “Well it’s perfect then,” I say. “I’ve just married up, so already have a way in. I can go and visit Humbert at the Council building, right? Manipulate her there?”

      “I doubt you’d get an appointment at this late notice. In fact,” he adds, thinking to himself, “I doubt you’d get one at all. However, if you can ‘run into her’ before her meeting, then that might work. You’ll need to do so outside of the High Tower, and ideally without too many people around to see what you’re up to.”

      “Right. I’ll catch her coming out of her office, before the meeting. I assume it’s the same place where I took my approval test, the building right next to Compton’s Hall?”

      “That’s the one,” says Adryan. “Her office is on the top floor of the building as far as I know. We can’t be sure if she’ll be there, though. She might have business elsewhere.”

      “I didn’t see anything else in her schedule in Rebecca’s head,” I say.

      “And you wouldn’t. Rebecca will only know schedules for the High Tower. You’ll have to go there earlier in the day and find out from the main secretary where she is. But it’s crucial that you get to her before the meeting. She’ll be taking the lift right to the top, and she’ll be doing so alone. You won’t be able to get in with her down in the atrium.”

      “I get it. I’ll have to get her to stop off at level 51, climb in, and hitch a ride with her to level 99.”

      He nods, the plan coming together.

      With our words running frantically, another boom of thunder vibrates through the building. I turn my eyes back to the storm and recall the explosion that went off only an hour or so ago.

      “Did you get in touch with Lady Orlando, by the way?” I ask.

      I’m thinking of my brother now. And the rest of those I care about down there. If they’re not alright, then this entire mission is folly anyway.

      I’m fairly surprised when Adryan nods. My eyes widen and I jump up from the sofa.

      “What did she say?! Is my brother OK?!”

      “He’s fine, Brie,” he says, settling me. “By the sounds of it, the firefight down there is fairly typical of how things are. They get these sorts of attacks all the time in the northern quarter.”

      Yeah, don’t I know it. The first time I went there, I got caught up in one in the black market.

      “So they haven’t broken into the underlands or anything?”

      “Oh no, they’re just probing, trying to round up Disposables and take down any known sympathisers out there who feed the Nameless information and such. Lady Orlando says it’s a little more aggressive than usual, but nothing they can’t handle right now.”

      “Well that’s good to know. And what about the explosion, over in the eastern quarter?”

      He shakes his head, his brows hovering lower.

      “Looks like that was the real attack,” he says sombrely. “The attack in the northern quarter looks to be diversionary too.”

      “Why? What did they hit?”

      He takes a breath.

      “The water treatment facility,” he says, exhaling.

      “You’re kidding…”

      He doesn’t answer. He doesn’t need to.

      “But that’s where the water for all of Outer Haven is cleansed and detoxified,” I breathe. “Without it, the people won’t be able to drink the water without getting sick. It’ll kill hundreds…”

      Adryan shakes his head.

      “Thousands,” he says. “That’s clearly the plan. The Consortium have made the people terrified by using the Fanatics. Now they’re trying to make them even more desperate. Without clean drinking water, the people will have no choice but to submit to whatever the Consortium ask for.”

      “But not if they knew!” I say loudly. “If they knew these Fanatics’ attacks were all coming from the Consortium they’d….”

      “What?” cuts in Adryan. “They’d what…riot? Rebel? I don’t think so. That’s not what my studies have shown. The people will bow down and obey like they always have. And this is only going to weaken them and spread more fear.”

      “But not everyone,” I counter. “If they knew how strong the Nameless were, they’d fight back, they’d join up!”

      “Some, maybe. But most wouldn’t. People are sheep, Brie. When a single wolf comes prowling, they scatter in fear.”

      “So what? We just let it happen?!”

      “No, of course not,” he says, frowning. “What the hell do you think we’re doing here? We complete the mission, we kill Cromwell, and we destabilise the Consortium. Only then will this end. Otherwise, it’s all out war.”

      His words leave a silence behind in the room, one broken only by the peppering of the rain on the windows. Once more, a steady grumble begins flowing from somewhere across the city, following seconds behind as the sky lights up with a flash from the heavens.

      I drop back down to the sofa, the exhaustion now starting to take its toll. My brother wasn’t lying when he said the Consortium were closing in. Once more, they’ve used their phoney terrorist group to lay siege to the city, but this time it’s so much worse.

      If the people have no water, it’ll cause widespread panic. And if that happens, Adryan is exactly right: the whole of Outer Haven will do whatever they have to do to ensure they survive.

      The Fanatics have been preaching against the use of emotion, preaching for the dedication to reason and logic only. The people still think they’re nothing but worshipers of the Savants, regular Unenhanced willing to do anything to see the rest of their kind live their lives in the same manner in which the Savants do.

      They don’t know the Consortium are feeding their own desires through this terrorist group. They still believe that their freedoms are real, that the Consortium wish for them to maintain their liberties.

      For so long I thought the same. For so long I lived in ignorance of the reality of this place. And if I were down there now, perhaps I’d begin to fall in line as well. With no clean, purified water to drink, what choice do they have?

      Things truly are getting desperate now. And right here at the heart of it all, we have no time to waste.

      I turn again to Woolf, still breathing lightly on the sofa. She’s begun to shuffle occasionally now, her mind slowly lifting from the fog generated by my slashing fist.

      Still staring at her, I ask my husband about the drugs he needs.

      “Do you have them here now?” I ask.

      He moves from the window and sits on the sofa beside me, turning his eyes to our prisoner as well.

      He takes a breath and settles in a little deeper. Clearly, his own body is flagging too.

      “Not here,” he says. “I’ll have to get them when the consumption level fully opens. There’s an outlet that I’ll be able to get them from.”

      “What sort of drug is it? You can just, what, get it from a vending machine or something?”

      He nods wearily, his head lying back.

      “They’re common drugs that Savants take to help them sleep. Our minds can sometimes get too active. The drug just helps us relax, and will make Woolf more pliable. We’ll give her a dose that will only weaken her, and not make her pass out.”

      “Good. I was gonna say…it wouldn’t be ideal if she collapsed in the atrium or something.”

      He laughs weakly at my joke. At least he recognised it as an attempt at humour, pathetic though it was.

      “The whole building will be waking in a few hours,” he says. “We should get a bit of sleep if we can…”

      “And her?” I ask, nodding at Woolf.

      “She’s wrapped up pretty tight. I don’t think she’s going anywhere.”

      “Well, neither am I as long as she’s here. I’m not taking my eyes off her until I’ve heard from Zander and we’re ready to get her out of here. Did you mention it to Lady Orlando?”

      I roll my neck on the back cushion of the sofa, and look upon his side-profile. His silver eyes are fading now, just clinging on, his chin dusted in dark stubble.

      He turns his head too, and blinks slowly, nodding.

      “She’ll get a message to him. We just have to wait.”

      From his pocket, he pulls out the communicator, and sets it onto his lap. Then he relaxes a little deeper into the chair.

      “I thought you were going to bed?” I ask.

      He smiles.

      “If you’re not going anywhere, neither am I.”

      And sitting there together, side by side, I roll my neck a little further and drop it onto his shoulder. And despite not wanting to fall asleep, that’s exactly what I do.
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      A voice echoes inside my head. It comes from the depths, rising in intensity as it calls out, louder and louder. Gradually, it clears in my mind and forms into words.

      Brie…wake up, Brie…

      At first I don’t reply, considering it nothing but a dream or my own inner voice. But then, as it calls again and again, I begin to recognise the tone.

      Zander. It’s Zander…

      I open my eyes and find my head still nestled against Adryan’s shoulder. My eyes are heavy, my neck stiff and in need of immediate attention. Outside, the sky has turned from black to blue, the sun shining its intense rays right through the windows and into my face.

      Blinking at the light, I lift my gaze to find Adryan’s eyes shut. On the opposite sofa Agent Woolf sits, her position now changed but shackles still steadfastly bound around her body.

      Again, I hear my brother’s voice.

      Brie…wake up Brie…

      Wincing at the ache in my neck I shut my eyes again, shaking away the cobwebs of sleep, and picture my brother’s face. Immediately, the telepathic channel is opened, and I project the words I want him to hear.

      Zander…it’s me, I’m awake. Are you OK? Is everyone OK?

      His answer comes immediately.

      We’re all fine. Don’t worry. Lady Orlando told me about Agent Woolf. You need to get her to me as soon as you can. The plan will work, with the drugs. Get her to escort you to the western quarter, district 6. Park in an alley and I’ll be there.

      His words rush out quickly, my semi-comatose head struggling to keep up.

      The western quarter…why not the north? I ask

      It’s too dangerous after last night, he tells me. Meet me in the west and I’ll take her off your hands. Go as soon as you can.

      I will, I say. But there’s more, Zander. I know how to get to Cromwell. He has a meeting tomorrow on level 99. I can do it…I can finish this…

      There’s a short delay.

      Tomorrow…I hear him whisper. Then his voice grows in intensity. Good. That’s very good. You can tell me when I see you. For now, get Woolf the hell out of there. I’ll be waiting, Brie…

      As he signs off, Adryan wakes, his eyes creaking open and squinting at the light. He looks immediately to Woolf, then up to me. His lungs empty.

      “You’re awake…”

      I nod, my mind working at full function now, tossing aside any lingering feelings of fatigue.

      “I just spoke with Zander. He’s waiting for me. We need to get Woolf out of here immediately.”

      He nods and lifts himself up off the sofa. I spare a glance at his head, his gash mostly closed but still looking tender. He does the same to me, looking guiltily upon the bruising around my neck.

      Neither of us have time to draw attention to such things.

      “I need to shower,” he says. “Then I’ll go straight down and get the drugs. Get her ready to leave, and see if you can do something about that bruising around her jaw.”

      We set about our respective tasks. Within minutes Adryan is washed and dressed, his hair now cleansed of any remaining blood and doing enough to cover his wound. He darts straight out of the door as I apply some further lotion to Woolf’s face to ease the swelling, and set about applying some light makeup to hide the bruising.

      As I work, she shuffles and mumbles beneath her shackles. Her movements are mostly dulled, though, not frantic like you’d expect them to be. Her lack of fear is clearly evident, despite her predicament. Moreover, she’s probably gone through everything in her head and concluded that thrashing like a fish isn’t going to yield any results.

      The logical move, therefore, is to remain calm.

      Still, she does mumble enough to make me curious. I won’t remove the tape from her eyes – no, that would be too much, considering the power that lies behind them – but I am willing to let her speak, if only to hear what she has to say.

      First, I tell her to keep her voice low.

      “Don’t shout, Romelia,” I warn, “or I’ll just knock you out again.”

      She coolly nods her acknowledgement, and I remove the tape from her mouth.

      I find it in familiar order. Her thin lips stay tight, no quiver of worry or panic set to them. Instead, they settle calmly on her face, her voice similarly cool as she speaks.

      “Thank you for removing the tape, Brie,” she says. “I was having a little bit of trouble breathing.”

      “Um, you’re welcome, I guess.”

      “So, your plan,” she continues. “You’re going to weaken me with relaxant drugs and then set an order into my mind, forcing me to escort you out of the building and over to Outer Haven. Is that right?”

      I feel as if there’s no need to lie to her. The only minor concern I have is that she could somehow communicate with someone telepathically. However, Zander told me that such a thing only happens when two people have a powerful connection.

      We do because we’re twins, and hybrids too, so are able to feel emotion. I doubt that Agent Woolf has that capacity, powerful as her other gifts are. If she did, no doubt she’d have already called for help, and our door would have been kicked down long ago.

      “You hit the nail on the head, Romelia,” I say calmly. “I doubt my brother will be quite as accommodating as me when he takes possession of you…”

      “Brother…yes, brother,” she whispers. “I thought I saw something about that in your head. A twin. Another one, just like you. How fascinating you are, Brie. Quite the mix. Hawk, Dasher, Mind-Manipulator. You’re a true find for the Nameless, a real diamond in the rough.”

      “Thanks for the compliments,” I say dryly. “Now tell me this, Romelia…do you know my parents?”

      I stand before her and watch her mouth closely. It shuts slowly, her lips zipping together. Then the tiniest sliver of a smile crawls up her face, and she shakes her head.

      But no words come from her, her voice locked deep down inside. I know she’s lying, hiding the truth. She knows about one of them at least. She must. But no matter. Zander will find out.

      “Fine,” I say. “You keep your secrets. They won’t be safe for long when my brother gets hold of you. He’s more gifted than even you are,” I goad.

      She doesn’t rise to my taunt, but merely allows that horrible smile of hers to creep just that little bit higher. She knows that it’s enough. She knows exactly how someone like me will read that expression.

      And it works. I find myself turning away, unwilling to look upon her anymore.

      The brief silence doesn’t take long to be broken. I hear the door opening and shutting, and see Adryan emerge from the corridor. In his hand, he carries a little bottle marked with some strange name I can’t pronounce.

      He hurries over to me, looking at Woolf as he comes.

      “Why is her mouth ungagged?” he asks.

      “Ah, we just had a little chat. It’s nothing. So these are the pills?” I take possession of the bottle and inspect it briefly. Inside is a collection of little white capsules. “How many will we need?”

      “Just one should be fine for a woman of her size. We just have to get her to swallow it.”

      I turn to Woolf, who listens calmly to the conversation.

      “Right, I’ll open her mouth, you shove it down her throat.”

      I march straight for her. Adryan follows behind. My fingers head directly for Agent Woolf’s mouth, but stop short as she speaks.

      “You don’t need to force me,” she says smoothly. “I will swallow it of my own accord.”

      Adryan and I share a glance. Then he shrugs as Woolf opens her mouth, before popping the pill right onto her tongue. She tips her head back, swallows, and then opens her mouth up wide to show us that the drug has been ingested.

      I’m sure to perform a more thorough inspection before I’m satisfied. The fact that it’s probably terribly uncomfortable for her is an additional benefit that gives me some pleasure.

      “How long until it takes effect?” I ask, withdrawing my fingers from Woolf’s mouth, my invasion concluded.

      “About quarter of an hour,” says Adryan.

      “And how long do the effects last?”

      “Hours. Enough to get her to comply.”

      “OK. Keep a watch on her while I shower and change. I’ll, um, fold up the clothes for you.”

      Right now, I’m still dressed up in his first wife’s clothing. I’ll be glad to get out of them to be honest. It feels wrong wearing her things in front of him.

      He nods and begins his vigil as I quickly move off to shower and change. With an ample supply of anti-inflammatory healing lotion applied to my neck, I dress in my usual blue pants, shirt, and sweater, and return to find Adryan and Agent Woolf in complete silence.

      Looking upon her mouth, I see that the tape has been reapplied.

      “I didn’t like the sound of her voice,” remarks Adryan.

      Clearly, she’d attempted to engage him in conversation, perhaps trying to see if she still had some dominion over his mind by issuing a verbal order. She doesn’t. I made sure of that last night.

      By now, however, the drugs should be taking effect. Telling Adryan to stay out of reach of her sight, I tentatively remove the tape, revealing those black pits. Blinking a couple of times in the sudden light, she focuses in on me, her eyelids relaxing a little and dropping a little down over her eyes.

      Then, taking a breath, I creep carefully into her consciousness to find that it’s dulled and blunted, a mounting mist seeming to hang around the place. With a rare apprehension I start to first search her memories and thoughts, just to get a feel for how open her pathways have become.

      I find her to be almost as cerebrally obsequious as an Unenhanced, her mind clearly as vast and remarkable as other Savants and yet, right now, darkened and more easily influenced.

      Taking the plunge, I test her out by setting an order that would otherwise never take hold were she fully in charge of her faculties. I feel it drift into her subconscious before withdrawing, unbinding her hands, moving to the kitchen, and fetching a sharp knife.

      Returning to my captive, I hand her the blade. Behind me, Adryan asks: “What on earth are you doing?” His words are understandably frayed.

      I don’t answer. Instead, I merely kneel before her as she sits on the sofa with the razor-sharp blade sitting in her palm. I hold my arms behind my back and lift my chin to reveal my neck, opening myself up for attack.

      If she should want to strike, now would be the time.

      She doesn’t do anything. Not to me, at least. Instead, with the blade in her right hand, she begins gently slicing cuts across her left forearm, one after another, until she’s completed the three that I set her to perform.

      Adryan watches in silence until I retake possession of the knife, stand, and turn to him.

      “She’s ready,” is all I say.

      “You…made her do that?”

      I nod.

      “Her mind is misted and hazy. She’ll do anything I need from her.”

      “Good. Then let’s get this done.”

      Together, we set about unbinding Agent Woolf’s legs and wiping her left forearm clean of blood. Adryan quickly applies some healing lotion, before adding some bandages to prevent further bleeding. Then, he rolls down the left sleeve of her shirt and returns the forearm interface to its rightful position.

      Before he turns it back on, I set an order into her mind to prevent her from using it.

      Don’t touch that interface, I command. Not unless given a strict verbal instruction by me to do so. Nod if you comply.

      She nods.

      With her fully back in working order, I slip back inside her mind.

      You will escort me down to the atrium and out of the High Tower. If anyone addresses you, tell them you’re busy. If they draw attention to anything unusual, tell them everything is fine. From now on, you will submit to all of my verbal commands. Nod if you comply.

      Once more, she nods.

      I turn to Adryan.

      “She’s ready. I’ll get her to Zander and be back as soon as I can.”

      He comes forward and pulls me into a hug. Woolf stands stationary nearby.

      “Good luck, Brie,” he says, dropping a kiss to my cheek. “We’re near the end now.”

      I withdraw from his clutches, despite wishing to stay within them. And turning again to the door, I swill in a gulp of air and begin walking towards the corridor.

      And to my side, my enemy comes too.
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      I don’t feel nervous during the journey down through the building. I have no time to even consider the pacing of my heart and the slight tingle in my muscles.

      Stepping out into the atrium, our presence draws no attention whatsoever, the morning still young and the foyer still crawling with the daily influx of Savants who live just beyond this colossal structure.

      We pass straight through and out without hindrance. I make sure to keep a single step behind Agent Woolf in order to keep in line with etiquette. When we reach the outside, and I feel the warming rays of the sun caressing my skin, I whisper a single word to Woolf to further test her compliance.

      “Stop,” I say.

      She pulls to an immediate halt, and I move up alongside her. Ahead, the streets are still under the careful watch of the City Guard, each path away from the High Tower obstructed by a security blockade.

      “When we reach the barrier,” I whisper. “Tell them you’re escorting me to my academy in the western quarter. Nod if you comply.”

      She nods.

      “OK, continue.”

      She continues walking, and I continue to follow a little way behind, until we come upon the force of City Guards blocking the main route west from the High Tower. Agent Woolf’s security clearance, I know, will be sufficient to present her easy passage beyond the cordon. These men will be well aware of who she is.

      They do as I expected, and briefly ask her where she’s headed. She follows my orders exactly, her response typically curt and aloof. No further queries are posed, and the men stand back and allow us immediate passage onto the streets of Inner Haven.

      Once we’re suitably far away, I tell her to stop again. She does so without hesitation.

      “Use your interface to call for your vehicle,” I tell her.

      Her right hand creeps towards the interface on her left forearm, and she begins tapping away, summoning her car. I watch closely to make sure she does nothing else, ready to step in should she call for help.

      She doesn’t, and only a couple of minutes later, her blacked out vehicle comes cruising down the street towards us. It stops ahead, and I whisper for her to open the door. She does so, and in we go.

      Only once we’re safely inside do I feel the tension in me begin to ease. So far, everything has gone perfectly, which perhaps lends itself to the fact that I’ve become quite proficient at utilising my powers.

      Then again, my natural scepticism can’t help but question the simplicity of this mission. Somehow, despite my orders being followed without complication, I can’t help but wonder whether Woolf has something up her sleeve.

      As such, I turn to her in the privacy of the vehicle and order her to look directly at me. Then, with her cold, black eyes staring forward in a manner that I once found threatening, I begin searching her thought patterns for some anomaly, some deception, some hint that she’s trying to trick me.

      I find nothing. Mostly, her mind is a blank canvas for me to paint upon, under my total and utter control. I nod to myself, satisfied that she has no hidden motive, and tell her to send the car through the western gate.

      Her voice drips into the quiet, uncomfortable interior of the car, issuing the appropriate command, and we begin working our way westwards towards the gateway to Outer Haven.

      As we go, I shut my eyes and disappear into the darkness of my psyche. There, I call out for my brother, and hear him respond without delay.

      I’m coming, Zander, I say. I have Woolf under my command, and we’re in her car heading west. We should be with you shortly.

      Good, comes his reply. Look for a quiet alley towards the north of district 6. I’ll be waiting…and watching. I’ll see you soon, sis.

      We work through the city, nearing the Outer Spiral, and my sense of anticipation grows. One final hurdle – the western gate – needs to be jumped before I find myself on the streets of Outer haven once more.

      It’s only been barely a week since I last crossed that threshold, and yet it feels like a lifetime. Day after day spent at the core of injustice, having to dodge and duck through a barrage of tests and obstacles as they’ve been thrown at me.

      And yet, here I am, still standing, still working under the radar, still hidden from the powers-that-be. And tomorrow, I’ll be able to finish the job, and leave this place for good…

      We close in on the gate, and I issue a further command to Agent Woolf.

      “If we’re stopped, tell them…”

      “We won’t be stopped,” she drones.

      I’m slightly taken aback. Usually, under my control, the subject doesn’t interrupt in such a fashion.

      “Excuse me?” I ask.

      “I said we won’t be stopped,” she says, staring forward. “I have free reign to travel wherever I want. They’ll recognise the car.”

      I peer at her.

      “Look at me,” I command.

      She does so, her black eyes so dull. I slip inside her head and see no brewing deception.

      “Fine. But if we do get stopped, tell them you’re taking me to the academy, like before. Nod if you comply.”

      She nods, and the car begins to slow as it turns down the short road to the gate. Nearing it, the structure begins to open, and the colourful, vibrant, world of Outer Haven is revealed.

      A smile emerges on my face as the car slides through, my eyes briefly turning to the man on guard. As always, it’s a Brute, although I can’t tell whether or not it’s Magnus as the car travels through without interruption.

      Clearly, Woolf was right. Her car gives her access anywhere, even at a time of high tension like this. As we pass, the Brute merely watches as we glide up the street, working straight through the centre of the western quarter.

      Now, and only now, do I allow myself to relax further. At least, as relaxed as I can be at such a time. Truth be told, the last time I felt fully calm was before any of this happened, before I found out who I truly was.

      Since then, I’ve barely had a chance to catch my breath, my life hurtling along at a hundred miles per hour without any hint of slowing down. Yet now, that end looks to be coming, rushing up faster and faster.

      The light at the end of the tunnel is blooming.

      “Take us to the north of district 6,” I tell Agent Woolf. “Find a quiet, unwatched alley, and park the car. Give the order now.”

      She repeats my words to the vehicle, her voice alone capable of commanding it, and we work straight for the destination Zander assigned.

      The colours beyond the windows of the car grow brighter as we go, the first advertising boards beginning to brighten as the streets fill with pedestrians. I look upon my people with a studying eye, searching their faces for the creases of worry and fear that have been marking their visages for so many weeks. Now, those cuts are only getting deeper, word of the attack last night at the water treatment facility only serving to spread further panic through their ranks.

      As we come to the large intersection near to the southside of Brick Lane, I find the streets swelling with poor souls, their stricken eyes cast to the sky in dread. Across the many screens attached to the flanks of the tall buildings, news of the attack begins to play.

      “Hold up,” I say as the car cruises through. “Stop the car, Romelia.”

      Agent Woolf passes on the order. The car halts abruptly, right in the middle of the street.

      I turn to her with a deepening frown.

      “Not here! To the side of the road!”

      She acquiesces and the car swerves off to the curb, unblocking the flow of traffic. As it stops, I turn my eyes up to the nearest screen and watch, looking upon the security footage that had been captured by hovering drones.

      The wreckage is vast and total. The entire water treatment facility, a grand structure comprising several buildings, has been laid to waste, leaving only a steaming pile of rubble and the carcasses of burning buildings. Still, fire-fighters work to put out the blaze, the reporters on the scene already making the people aware of the importance of this particular attack.

      As if they didn’t know already…

      Here, clean water is our lifeblood, and the water treatment facility is the very heart that pumps it around the four quarters of Outer Haven. The water beyond our borders is, quite simply, too toxic to be consumed without purification, and without the means to detoxify it, the clean water reserves will quickly dwindle.

      I can see the worry etched across every face. Those already fearing for their lives as the threat of the Fanatics loom, and the streets grow more populated with Con-Cops and City Guards, will now have to contend with an entirely new concern.

      In weeks, and perhaps just days, some of them will already be scrapping for survival. They’ll look to the Consortium to deploy emergency measures to save them, frantically clawing at their feet for aid.

      But that aid, I know, will never come.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I grumble, turning away from the footage. “Get the car moving, Romelia!”

      The order isn’t specific enough. She merely looks at me with a blank expression so typical of her kind.

      “District 6, for Christ’s sake! Do what I told you before. Find us a quiet alley.”

      Her cold words tumble, and the car glides off once more.

      We pass by Brick Lane, and my eyes turn straight up, getting no more than a glimpse of the academy half way up as we cruise by. In that flash, I try to spot Mrs Carmichael, or Tess, or Abby, or Nate, or any of the other residents of the only home I’ve ever known. I see no one, all of them most likely huddled around the TV in the common room, afflicted as the rest of them by fear.

      On we go, passing the market too, another thriving place that has now become a graveyard. My mind fills with thoughts of Fred and Ziggy and Drum, and Rycard and Sophie join them. All people directly affected by that day, some of the many hundreds, many thousands, who have seen their lives changed or lost by that cowardly attack.

      Finally, I look upon the shelter in district 6 as we journey northwest, the gateway to the underlands I used to frequent. Down there, not far through the tunnels, the waterfall will be raging, and the river rushing, and the many tunnels that link through that network still being searched for some path to the north.

      Then, as the world quietens in the north of district 6, creeping closer to the boundary wall away in the distance, the car begins to cruise down an empty side street, a couple of sleeping cats darting from their holes as the lights blaze ahead and light up the dim passage.

      The soft sound of the engine begins to fade, and the car shuts down, and my eyes turn forward and backwards to make sure we’re alone. And then, with a final order to Agent Woolf to stay in the car, I step out, and find a figure already walking towards me, drawn right here by the connection between us.

      Dressed in his dark cloak and hood he comes, his pace quickening as he nears me. And when he does, I fall into his arms and he hugs me tight, and I feel some of the unbearable weight upon me lift.

      He swishes back his hood, revealing his wavy brown hair and hazel eyes. Within them I see exactly what I need: strength, resolve, a steadfast unwillingness to relent.

      He smiles bright, the most natural expression I’ve seen for many days, and dips his eyes to the car.

      “She’s in there?” asks my twin brother.

      I nod, move to the car, and peek inside.

      “OK, Romelia, you can get out now.”

      Agent Woolf emerges, those cold black eyes so murky and dark. She moves right behind me, and I see Zander inspecting her as she comes.

      “You’ve got her on a leash, sis,” he smiles. “But I’ll take the reins from here.”

      And stepping forward, he locks eyes with her, and I see his hazel irises flash as he sets a new order. And as he takes control of her, a wave of relief escapes me.

      Agent Woolf is finally off my back.
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      With the whole of Outer Haven – not just the northern quarter – under a particularly tight watch, I don’t spend much time with Zander, much as I’d like to.

      We huddle in that quiet alleyway, Agent Woolf now firmly under my brother’s control, and quickly pass notes. Mostly, I ask how my friends are doing down in the underlands: Drum and Sophie and Rycard.

      I’m told they’re fine to the best of my brother’s knowledge.

      “I’ve been a little busy recently, as you know,” he announces, a firm indication that he doesn’t have time to keep checking in on those I care about.

      Seeing as it was only yesterday that he had to escort Sophie and Rycard down there, I consider that a recent enough check in. Not that someone like Rycard needs, or wants, such interference. I’m sure he’s feeling emasculated enough having so little control over the security of his family.

      I do make him confirm, however, that Drum hasn’t yet signed up to become a soldier. When I ask whether he was out there fighting the previous night, Zander baulks at the suggestion.

      “Brie, he’s barely been down with us five minutes. We’re not exactly going to shove a gun in his hand and toss him out there to fight. You seem to underestimate how organised we really are.”

      Again, the firmness of his answer is enough for me. In fact, I’ve missed his assertiveness. Not that Adryan has been a poor substitute or anything – in fact, he’s been great. It’s more that my brother has a power that I don’t possess. Or, I should say, the same powers as me, only far more developed and practiced.

      If he was up in the High Tower alongside me, I’d feel so much more confident. Because as supportive and useful as Adryan’s been, he can’t do much to help. For the most part, it’s just been me up there, fighting to stay hidden, fighting to discover a path to the summit.

      It’s a significant weight to bear.

      Once I’ve confirmed that my friends are safe, Zander turns the attention to my mission. Now face-to-face, I’m able to quickly explain it for the first time. As I do, I can’t help but instinctively dart my eyes to Agent Woolf – who’s been temporarily deposited back into the car – to make sure she’s out of earshot.

      “I wouldn’t worry about her,” Zander says. “She’s mine now.”

      I like the idea. A significant part of me hopes he puts her through some real hell when he gets a chance.

      As I give my brother the brief overview of my plan, I watch him closely for approval. His eyes linger on me for a second before he begins to nod, slowly at first and then with a little more fervour.

      “I’m impressed, sis,” he says. “Although, I can’t say I’m surprised. You’ve taken everything the High Tower’s thrown at you and just got on with the job. I honestly couldn’t have done it better myself.”

      “Oh, please,” I say, tapping him on the arm. “You’d have had Cromwell in a body bag days ago.”

      “Brie, I’m serious. You’ve done everything that’s been asked of you. Now, it’s just that final step. Are you sure you’re ready?” He shakes his head as soon as he asks it, and speaks again. “Stupid question. I know you’re ready. I can see it in your eyes. You’ve grown this last week. I can feel it. You’re different.”

      “You think?”

      “Massively. You’ve got this, Brie. I’d want no one else but you up there tomorrow.” His eyes narrow and his expression grows more grave. “Have you got an escape route sorted out?”

      It’s something I haven’t given a huge amount of thought to, which I suppose is strange given the situation. Mostly, my focus has been on getting up there, and not on getting down.

      Yet, what thought I have given to it has led me to a single conclusion. That there’s only one way out of the High Tower: straight through the lobby and out the front door.

      “That’s your plan?” flinches Zander as I inform him, his brows pinching. “You think that’ll work?”

      I shrug, a part of me somehow resigned to the fact that, maybe, this really was just a suicide mission after all. I guess, in some fashion, I’ve managed to suppress the idea of such a thing. I thought it would be easier if I didn’t think about it too much.

      “There’s no other way, Zander,” I say. “I’ll head straight down as soon as I’ve pulled the trigger. I’m just hoping there’s no reception party to greet us.”

      “Us? So Adryan will be with you?”

      “Of course. He’ll join me on my way down at level 51, and we’ll escape together. That’s all we could figure out from the schematics…”

      I can see the doubt in my brother’s eyes. I don’t like the weakness, the worry. I reach out and take his hand.

      “Don’t worry about me, Zander. I’ll be fine, whatever happens.”

      My words are enough to renew his resolve. He nods and merely says: “I know you will, Brie,” with a small smile gracing his lips.

      I consider it a good time to leave, before my strength wanes and gives way to weakness. Yet a final glance at the car sets a final topic to my lips. It’s one I know Zander prefers to avoid, but one that’s perpetually lingering in the back of my mind.

      “She knows who our parents were,” I tell him. “Agent Woolf…she saw the picture I have of them in my apartment. She might just know about one, or both, I don’t know. But she definitely knows something. It’s the last favour I’ll ask of you, Zander…find out what she knows.”

      He glances back to the car, and returns with eyes of fire.

      “Oh, I plan to, Brie. I’m going to dig right in for all our sakes. We’ve heard rumours of a new directive that’s about to be issued. She may have more details.”

      “A directive?”

      He nods, casting his eyes down the street.

      “It’s for them,” he says. “For everyone in fear, everyone too terrified to work or go about their lives. We’ve heard that the Consortium will be offering ‘optional reconditioning’ to suppress their fears, to let them live their lives without their worries bearing down on them.”

      “Optional reconditioning,” I whisper. “You mean people are going to willingly become their slaves?! It won’t just be their fears they suppress…it’ll be everything. They’ll just make them into drones like the Con-Cops.”

      “That’s what we suspect, yeah. The attack on the water treatment facility will only make people more willing to comply, more obedient. People will sign up in their droves, just to free themselves of their fears. And when they wake, they won’t be themselves anymore…”

      “That’s…terrible,” I breathe. “So this is what it’s been about all along? All the attacks by the Fanatics have led to this? Make people too afraid to leave their homes, make it so they have no alternative, and then offer them this magic pill to solve all their problems?!”

      My brother nods slowly, his eyes still lit with that distant flame. A flame that’s been burning for years, that’s fuelled him for years as he’s fought against this doctrine.

      “This is their final play, Brie,” he growls. “It’s evil…evil genius. To create a situation where people willingly give themselves over to slavery without even knowing it. A certain part of me…” he shakes his head, refusing to finish the sentence, refusing to give voice to his thoughts.

      But he doesn’t need to. I know what he was about to say, because I’m thinking the very same.

      It’s as he said…evil, but genius. A masterful plot to take utter control of the masses without even getting them to lift a finger in their defence. To spread apart a wide net, set a fire behind them, and have them all rush in to get caught in the mesh.

      “It will start soon,” he continues. “They’ve been building a new facility out beyond the city. We think that’s where they’ll do it…”

      “But why not the REEF?” I wonder.

      “The connotations are too negative. Those who know about the REEF are aware that it’s for criminals, for full reconditioning and execution. They needed somewhere else to take these people. I’m sure it’ll be dressed up more pleasantly, to be more welcoming. But in the end, it’s got the same nefarious purpose.”

      “Then I guess I have to stop it,” I say fiercely. “If I kill Cromwell, that will do it, right? It will prevent all of this?”

      He nods with full conviction.

      I open my mouth to further my line of questioning. Zander’s hand lifts to stop me. And from his lips comes the same sentiment he’s ushered time and again.

      “Keep your mind on nothing but the mission, Brie. Take that final step. You can end all of this before it even begins…”

      “No pressure then,” I say, my eyes dipping and a wry smile rising.

      He lifts my chin and sets his eyes firmly on mine.

      “There’s lots of pressure…” His own sardonic grin climbs onto his face. “But isn’t that how you work best?”

      “You’ve got me there,” I huff. “Just do that favour for me, Zander. Find out about our parents. And I’ll just hope I’m alive to hear about it…”

      “I will,” he whispers. “And you will…”

      And with that, I turn and don’t look back, leaving my brother behind in the company of the foulest person I’ve ever met.

      Although tomorrow night, that might just change.

      I have a suspicion that I’m about to meet someone even worse…
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      I’m onto the final stretch now. The finishing line is coming up fast. It’s do or die, and I hope with everything within me that I accomplish the former without the latter.

      Do, but don’t die, that’s the aim of the game here…

      Of course, the ‘do’ in question is a little matter of murder. Adryan or Zander would instead prefer the term assassinate, which I suppose is technically true. I am to assassinate the most powerful man in the city, and then walk with my traitorous, Savant husband right out the front door.

      Easy.

      Right now, I’m considering the final stages of my plot having got back to the High Tower without a hitch. I even managed to pass back through the western gate without any trouble, which is something I owe to my sparkling personality.

      Or, the fact that it was, it turns out, Magnus who was on duty. My presence naturally appeared out of the ordinary, but I assured him that I’d merely been over to Outer Haven to see my friends, given the attack on the water treatment facility from the previous night.

      Usually, protocol would be to report me, and yet Magnus, like his brother, appeared happy enough to forgo such procedure on this occasion. I gave him a hug for thanks, something which reminded me of my past embraces with Drum, only much larger, and sped my way back to the High Tower.

      The final barrier was just that; a barrier. Once more, I had to argue my way through the security cordon outside the High Tower, before being given passage inside. Since they’d seen me leaving earlier with Agent Woolf, they didn’t question why I was outside of the cordon.

      What they did question, however, was the whereabouts of the agent. I merely told them that she was off doing her job, which appeared to be a sufficiently viable explanation for them.

      So, with a couple of minor hiccups, I worked my way back home. And now, here I am, sitting on the sofa in the apartment alone, trying to put the last pieces of my plan into place.

      The most notable problem I can think of right now is the small matter of finding a weapon. I could, if I wish, merely fetch one of the razor sharp blades from the kitchen to accompany me on my journey to the top. Although that would require a very different style of assassination, a more ‘up close and personal’ form of homicide that I’d rather avoid.

      The most appealing option, I suppose, is to use a gun, although that would require me stealing one. In the end, that’s probably what I’ll have to do – even if it means screwing this entire mission up, I’m going to get a damn pistol. Frankly, I just can’t bear the idea of stabbing an old man to death, regardless as to what he’s done.

      A gun, though, isn’t so hard. Point and shoot and it’s all over. I could even shut my eyes if I really wanted, assuming my aim was steady enough to rely upon.

      Thankfully, there are plenty of armed City Guards in the building to choose from – never thought I’d say that – so all I’ll need to do is get one alone, pop inside his mind, and get him to hand me his pistol. Job done.

      I’ll have to do that tomorrow, though, to avoid any sort of investigation, and ideally as near to the meeting time of 7PM as possible.

      Before then, the other loose end I need to tie will be getting in front of Ingrid W. Humbert to actually set the order in her head. If she doesn’t stop off at level 51 and let me on, then she’ll cruise straight past and I’ll have no means of hitching a ride. Right now, that’s the only option, and as Adryan correctly said, I can’t step into the lift with her in the atrium without raising some sort of alarm.

      All needs to be secret and done with the utmost efficiency. I have absolutely no margin for error here. A single mistake will cause my death, Adryan’s death, and the deaths of many whom I care about. And, well, the entire city will collapse under the might of the Consortium, and all of the Unenhanced will gradually be phased out of existence.

      So, yeah, as I told Zander…no pressure.

      None at all.

      I’m joined by my husband that evening, himself needing to keep up appearances at work despite everything we’re going through. The illusion needs to be maintained, and so far he’s been doing a stellar job.

      When he returns, he sucks me into a strong hug before saying a single word. Obviously, he’s been fretting all day about what happened with Agent Woolf. The speed at which he comes at me, and the strength of his embrace, tells me that.

      I fill him in quickly, and note the tension in his eyes. Yet mine are calm, as is my voice, and my body language strangely relaxed as well. In fact, it appears as though some sort of role reversal has taken place; myself now seeming more aloof and Savant-like than my actual Savant husband.

      This last week has shone the spotlight further onto his true self, and so rarely do I consider him one of these people anymore. Aside from his continuing inability to properly understand my humour, and his constant misunderstanding of sarcasm, his emotional capacity seems to have become just as pronounced as a regular human.

      Not an overly emotional one, perhaps, but someone like Mrs Carmichael, usually so reserved herself, and yet with the undercurrent of feeling that rises to the fore during times of stress and drama. Adryan is much the same. And I guess that’s why I’m starting to care about him so much.

      We talk in quiet tones, with the walls of the apartment partially transparent to let in some of the moonlight. It’s as if we don’t want anyone looking in, anyone spying on our final night here in this nest of injustice.

      So we sit and talk and go through the final stages of our plan. And again, as much as Adryan can, he offers the support he’s been giving me this whole time. Yet, beyond mere words, there’s nothing else he can do for me. I have to get a weapon. I have to impart the order into Ingrid Humbert’s mind. I have to rise up to the summit and send a bullet through Cromwell’s head.

      I can see all of that in his eyes, and hear it behind his words. He knows this is all down to me, and that aside from facilitating my path here, there’s nothing more for him to do.

      And I can tell, too, that he wishes he could do more. That he’d want to take the burden from me if he could, to sacrifice himself if it meant giving me a chance to get free of this place before all hell breaks loose.

      Before the suggestion even rises from his lips, I see it coming. And already, I’m shaking my head.

      “I could do it instead,” he tells me. “You give the order to Humbert to stop here at level 51. Tell her to allow me passage with her to the top. I’ll take the gun, and I’ll kill Cromwell myself. You’ve done enough, Brie. It doesn’t have to be you…”

      I move to him as he speaks, and shut him off with a kiss. Our lips swirl together, and my palm softly presses against the gritty stubble of his cheek.

      Then, slipping my lips off his, I whisper gently to him: “Thank you, Adryan. But this is my mission. And I’m the one who needs to complete it.”

      I don’t allow the offer to register. If it does, I might just crumble and concede. But, in reality, as much as my own life matters to me, Adryan’s life does too. I don’t want him to be put in harm’s way. I don’t want him to take the responsibility.

      This task was assigned to me. And only I can see it done.

      Yet still, Adryan continues to press his claim. I smile at him as he does and find my lips drawn back to his, those silver eyes so magnetic to me as they plead for me to pass him the reins.

      But I can’t. I won’t. I shake my head and speak again.

      “If something goes wrong, it needs to be me. You have no powers, Adryan. Only I can do this.”

      The logic in my words is undeniable, Adryan’s Savant programming demanding that he see reason. But there remains a doubt, another attempt to persuade me about to pour from his tongue.

      I see it coming, and stop it at its source. Into his beautiful mind I go, and call out the order for him to relent, to leave the subject where it is.

      And before his words can fall, they’re caught behind his closing mouth.

      A strange sense of calm seems to pervade the place once I’ve managed to placate Adryan. Everything that needs to be discussed has been considered several times, and now I wish to simply turn my mind elsewhere.

      To help me do so, my husband prepares a nice hot stew, turning to the culinary skills that are so rare here. As he dishes up, and I allow myself a single glass of wine, but no more, I ask him if he’ll teach me to cook someday.

      “There’s not much to it really,” he says. “But I’ll take you through it when we reach the underlands.”

      I nod, and a thought rises: I wonder if we’ll actually make it down there…

      I don’t vocalise it, though. The time has passed for doubt. Instead, I tell him how much I’d love that, and bring a smile to his face. And with it that feeling of attachment inside me cements, my affections towards him growing harder to control.

      Maybe, in the days and weeks and months to come, it’ll be able to flourish. Maybe this staged pairing of ours will actually transition into something real. Maybe a whole number of things will happen that I can’t predict. Because after today, maybe…just maybe…the world will open up to me in a way it never has before.

      My hopes for such a thing are what fuel me. A hope to escape this place for good. A hope to join my brother and my friends in the underlands. A hope to step away from the boundaries of the city itself, and explore the wide expanses of the outerlands that stretch for endless miles beyond our borders.

      And now, above all, a hope that Adryan and I can spend time together away from all this. Away from the pressure that drives us, the fate that we both share. Away from all the pain and suffering that we’ve both witnessed.

      Because if nothing else, something good might have come out of this whole mission. Something good for me, personally, aside from the reshaping of the future, and the saving of so many souls.

      And that good is Adryan.
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      I wake with a tired smile on my face on the morning of my destiny. I didn’t sleep well – how could I possibly do so – but still open my eyes to a bright sky and the firm knowledge that, today, it will all be over.

      I linger in my room for a time, looking at the picture of my parents to give me strength, to guide me. And in my head, somewhere deep, I hear a voice spreading as my eyes link with the image of my father.

      You can do this, Brie…you can do this…

      I don’t know what it is, or who. It isn’t Zander. It isn’t a dream. It must simply be the inner voice that lives inside me, rousing me when I need it, steering my path forward when, sometimes, all I want to do is turn back.

      It fades away with those words, and I let them infuse every part of me.

      I can do this. I know I can. And I know, above all, that I must.

      My day ahead is planned, as much as it can be at least. Adryan prepares some breakfast, trying to keep things as normal as possible, trying to keep me calm. He doesn’t need to put too much effort in, really. Right now, I feel abnormally relaxed, almost worryingly so.

      It must, I suppose, be nothing but the calm before the storm. The deep breath before the plunge. When I need it, my nerves will tingle and rise and give me the focus I’ll require to complete my task. But right now, that would merely account for wasted energy. And I need to keep my reserves intact.

      We spare few words before Adryan leaves for work. Even today he needs to go, to show his face and continue our deception. Yet I don’t wish for him to stay, or yearn for his company.

      No, not now. Not today. Today, I just want to be alone, to set my mind to nothing but the road that lies ahead.

      Tunnel vision is what I need. And right now, that’s what I have.

      His kiss is warm as he drifts away. It slips from my cheek to my lips only briefly, before casting the skin it touched back into the cold. I watch him go with a steadily beating heart, knowing that I’ll see him later, before I set off on my journey to the highest reaches of this structure.

      After he’s left, I shower. I stay under the water for a while, and memories of my journey down the underground river flash through my mind. They come occasionally when I find myself here, under the warm flow, or even out in the rain as it clatters down from above.

      Those memories are joined by so many others, traumatic images that might just wear me down were I to give them a chance. They may still, but not right now, not yet. One day, perhaps, I’ll be tormented by my actions, by these recent events in my life.

      And honestly, I hope that’s the case. Because if it is, it will mean I’ve lived through all of this, battled to a point where my life is quiet enough for such memories to take hold.

      I truly hope it happens.

      With the morning gathering pace, I turn my attention to my first task. I dress in my assigned attire and begin working my way down through the atrium. Turning to the front desk, I find Rebecca absent, not surprising given her working hours, and continue straight through towards the platform outside the High Tower.

      Turning, I arch my neck to the summit, hiding in the fluffy white clouds that drift so casually across the sky. And as I look up, a bout of nerves flutter through me as my mind races forward, picturing the gun in my hand, the trigger being squeezed, the bullet cutting through an old man’s head.

      I shake it free and cast the image aside, turning my mind back to my current objective.

      One step at a time, Brie. One step at a time…

      Curling around the side of the High Tower, I work my way towards the road that Compton’s Hall lies upon, the very site where I met Adryan for the first time. Next to it, the primary quarters for the Council of Matrimony wait, the drab structure fixed to the similarly dull, and yet much larger, ballroom that acts as the first point of contact for so many couples living here.

      To reach them, I need to once again work through the security cordon, a test that’s become something of a habit. Mercifully, I don’t have to encounter the same force of guards as before, seeing as I’m attempting to seek passage down a different route.

      The guards I find on duty appear to be a little less edgy than those I’ve faced before. Perhaps that’s owing simply to the fact that more time has passed since the assassination of Commander Fenby, and any future attacks are now considered less likely.

      It wouldn’t necessarily surprise me for the state of alert to change from red to amber so quickly. In the end, the Savants barely register any concern when anything dramatic happens, and merely continue on with their lives regardless. While the regular Enhanced who comprise the City Guard aren’t the same, they take their orders from the emotionless leaders of the city, and therefore will begin to relax as they see their ‘superiors’ doing so, which always happens quickly.

      There’s also the simple fact that they’ve been conditioned to act as such as well. The Enhanced, although they don’t really seem to see it, have been turned into slaves just as much as the Con-Cops have, their position as genetically modified and improved beings putting them in this sort of strange middle ground between the regular Unenhanced and the Savants.

      At the end of the day, they’ll be liberated from the rule of the Consortium as much as anyone else. It’s not just the Outer Haveners who the Nameless are fighting for, but most of those here in Inner Haven too. And the City Guard certainly contribute to that number.

      With no need to utilise my powers, I’m let through the cordon with the simple reasoning that I wish to visit the Council of Matrimony HQ. It feels strangely good, and rather odd, to be telling the truth for once.

      Passing through, I navigate the short path towards Compton’s Hall, and head straight for the building fixed to its right. As I enter through the double doors, I find a couple of girls dressed as I am, sitting across in a small waiting area within the main foyer. Both are clearly nervous, sitting waiting to be tested for approval to marry the men they’ve been courting.

      They lift their eyes to mine and probably assume I’m here for the same purpose. I was, only a week or so ago. But now my reason for being here is so very different.

      I head straight for the front desk, with my first task simply to confirm that Ingrid W. Humbert is, in fact, here in the building. If not, I’ll need to slip inside the receptionist’s mind to discover her whereabouts.

      Other than the woman behind the desk, and the two Unenhanced girls sitting off in the waiting area, the main hall is empty. I quickly double check with my Hawk-vision to confirm, before setting my eyes on the receptionist.

      She’s the same one as before when I first came here. Lifting her eyes to mine, she immediately addresses me with my new name. Her memory is obviously rather powerful like Rebecca’s.

      “Hello, Mrs Shaw,” she says. “Why are you here?”

      Her manner is expectedly harsh. Like the majority of her kind, she likes to get straight to the point, no chitchat tolerated.

      Good.

      “I’m here to speak with High Secretary Humbert,” I announce.

      She shakes her head immediately, seeing no need to check her schedule.

      “You don’t have an appointment. If there’s no other reason for your presence here, please leave.”

      Her eyes move off mine. She expects me to walk away. I don’t, and her eyes lift again.

      “Yes?” she says.

      “Is she here? Mrs Humbert, I mean?” I ask.

      “I know who you mean, Mrs Shaw. Yes, of course she’s here. But you cannot see her. Please leave.”

      Her eyes return to her table-screen. I still refuse to move.

      Because, while my plan was merely to confirm here presence here, and then accost her when she departs, another option quickly springs to mind.

      “Um…” I say.

      Her eyes lift for a final time. Her annoyance is evident, if not from any frown or angry expression, but the speed with which her next words come.

      “Yes. What is it?” she snaps.

      I don’t need to return fire, though. Instead, I merely flash my eyes and perform another mental miracle, forcing her to grant me entry. Her expression flattens further and the usual mist flows briefly across her eyes. Then her tune changes entirely.

      “Please go ahead, Mrs Shaw,” she says. “The High Secretary is on the fifth floor at the end of the corridor at the top of the stairs.”

      I smile at her with a rare show of arrogance, garnered by the powers that continue to astonish and bewilder me.

      “Thank you very much for your help,” oozes my rather immodest voice. I must sound completely conceited right now, knowing that no one around here seems to be beyond my clutches.

      I don’t let myself bask in the glory, though.

      Get over yourself, Brie, comes my internal admonishment. And don’t get cocky! It will come back to bite you.

      I remove the smile and move towards the stairs, winding around and around towards the fifth floor. The building appears to be in busy operation, and my presence does attract a few quizzical stares.

      As they come, I wonder about the wisdom of this move. I hadn’t considered whether the presence of an Unenhanced up here beyond the ground floor would cause a fuss. The last thing I want is to get tongues wagging.

      But, I’m here now, and there’s no turning back. So down the corridor I go, reaching the door marked with the title of the High Secretary of the Council of Matrimony, a bit of a mouthful in my book. I knock, and hear a voice spreading from inside.

      And then, in I step.

      The room I find before me is fairly large and well appointed. Yet all those appointments are functional and not decorative, each item of furniture playing its role. Right ahead, I find a desk with two chairs in front of it. And behind is a third, occupied by the woman my whim has sent me here to see.

      Her features are fairly kindly, and her posture is a little wider and more squat than most Savants. I suppose, even with the most rigorous of training regimes, age does eventually catch up with you. She’s proof of that, her maturing years stretching out her frame and adding some fat to her bones.

      Given her position, she’s also capable of displaying some measure of emotion, or at least attempting it. My sudden arrival, however, has sent a small frown to her greying brows that is far from artificial.

      “And who might you be, exactly? I wasn’t expecting anyone, let alone a member of Outer Haven.”

      Her voice is rather nice, which is another welcome surprise. It’s soft and helps to set me at ease as I allow the door to shut behind me.

      “Sorry for disturbing you, Mrs Humbert. But I am actually a member of the High Tower now, only recently of course, but still. My name is Mrs Shaw, and I’m here to give you a message.”

      She sits up and back in her seat. She’s several metres away from me still, off across the room. Too far for me to manipulate her from here.

      I take a small step forward. Somehow, however, she appears to distrust me.

      “I didn’t tell you to approach, Mrs Shaw,” comes her voice. It’s not so nice anymore, a harshness brewing within it.

      “Of course,” I say, stopping.

      “Now what is this message you wish to give me?”

      I see her left hand hovering towards the desk. Part of it glows with a screen, my Hawk-eyes picking up a flash of red.

      An alarm, maybe? Has she seen through my façade? Is my presence here so unusual to call for backup?

      With my heart-rate beginning to climb, I test my theory by taking another small step forward. Her fingers react by closing in on the screen. Yet her eyes stick on mine, and I wonder if she’s a Mind-Manipulator too, and whether trying to put her under my command was an idea that was never going to work.

      As her fingers continue to slip towards that little dash of shallow red, I take a punt. I need to grab her attention, and it needs to be now.

      “It’s about the assassination of Commander Fenby,” I say.

      Her hand stops. Her eyes narrow. She leans forward just a little, and I take another small step as she does.

      “What about it?” she asks.

      “I…I have information that may help you find the culprits.”

      I’m winging it, making it up on the spot.

      But it seems to be working.

      “And why would you come to me? I am not a member of the security force.”

      I have no answer for her, but I hope I won’t need one. I take another step, my enhanced vision capable of keeping a firm eye on every millimetre of movement she makes.

      Once more, her fingers creep towards the red dash on the flat screen of her desk.

      “Well?” she asks. “Why have you come to me?”

      I have no answer. I need no answer.

      With a sudden swell within my body, the Dasher side of me surges forward, sending me right at her desk with a rush of air that has her greying hair flowing wildly. My movement is swift enough to prevent any sort of reaction, her body stuck in time as I grab her wrist and pull her hand away from the screen.

      As I do so, I grab the other, and watch as her eyes widen gradually as the room moves back to full speed. And just as my Dasher powers shut off, something far more powerful takes its place, and I skip straight into her head in a bid to take command.

      I’m able to do so without much of a fight. This woman is no Mind-Manipulator, just a regular old Savant getting on with her duty. My order flows through her, telling her to sit calmly and quietly and obey my verbal commands. It sinks into her consciousness and I withdraw to find my latest subject under my control.

      And standing there in front of her desk, my eyes drop to the red marking on the screen, and a laugh begins to gurgle up through my body.

      It’s not an alarm at all, but merely a trick of the light caused by the sun, shining through the window at her back.

      She watches me as I giggle and shake my head, just another empty vessel here for me to fill in any manner I see fit. But there’s only a single order I need to give her, a single directive I need to impart.

      And so that’s what I do.

      Task completed, and onto the next.

      The big one is fast approaching.
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      I sit in the apartment once more, alone. The pieces are all set, the pawns advancing. And me, the queen, waits to strike.

      My next move will be checkmate.

      At least I hope it will…

      On the sofa beside me lies a gun. It’s a more old fashioned pistol, one that shoots physical bullets, and not the rounds of pulse energy that are often deployed. I’ve seen a couple like it before, but have never shot one.

      It stares up at me, taunting me, calling for me to caress its handle.

      I take a grip, and flick a little button on its underside, and the end of the barrel alters its shape, a silencer extending. It’s a feature I’ll need to make use of later should I want to do the deed in silence.

      The weapon was easy enough to get. It took time, only, but not much effort. After a fair amount of searching, I discovered a suitable subject alone on my favourite level, wandering through the gardens in order to give himself a little boost of energy.

      He was a member of the City Guard, a normal man besides his single sensory modification. In this case, his sense of hearing was quite powerful, his abilities as a Bat allowing him to never, ever be crept up on.

      I didn’t need to. I just struck up a conversation with the man and found out that he was on a break. For a few minutes, we even walked together around the level, wandering through those beautiful and life giving gardens, discussing with some unexpected candour how little the Savants truly appreciate the place.

      I kept looking for an opportunity for us to be completely alone, and lured him towards some of the heavier canopies provided by a collection of low palm trees on the northern side. There, I first took possession of his mind, and then I took possession of his gun.

      I left him, as I did Ingrid Humbert, without any recollection of my presence, installing in his mind the belief that he’d merely left his side-arm at home or in his private storage unit at the City Guard HQ. By the time he discovers that neither is the case, it will be far too late.

      That was a little while ago. And for the last couple of hours I’ve been here, in silence, just staring at the gun and the clock on the wall, alternating my gaze between the two.

      The time is quickly speeding now, going far faster than I’ve ever known it to go. And with each passing minute, my nerves grow more jangled, my heart thuds more aggressively, and my breathing continues to shallow.

      There’s nothing for me to do but wait. Wait and think. I consider contacting my brother, but turn against the thought. Hearing his voice may do nothing but weaken and distract me. And right now, I need to put my mind to nothing but the thought of pulling that trigger.

      It’s past 6PM now, and in less than an hour, Ingrid Humbert will be rising up in the lift and stopping at level 51. I have no doubt any more in my powers, in my ability to command an order, even one that requires precise timing.

      I’ve been through so much here this last week that I know, unequivocally, that Humbert will be here to collect me. And when those doors open, and she sees me step in, she won’t wonder why, or try to stop me.

      Oh no. She’s mine now, and she’ll willingly lead me up to assassinate her master.

      Assassinate.

      The word flows about in my head, mostly in another form: murder. In an hour’s time, I’m going to kill a man, take a life, send a bullet straight into a brain.

      Whatever the man’s done, and will do, and whatever I’ve promised, it remains a hard thing for me to compute. Zander taught me that manipulating someone to do something against their nature is the hardest thing of all. And here I am, about to do something that’s as far from my own nature as I could imagine.

      But I will do it. I will pull that trigger, and watch the blood splatter. I will callously watch a man die. Because yes, he does deserve it. And yes, it will save lives.

      But still, that doesn’t make it easy.

      The clock seems to click louder in my head as I sit there. Which is odd, really, because it’s not actually making a sound at all. It’s in my head, the clicking, an endless countdown that’s been there for some time.

      Only now, it’s growing louder, pounding inside my skull as the seconds add up to minutes, and the minutes crawl their way towards an hour.

      The ticking is only broken when Adryan returns. He rushes in quickly and stops before me, his eyes turning straight to the gun in my hand. Surveying my expression, studying me like he did when we first met, and like he’s done so often since, he quickly determines that I’ve done what I’ve had to. That the pieces are in place and ready for the final act.

      He sits beside me in silence, and for a good few minutes no words come. And then, gently, his voice whispers.

      “Are you ready?” he asks.

      I dip my chin and say: “Yes,” with all the decisiveness and finality I can muster.

      And then I turn my eyes to his and ask: “Are you?”

      The question isn’t about him having to kill, but about leaving this place, leaving this building. He’s never stepped foot beyond the dividing wall, never walked the streets of Outer Haven. Just as much as mine, his world is about to change forever, one way or another.

      He nods like I did, and says: “I’ve been ready for a long time, Brie.”

      I know he has. For many years. Ever since his wife was taken from him he’s waited for this day, bided his time, worked from the inside in a bid to see Cromwell fall.

      And now, that effort has reached its zenith. And it’s time for me to act.

      Standing from the sofa, I take a long breath and begin to pace. I have to shed some of this nervous energy, to make sure my hand is steady when it pulls the trigger.

      I find myself moving to my room and looking upon my parents’ faces. Taking the picture off the wall, I whisper in the quiet: “Give me strength,” before kissing them both, folding the photograph in two, and depositing it into my pocket for safekeeping.

      I migrate from room to room as the time grows near, checking the clock each time I pass it. The minutes move like lightning, each circuit of the apartment seeming to strip several of them from the countdown.

      Adryan watches me and tries to offer some calming words, my agitation rising fast now. All over my head, the doubts spread, the worries and fears trying their best to throw me off course.

      I don’t give voice to them, don’t let them settle. I shake them free and pace harder, until Adryan halts me with his strong arms and firm gaze. Those silver eyes smoulder at me, and his presence helps to calm me. He doesn’t need to speak. Just that look in his eyes is enough to help me refocus.

      And when he does speak, this time it’s just a soft whisper.

      “It’s OK, Brie. You can do this. I’ll be right here, waiting for you.”

      He smiles a gorgeous smile, and draws me into his chest, and through one eye I glance again at the clock and find that it’s time for me to go. Releasing me, he moves to the sofa and collects the gun, before gently fixing it to my belt and concealing it beneath my shirt.

      It looks so odd, hidden beneath my current attire, and yet in my mind I’m wearing the rugged clothes from back home. I’m dressed as Zander might be, or one of the soldiers of the Nameless, wrapped up in black and looking fierce.

      In my head, I’m dressed like a warrior, like an assassin.

      In my head, I’m dressed to kill.

      We walk to the door in silence, and Adryan turns me to him again. His lips move in, but not to mine. They glide across my forehead instead, before he fixes me with a final stare, his hands attached to my shoulders.

      “Finish this, Brie,” he whispers. “Finish it.”

      And with no response, no words forming in my head, I turn and open the door, and drift out into the corridor. Moving around the curved passageway, I head straight for the northern side, for the exact lift I ordered Humbert to take.

      I walk like a Savant, rigid and cold and upright, acting almost on autopilot now. The floor is quiet, although a couple of lifts open as I pass, people returning home from their workplaces and barely passing me a glance.

      Deep in my head, I hear a fluttering voice, and turn away from it. I can’t be distracted now, not now.

      I reach the northernmost side, now directly beneath Director Cromwell’s residence 50 floors above me, and stand before the lift. I check my watch a final time and know that Humbert will be arriving in moments only, her timekeeping precise enough to have her arrive at the exact instant I specified in her office.

      When I hear the whirring of the motors, my pulse gallops harder. She’ll be here in seconds, and I’ll step in. And only half a minute or so later, the doors will open on level 99, and I’ll be face-to-face with Cromwell.

      In a single minute, or maybe two, all of this will be done.

      It hardly seems real.

      The whirring grows a little louder, and then I hear the mechanism that controls the doors click, and they slide right open. The interior appears, and before me I see Ingrid W. Humbert, standing in the centre, barely registering my arrival.

      I step inside. Humbert’s voice issues a new command.

      “Level 99,” comes her soft but empty voice.

      The doors close, shutting me off. A part of me wants to tell her to stop, to let me out, but I say nothing. The lift begins to rise, and my lungs start to fill and spill with a renewed ferocity.

      And in my head, that fluttering voice sounds again, this time harder, louder, but still indistinct.

      It’s Zander. I can’t hear him, my mind all over the place.

      Report! I think I hear him say, his voice blurred. Brie…report!

      It makes no sense. He knows the plan. There’s nothing to report yet…

      I shut my eyes and picture his face, and the pathway between our minds opens up. And suddenly, surging into my head, his words come out loud and clear, clattering into my mind.

      And I realise, in that moment, he wasn’t saying report.

      He was saying abort.

      ABORT, BRIE, ABORT! he shouts, his words clear and deafening now. HE KNOWS YOU’RE COMING. IT’S A TRAP!

      A panic surges through every part of me. I turn to Humbert and my mouth opens and prepares to call for her to stop.

      But it’s too late. The lift is already slowing, stopping.

      And the door is opening.
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      All goes suddenly quiet. Ahead of me, the doors reveal darkness, a darkness even my Hawk-eyes have trouble seeing through.

      I blink hard and the room begins to grow in focus, a wide expanse ahead. My heart attempts to climb up my throat as Zander’s voice echoes in my ears, and into the silence, I whisper: “Take me down.”

      Humbert doesn’t react. Because she doesn’t have time to.

      From nowhere, two figures materialise, pouring inside the lift from the left and right. My instincts take over and I activate my Dasher powers, ready to defend myself as the shapes loom.

      But they loom too fast, my powers doing nothing to slow them. And as they come into view, and I see the dark cloaks and shining eyes, I know that they’re very much like me.

      Hybrids. Stalkers. The agents of Artemis Cromwell.

      In a flash of speed they scoop me up, each taking an arm. I kick out with my legs, thrashing and twisting and coiling my spare limbs, but it has no effect at all.

      Not on these warriors, these hunters.

      Not on these men designed to kill.

      I’m dragged from the lift and into the wide room, and see that it’s filled with nothing but a large table and chairs, the rest of it silver and chrome and lifeless like everywhere else here.

      My voice surges from out of me, calling hopelessly for help, pouring forward to issue some aimless command at the old lady in the lift to give me some aid. It has no effect at all, my mouth quickly gagged by a mask and my arms forcefully dragged behind my back and locked in restraints.

      As my body is contorted, I turn my gaze on one of the Stalkers and find his otherworldly eyes staring back. I flash an order inside him as quickly as I can.

      ATTACK YOUR PARTNER. KILL YOUR PARTNER. SET ME FREE!

      A slashing palm ends my attempt, the man’s open hand connecting with devastating force on my cheek. A stab of pain cuts through the skin and flesh, leaving a terrible sting as a set of blacked-out goggles are quickly fixed over my eyes, blocking my ability to use my powers.

      I’m forcefully shoved forward, and hear a chair being moved. I’m pushed down into it, and then, suddenly, the four hands leave me and I hear the two men step off to one side.

      Silence falls, my gasping breath blocked by the gag. I turn left and right and attempt to stand. A rush of air blows from the right and I’m dragged straight down again, my legs tied and wrist restraints fixed to the chair.

      I struggle for a few more moments, screaming at the top of my lungs through the mask that covers my mouth. No sound escapes, only my heartbeat and the struggling sounds of my limbs giving any voice to the room.

      But soon, my thrashing ends, my limbs locked tight. The logical side of me calls for me to stop, but it’s not really reason or logic that directs it.

      It’s defeat. It’s failure.

      I’m about to be killed.

      I go still, and wait for the inevitable. A bullet to the head, most likely. Quick and easy and clean, that’s the way these people like to do things.

      Nothing happens. Only silence reigns.

      And then, it’s brief reign ends.

      Footsteps sound, tapping gently against the cold floor. They come from afar, ticking like a slow clock, creeping nearer, growing louder.

      They’re measured, slow, one following the other with total precision. I feel a presence growing near, a hand drifting towards my face, old fingers taking hold of the mask that covers my eyes.

      Then it lifts, pulled up onto my forehead, and I’m greeted by a flash of purest white, the shining shape of a man standing before me. Draped in the finest of white suits, and with hair of the same tone, and ghostly skin so pale it gleams, I look upon the man I’ve been yearning to see for so long.

      Finally, I’m face-to-face with Director Artemis Cromwell. Only, it’s him holding the gun, and not me.

      I stare right at the man, and he stares right back at me. In his hand, he holds my weapon, passed to him by one of his slaves. He inspects it briefly, before swaying the end of the barrel in my direction as a cold and distant smile inches onto his lips.

      “So this is what you were going to kill me with?” comes his voice, deep and detached and glacial-cold.

      He sways it across me again, his finger hovering on the trigger, and I flinch as the muzzle slows as it points to my heart. Then, he tosses it to the side, and it’s caught by one of his agents.

      “It’s a crude weapon really, isn’t it Brie?” he says. “And hardly efficient.”

      I look up into his clear blue eyes, like frozen circles of ice, and make an attempt to infiltrate his mind. I dip in and see a staggering world before me, but am immediately cast out.

      “That won’t work on me,” he says calmly.

      His long fingers approach once more, and drag down the mask over my mouth. I gasp in a long breath, spraying a cough into the room.

      “You’re…you’re a Mind-Manipulator?” I splutter.

      He begins to circle me, his feet tapping once more.

      “Oh no, nothing like that,” comes his voice from behind me. “I’m just immune to such things.”

      He completes the loop, returning in front of me, his body a strange mix of old age and relative youth. His hands are heavily wrinkled, deep lines spreading from the corners of his eyes and mouth. And yet, there’s a strange youth to his cheeks, his skin less afflicted there than on the other features of his face.

      His eyes, though, carry a depth, staring at me and barely blinking as he hovers.

      It’s a disconcerting look, and one that has me turning away. And shutting my eyes, I think of Zander, and Adryan waiting for me below, and all those I care about across Outer Haven.

      And when I open them again, their corners are wet.

      I can’t help it. I don’t want to cry, to show weakness. Even though I’m going to die, I don’t want to give this man any satisfaction. I don’t want to go out, pleading for my life, my cheeks stained and eyes red and mind lost to thoughts of fear and failure.

      So I squeeze my eyes shut again, blocking the flow before it starts, and grit my teeth as hard as I can. And then, with my eyelids still locked tight, I simply whisper: “How?”

      The ruler of this building, of this city, of this world, doesn’t need anything more. He knows what I’m asking. And when he speaks, I know it’s my fault. I know that all of this is my failure, my doing.

      “Romelia Woolf,” he says quietly. “You think you got her, but she’d already figured you out, Brie. She’s been reporting to me for some time now. And now, she’s completed her task. She’s brought you to my door…”

      I open my eyes, and let my body fill with hate. And instead of a soft expression of fear and sorrow, I let my visage reshape with a grimace of fire.

      Zander must have found the truth in her mind, excavated it from the depths. But it was too late. Much too late…

      “Ah yes, that’s it, Brie,” continues Cromwell, looking upon my expression with some glee. “You have a lot of hate in you, that much is clear. I wonder what else we’ll find in there, what secrets your mind holds…”

      “No…” comes my voice.

      I cut it off, bite my tongue, and turn away. He can’t find out what I know. If he does, they’ll all be doomed.

      “Just do what you have to do, Director Cromwell,” I say, looking to the floor. “Please…don’t drag this out. If there’s a shred of empathy in you, you’ll let me die quickly.”

      I keep my head low, but through my Hawk-vision, scan the men to the left and right. One stands, his hands behind his back, staring right at me. The other does the same, but his hands are in front of him, gripping the gun they took from me.

      He’s only a few metres away. Near enough…is he near enough?

      I have no choice. I have to try.

      With a sudden twist of my neck, I swing my head up to him and draw his eye. I dart straight in, charging into his mind and calling out the order to kill.

      But not the other guard. Not himself. Not Cromwell.

      Me.

      I deliver the command with such clarity and focus that it fuses immediately. The glaze spreads across his eyes and the order takes hold. And suddenly, abruptly, his hand swings up, points the gun right at my head, and pulls the trigger.

      I shut my eyes as the room explodes with a single bullet. But the endless darkness doesn’t come.

      Instead, a flow of air sweeps from the other side, and I hear a heavy thud. And creaking open my lids, I look to see the other Stalker standing in my path, blood seeping from his body and onto the cold metal floor.

      And on the floor, amid the blood, I see the shape of the shooter, the gun still in his hand, his body knocked out cold.

      “Good, very good,” comes Cromwell’s voice.

      I turn forwards again and see him standing just where he was before, no fright imbuing him, no alarm spreading through his face at the sight he just witnessed.

      He merely looks at me, and smiles an awkward, alien grin.

      “Oh, you truly are gifted, Brie, and brave too,” he muses. “Just a look, and nothing more, and you nearly had my man killing you. But, you’re not the only one with gifts, as you can see,” he says, nodding towards the standing Stalker.

      I look at the man as he turns back to me, a bullet hole cut into his side, blood spewing to the floor. But there’s no pain on his face, no fear that he might die. He just stands there, his body emptying of blood, waiting for further orders.

      “Do you see that, Brie,” crackles Cromwell. “Total and utter loyalty. If I so wish, he will stand there until his body gives out. You may be able to control minds, Brie, but I can control an entire people.”

      I stare at him, horrified at his words, and then turn back to the Stalker. Something in me feels sorry for the man, bred to be what he is. He has no choice in the matter, no more than anyone else. And here, right here, his life will end unless his master says otherwise.

      “But,” continues Cromwell, “ I’d never waste such a useful resource.” He turns to the Stalker. “Bind his arms until we can have the kill order removed. Then get yourself to the infirmary.”

      The man nods, bends down to his unconscious comrade, binds his arms, and then begins walking towards the lift, leaving a trail of crimson in his wake.

      And alone now with Cromwell, I know I’m totally helpless. And he does too.

      I fix him with a stare, my heart freezing as I look upon him, and a growl issues from my throat.

      “You’re not going to kill me, are you?” I ask.

      That horrible smile rises once more, and his old neck twists from side to side.

      “Oh no, Brie…I have another purpose for you.”

      And with those words, I shut my eyes, and think of my brother’s face. And from my mind to his, I simply say…

      Forgive me, Zander.

      I’ve failed.
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      There’s a darkness here that not even my Hawk-eyes can penetrate. An unremitting gloom that gives so little shape to where I am.

      All I can make out are the blank features of the walls, surrounding me on each side. It’s a small space, a silent space. A space that could be anywhere.

      I don’t know where I am. In the High Tower? Somewhere else in Inner Haven? Outside of the city, perhaps at the REEF, waiting to have my fate revealed?

      I just don’t know…

      All I do know is that I’ve failed.

      Cromwell saw me coming, my plot discovered and revealed to him by Agent Woolf long before I’d managed to get her to my brother. And when I stepped out into that room on level 99, I walked straight into a trap.

      And now, everyone in the city is going to pay the penalty.

      I search my memories, and find them faded. There’s an ache to my head, a fatigue spreading through my limbs. They’re bound tight, my wrists fastened to the arms of a chair, my ankles to its legs.

      I can’t move. I can barely think. Everything in my body and head is dulled and blurred.

      The last waking moments I can remember are of Cromwell’s eyes, icy blue, searching me as a needle was jabbed into my arm, drugs sent through my blood. I’d lost consciousness immediately, tied to that chair up on level 99, my mind going blank and heart slowing to a crawl.

      And now, here I am, waking in this dark place, with no knowledge of how long I’ve been out, of where I am, of what truly lies in wait for me now.

      All I can do is consider the extent of my failure, a failure that will lead to so much death, so much suffering. I should have seen it coming, should have spent a bit of time searching through Woolf’s mind for the truth. I should have realised that it was too easy, that the path had been laid out before me, luring me into Cromwell’s lair.

      But then, there are others to blame here too. Others who made my job so difficult, set me this impossible task.

      Perhaps, in the end, this was always going to be the result. After all, how could I possibly contend with a man like Cromwell, a woman like Woolf? I’m just a girl of 18, new to all of this.

      I was always going to fail.

      Sitting there, stewing weakly on my fate, I think of Adryan. He’d have been waiting for my return in our apartment, nervously counting the seconds and minutes until the door knocked and we could escape this place together.

      But the door won’t have knocked. It will have been battered down, a force of Stalkers surging in to take him into custody. He’d have known then of my utter failure, of the failure of this plot, so long in the making.

      And now, what will become of him? This traitor to his people, this spy within their midst. Of all of us, he’ll be most vilified, a terrible fate of torture and death awaiting him.

      It’s a thought I can’t bear. I screw up my eyes and turn my mind from it, and more memories come, further details of my final moments before that needle punctured my skin.

      I’d managed to get one of the Stalkers to try to shoot me dead. I’d done so purely to protect the information in my head from those who will now extract it. To keep that secret path to the underlands hidden, and all those complicit in this plot.

      He, like me, had failed. The other Stalker had dashed ahead of me to block the path of the bullet, taking it for himself. Bleeding to death, he’d only left us under the orders of his master. Without Cromwell’s command to get attention, he’d have stood there and let his body empty of blood.

      That is the extent to which the Director controls his people.

      Once the Stalker had left, I was left alone with the man I’d attempted to assassinate. He’d oozed out a few more details, told me about his huntress, Agent Woolf. How she’d been manipulating Adryan all along, mining his mind for details of what we were up to, before simply covering her tracks afterwards and deleting the memory of her presence.

      It was she who removed knowledge of the new gene testing directive from my husband’s mind. I’d been baffled as to why he didn’t know about it, why he hadn’t told me. Now, it makes so much sense. She’d merely eliminated it, forcing me into a situation where my powers would be tested.

      All along, she’d been toying with me, with us. She’d let it all play out, let me believe the mission would work, let us both get in so deep that we’d walk right into their trap.

      I think of the voice in my head, whispering the name of Rebecca to me, guiding me along the path. Was that her too? Had she fashioned some pathway into my mind, some manner of manipulating me from afar?

      Did she allow me this free rein of the High Tower so that I’d be lured into this false sense of security, give myself over to them willingly so that my mind can now be searched for all knowledge I have of the Nameless?

      All I can hope is that my telepathic words to Zander would have gotten through. I’d shut my eyes tight in that room, and projected those simple words to his consciousness.

      Forgive me, Zander.

      I’ve failed.

      I didn’t hear a reply. I’d been too distracted by Cromwell’s revelations about Woolf, and of the sound of the lift clicking open behind me, and the footsteps that came towards me, and of the needle being stuck into my arm.

      Yet whether he heard me or not, my failure will be quickly discovered. And now, I pray that they’re already moving from the caves and caverns they’ve settled in. I pray that they have some contingency for when their underground city is discovered.

      A means, perhaps, of blocking any entrances and relocating somewhere safe. Or quickly migrating beyond the reach of the Stalkers and Con-Cops once more.

      As yet, they can’t know of the secret tunnel into the underlands that I know of. As yet, they haven’t looked into my thoughts.

      At least, I hope they haven’t.

      Because, truly, my faith has been shaken in my powers, and the trust I give my own knowledge, my own memories. For all I know, they might have been extracting every single relevant memory from my mind for days, only to cover their tracks as Agent Woolf did with Adryan.

      How can I truly know? Perhaps I’ve been here for weeks? Perhaps the northern reaches of the underlands have already been attacked? Perhaps the likes of Sophie and Rycard, and Mrs Carmichael and Tess, and Adryan and Zander, are already dead?

      Perhaps my failure is more total than I know?

      Because, in the end, how can I know? How can I trust my own thoughts and recollections when there are people who can remove them, or hide them, or muddy them to such an extent that they become so indistinguishable?

      All I can do is utilise my own abilities, place some trust in my own powers. And so, sitting there in that dark, silent place, I shut my eyes again and try to search my own cognition. Try to examine the darkest recesses where any concealed memories might be kept.

      And as I do, I feel that pain in my head rise up, that ache growing more acute.

      It’s so severe that it stops me, prevents me from being able to search my memory bank, or speak to Zander, or do anything more than think of the dreadful fate that awaits us all.

      The drug within me, I know, will be suppressing my powers. Weakening my ability to resist when they sift through and search my mind. And my Hawk-eyes too offer further proof, the blackness of the room calling those powers into question, my many gifts blunted and dulled.

      So all I can do is sit here and wait. Wait for someone to come, to give some context to my plight. And when that happens, I can only pray that, somewhere out there, the fight goes on.

      And that, despite my failure, the Nameless have a plan B to turn to.
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      Amid such a deep silence, the tiniest of sounds make an impact.

      The thudding of a heart can sound like a pounding drum. The intake of a slow breath can be as loud as a gust of stormy wind. The blinking of an eye can mimic the shutting of a camera lens.

      Right now, with my ears being accosted by the noisy, natural sounds of my body, a fresh assault batters its way into my head.

      Footsteps.

      They’re light, tapping away. Too light for me to hear were it not so quiet. But it is, and I can, the footfall getting nearer until the blank wall to my cell suddenly opens up.

      In the darkness, a sudden burst of light attacks me, the doorway into the room becoming visible as the radiant, white deluge pours in. I shut my eyes, unable to shield them with my bound hands, and turn away as the door quickly shuts and casts the room into darkness once more.

      I open my eyes again, and still see the little dots of white flickered amid the black, searching for the new entrant.

      “Who is it?!” I mumble. “Who’s there?!”

      I turn my eyes left and right, my chest drumming louder, and then see the outline of a shadow, hidden against the wall ahead. The shadow takes shape in the dark, forming into a man. And from that man, a deep voice flows, smooth and calm.

      “You know who it is, Brie,” says Cromwell, standing still before me in the pitch black. Then, he says: “Lights,” and the room begins to glow, slowly growing brighter as I shut my eyes once more.

      I creep the lids open, widening them bit-by-bit to ease the passage of light inside. And gradually, the form of my enemy reveals itself, equally as bright, his white suit always as pure as a newborn baby’s laugh.

      Into those eyes of blue ice I look, across the half-crinkled, half-youthful visage that stares straight back. He offers little expression, studying me in a manner that reminds me a little of my husband.

      My husband…who’s probably dead.

      The thought brings my voice to life.

      “Where’s Adryan?” is the first question I ask.

      I wonder, oh so briefly, if I’ve asked that question before. If my memories have been erased or hidden, perhaps floating somewhere in the depths of me that, right now, with these drugs in my system, I cannot explore.

      He doesn’t react in any fashion, but just stares right at me. Then, after a moment, he answers.

      “He’s here,” he says quietly. “In another room.”

      My heart blooms a little, providing me with some false hope, inadvisable in such a place, such a time. A hope that can’t possible lead anywhere. Adryan will, whether today or tomorrow or a week from now, be killed. His current location, so close to me here, isn’t relevant.

      “Is he safe?” I ask weakly. “Have you…hurt him?”

      I watch as Cromwell’s head refuses to nod, or shake, or offer any signal beyond his words. There’s no way to read his body language, no way for me to know if he’s lying or telling the truth. All I can go on is what he tells me.

      And right now, all he says is: “He’s alive.”

      I suppose it’s foolish for me to expect anything more. Foolish to give voice to any hope that he’ll make it out of here intact, wherever we happen to be. He won’t. I won’t. We are nothing but pawns in a greater game.

      And our part is done.

      Yet, a new question forms as my thoughts tumble. Cromwell is here. Does that mean I’m in the High Tower still? Would he have journeyed beyond it just to see me? Or is it merely hours after our last meeting? Has it only been such a short period of time since he sprung his trap?

      I have little to go on. There’s no thirst to me, no hunger. I don’t feel as if any time has progressed beyond mere hours. Maybe my mind hasn’t yet been explored. Maybe there is still some hope that Zander has been given some warning of the inevitable assault to come.

      I decide to ask.

      “How long have I been here?” comes my croaky voice.

      “Not long,” comes the swift and ambiguous reply.

      “Where am I?” is my next question.

      “Where do you think you are?” retorts Cromwell.

      I search his eyes and still see no change in him.

      “The High Tower,” I say. “I’m still in the High Tower.”

      Now, the tiniest of changes: a smile, thin and knowing.

      “That’s right, Brie. You’re still here.”

      He begins to move now as he speaks, his form like a block of ice, thawing and melting as it glides towards me. He veers to the right, slowly walking around my back, taking his time before returning in front of me.

      I don’t know why he does it. Whether to delay or intimidate, I can’t tell. I suppose it doesn’t matter either way. I have no control here.

      “How do you feel, Brie,” he asks, still moving in front of me, walking slowly back to the wall. He turns and looks upon me, his eyes taking in my full form.

      I have no idea how to answer the question. Physically, I feel weak, drained of life. Mentally, I feel shot, emotional, desperate. And yet, there’s a cold detachment in me too, knowing what will happen to me. Knowing that I have no control over proceedings.

      In some strange, warped, sense, having no control is liberating. Soon enough, I’ll be dead, and then all of this will be over. A part of me longs for that, longs for some finality to it all.

      Yet, the concoction of emotions inside me is so utterly confusing. One moment, I’ll feel numb and uncaring. The next, as thoughts of my friends and family come, I’ll feel like crying and screaming and begging for some sort of mercy.

      And so, no answer falls from my lips. I just sit and stare and let him come to his own conclusion.

      He obliges, nodding subtly, and then slowly reaches into his jacket pocket. And as his fingers withdraw, they bring with it a small piece of card that is so familiar to me.

      Opening it up, he looks down upon the image, and then back up at me.

      “This is your inspiration, is it?” he asks coolly. “You’re doing this because of your parents?”

      The mention of them brings one side of me alive. The side that still wishes to live, wishes to know the truth. The side that will resist to the end my inevitable fate.

      “What do you know about them?” I plead. “Who was my mother? Tell me that, at least…”

      I stare at him, open-eyed, and watch as he looks upon the faces of my parents once more. He folds the card, shutting away my hope.

      “You think I know?” he says. “I don’t. I don’t recognise either of them. I can see you wish to know the truth, but I don’t have it, Brie. Yet I do find it quite…funny…how you grew up under the guardianship of someone else, some foster parent, just like how all Savants do. You see, you’re not so unlike us, are you?”

      “I’m nothing like you,” I bite. “You’re a murderer, a genocidal tyrant. You don’t value life. You don’t even understand it!”

      “Oh, how wrong you are. I understand life better than you do, better than anyone. I understand the true tenets of life, and its true meaning.”

      “Enlighten me, Director,” I growl, watching as his face brightens a little.

      He steps a foot closer, until he’s looking down on me from a greater height.

      “Life, Brie, is about strength. The weak perish, and the strong rise. Evolution has brought us to this point. I am merely speeding it along.”

      “Evolution!” I snicker. “You - the Savants - are not a product of evolution. You were created. The only natural people are over in Outer Haven. They’re the very people you want to destroy and enslave.”

      “On the contrary,” surges Cromwell’s voice,  “evolution shows its hand in many forms. Evolution gave rise to an anomaly in the natural world: the Homo sapien. Humans are a miss-step, Brie, and human consciousness and the development of complex emotions are nothing but a tool for evil. However, you are right, humans did give rise to us. And yet, I consider that to be evolution too, a speeding of the process that has led us here, to this place, and this time. Evolution created a creature with the ability to direct its own future, to change its own fate. It gave humans the tools to advance their own cause. And that cause was the creation of us, a superior being. I consider that as part of the evolutionary process.”

      “But it’s not natural!” I shout. “None of this is natural…killing innocent people, cutting out all emotion! How can you say complex emotions are a tool for evil?! They give us love, and joy, and laughter, and everything else you don’t understand…”

      “And what of hate, and jealousy, and lust, and greed? What about envy, and pride, and wrath? Every evil in human history has been committed on the back of emotion, Brie. I see a more prosperous, safe world without it. And that’s what I mean to achieve.”

      I stare at him, his words settling. My head aches as I think of some response, some riposte. But somehow, I can’t deny it, can’t deny his assertion.

      With my voice calming now, a hum escapes me.

      “But that’s what being human is, Director Cromwell,” I whisper. “To be human is to have emotion. All the evil things you mention are the price we pay. But there’s so much good too that you don’t understand.”

      “I know,” he says, conceding. “I don’t truly understand love, or see its merits. That wasn’t how I was made, Brie,” he says. “We have our roles here, each of us have our functions. Perhaps this is yours, to question and fight against my doctrines and the policies of my people. That is the part you play. But my part is different. My part is to repopulate this world with my people, and do so without all the terrible sins of the past. And, if people need to die, or be reconditioned to suit that purpose, then I’m afraid that is how it must be done.”

      “And you think that’s OK?” I ask him. “You think that causing panic, and war, and letting people die in the tens of thousands is right?”

      He moves towards the wall, and then turns to me again.

      “This isn’t about right or wrong. This is about function. My function is to see our species proliferate. I do so by taking the most logical path. If that path involves genocide, as you put it, then so be it. The meaning of life, Brie, is to expand, to dominate. And that is what we will do.”

      He lifts his right hand and places it on the wall, and from his lips a new order comes.

      “Full transparency,” he says.

      The wall fades, and immediately the natural light of the world begins to spill into the room, bringing a warming flow along with it. The sun is only just rising, casting the lands in the beautiful, warm colours of dawn.

      It’s a sight that Cromwell can’t appreciate like I can. A sight from the top of the High Tower, the view far more staggering than what I enjoyed in my own apartment on level 51. And looking out, he speaks once more.

      “This world is going to be ours again, Brie,” he says. “One of peace and prosperity. One of law and order. Our species have been a blight on this planet for far too long. But no longer. We will see it restored, and renewed.”

      His eyes flow to the northern quarter, visible immediately ahead. And looking down upon it, he turns to me.

      “You have knowledge that will help us achieve our goals. That is why you are here, Brie. Now sit tight, and try to relax. Someone will be here to see you very shortly.”

      He turns back to me, and drifts forward, opening up the card and revealing the image of my parents once more. He reaches out and lays it down on my lap.

      “You’re strong, Brie,” he says, “and gifted too. Whoever your parents were, I’m sure they would have been proud of what you’ve achieved.”

      I frown at him, his manner so odd. Why say such things?

      “I’ve achieved nothing,” I say. “If I had, you’d be dead.”

      “Yes, but I don’t blame you for that. For those who set you on this path, it was the reasonable, logical thing to do. Perhaps, in the end, your fate was to help us destroy those who would oppose us. And soon, maybe you’ll even begin to see the merits of what we’re trying to do…”

      “I’ll never agree with you,” I growl. “Never.”

      His lips part in a thin smile, and his eyes catch the light of the sun, giving them a strange ethereal glow.

      And as he moves towards the door, he does so with some parting words.

      “Oh…I think you just might.”
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      Cromwell’s departure leaves a fresh silence in the room. The boiling in my blood works to send a pulse of adrenaline through me, dousing to some extent the ache in my head.

      I shut my eyes once again and picture my brother’s face, and attempt to project some words to him once more.

      Zander, can you hear me? Zander?

      There’s no link, my powers inhibited by the drugs. I know immediately that I have no way of contacting him. And I know, too, that I’ll probably never see or speak to him again.

      Opening my eyes, I see my parents once more. The picture has, for so long, given me strength, led to so many questions about who they were and what they did. Now, a lot of that mystery has been unravelled, but some still remains that I’ll probably never discover.

      But right now, it isn’t strength that they give me. It’s grief that their faces send around my body, the same grief that you can see hidden behind their eyes. Grief for them that they know they’re going to have to give me up. That they’ll need to spend their lives in secret, running and hiding from the truth.

      A secret that, in the end, they couldn’t conceal.

      A truth that they couldn’t outrun.

      My grief is different. It’s a grief that I’ll never know who they really were. Beyond knowledge of my father’s name and occupation, and what details I’ve deduced of their fate, I know so little. And I’ll never know more.

      I don’t want them on my lap, looking up at me like that. I don’t want the reminder of them in my head, a reminder of what they went through, what I’m about to go through.

      If I believed in some afterlife, perhaps I’d feel some solace right now. I’d have the comfort of knowing that, soon enough, I’ll meet them for the first time on another plane of existence.

      But I believe in no such thing. I am merely my physical existence here and nothing else. When I die, my body will be burned and turned to ash, leaving nothing of me behind. No soul. No ghostly spirit to haunt those I care about, or those who have wronged me.

      So looking at them, all I’m reminded of is my failure. My failure to find out the truth about them. My failure to kill the man who has me chained up in this room. My failure to save all those outside, the teeming masses down below who don’t know what’s coming.

      I turn my eyes from my parents now and look to the view, to the streets below. I try to engage my Hawk abilities, to send my vision forward and examine it all in greater clarity and depth. But I can’t do that either.

      Now, here in this lofty cell, I’m just a normal girl once more, shorn of her powers.

      I wish they’d never manifested in the first place.

      I wish I’d never been set on this path.

      I have nothing to do but stew on it all. Await the person who’ll enter to explore my memories, to discover the information that might just doom us all.

      Now, I’m beginning to understand why I was kept out of the loop, why Lady Orlando and Zander saw fit to feed me only the most essential information to use for my mission. They did it, not to protect me, but to protect themselves, protect their cause.

      If I knew it all, then it would all be excavated from my mind. If I knew of the many secret passages into the underlands in the north, then the inevitable attack would come from all angles. If I knew just what the grand plan was, beyond my role within it, then Cromwell would gather up all the cards for himself.

      But I don’t know. I wasn’t told. And now I know just why.

      It was the smart move, and yet I continued to question it. Adryan found himself in the same boat for the same reason, kept in the dark about so many things that could, should we fail, be used by the enemy.

      In some ways, it gives me comfort that they had the forethought to behave as such. Perhaps they really will have a plan B brewing, and several others after that to be implemented in this very situation. I can only imagine that Lady Orlando made sure of such a thing.

      I suppose I was never more than just a part of the plan, of the bigger picture. And while I’ve failed, I can only hope that it doesn’t mean the end for all. To put all of that on my narrow shoulders would have been foolhardy to say the least.

      I dearly hope the Nameless are smarter than that.

      I wonder too, as I sit there gazing outside at the city, about Mrs Carmichael and Tess, and Abby and Nate, and all the rest of the residents of the academy. I wonder how they’re coping right now as the city gets paralysed by fear and panic. I wonder how long their own clean water stores will last before they find themselves in a scrap for survival.

      I have faith in my guardian to see them safe. To look after them all at this time of crisis and ensure that they’re well catered to. The markets, no doubt, will be running a busy trade as all remaining water stocks are snapped up. And after they run dry, the black market will be where the people will turn.

      Mrs Carmichael knows the tricks of the trade. She knows how to get things that other people can’t. She has contacts and friends all over the city who she can call upon to help, to fulfil favours of the past that she’s long held over them.

      And she’s smart too, and capable of making what money she has stretch far. For decades she’s learned to budget, to feed and water dozens of children and give them sanctuary.

      Truly, there’s no one better qualified in this city to make sure that the orphans of Carmichael’s Academy are guided through this difficult time.

      In any case, all her efforts might just be for nothing. Cromwell made it very clear how he looks upon the world. How he considers regular humans, the Unenhanced, to be the inferior species. How evolution has sped us to the point where he and his army of emotionless Savants can spread their bloodlines and prosper.

      I wonder, in this new world of his, whether the rest of the Enhanced have their place too. Most likely, they’ll be used for their abilities, just as they have been for so many years, conditioned to work under the leadership of the Savants and never properly question their place.

      And the Unenhanced will too, willingly giving themselves over for reconditioning to make sure they’re fully compliant. They’ll break their backs working for the ‘superior race’, and will be phased out of existence when their use has all dried up.

      I know that Cromwell will never see the merits of the Outer Haveners, beyond their value as a workforce to aid in the redevelopment of our world. He’ll never consider how emotion can be a tool for good as well as evil, how the very nature of mankind is to toe that line and embrace both the good and the bad.

      All he sees are the sins of the past, born from the weakness he considers emotion and feeling to be. And perhaps, in a way, he’s right. Right that all our problems stem from our nature, and that a more ordered world can be developed through its elimination.

      But to eliminate emotion is to eliminate the essence of what it means to be human. It will be a cold world without joy or expression or art or culture. Nothing but a giant colony of drones performing their duties and functions.

      To him, the meaning of life is merely to survive and thrive. To me, it’s to live, and love, and find happiness in experience and interaction and the development of bonds and relationships.

      It’s something that the two sides will never agree on, the Nameless and the Consortium fighting for the future of this world, for its very soul.

      And right now, it’s Cromwell who’s leading that charge. The momentum has swung in his favour.

      In my moments of clarity, I feel so empty with such thoughts. Knowing that I won’t be able to continue the fight, battle for what I believe in, save those I love.

      I’ll never be able to share a joke with Tess again, or share a whiskey with Mrs Carmichael. I’ll never be able to spend more time with my brother, learn more about my twin. I’ll never be able to wrap my arms around Drum’s giant trunk, and giggle at his clumsiness.

      I’ll never be able to kiss Adryan again, and feel that swell of bliss and longing in my heart.

      I can’t help but think of what I’ll miss out on. And I can’t help but cry as the memories come, weakening me in my solitude. The tears slip from my eyes and down my cheeks as I gaze through the growing blur upon the city. The salty brine gathers in the corners of my downturned mouth, pooling and falling further until they drip down onto the laminated surface of the picture of my parents.

      And as they drip and splash, a fresh assault of pain swamps me as I remember what Tess did. As I recall how she got the picture restored for me, and gave it to me as a gift when I left the academy little more than a week ago.

      The pain is excruciating, and I wish I had my powers so that I could set a veil over my memories, hide them somewhere deeper in my consciousness so they weren’t so raw.

      But I can’t. Not here. Here I can only think of the joy in my life, joy that now turns to ash in my mouth as I realise that I’ll never taste it again.

      And sitting there in such agony, I consider again Cromwell’s assertions about emotion, and wish for a moment that I was as cold as him. That I could just sit here and await my fate without this pain and heartache.

      And therein lies the foundation of their plot. They understand emotion all too well, even though they can’t feel it. They know that the people across Outer Haven will be feeling just as I am here. They know that they’ll do anything to have their pain eased, their fear eliminated, their terrible memories of loss muted.

      People will flock to them in their tens of thousands, and come out the other side as little more than slaves to their rule. Slaves who will refuse to lift a finger in their own defence. Slaves who will, when the time comes, do whatever they’re ordered to do without any manner of question or disagreement.

      It’s something that, right now, I understand. If someone could flick a switch, and take this pain away, I might just let it happen.

      And that exact thought, that emotion, is exactly what will cause our downfall.

      The thought causes a change. I grit my teeth once more, and squeeze the final tears from my eyes, sniffing my last.

      I refuse to show such weakness here.

      And just as I do, I hear more tapping beyond the door. And then, once again, it opens up, and a new form appears on the threshold. The man who will extract the information from my head. A man I know well.

      The new Commander of the City Guard stands before me with a smile.

      “Good morning, Brie,” says Commander Burns. “We do meet in the strangest of places…”
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      I snap myself straight out of my stupor as Burns steps into the room and shuts the door, dressed now in pure white to signify his new position.

      On his chest, I see the badge of Haven, the three circles to denote the three major ranks of people in this city. Before, when he was merely Deputy, the innermost circle was coloured white to show him as a Savant, a member of the Court.

      Now, within the inner circle, a little ‘C’ is written, telling of his membership of the Consortium. Telling of his social upgrade.

      I sniff as he enters, sucking away my grief. If my wrists were free, I’d wipe my cheeks clean of the glistening tears that soak them. As it is, I’ll just have to let them air dry.

      Burns is quick to notice. That smile of his - a decent impression of a real expression, but still clearly false - fades. A little frown takes its place.

      “Oh dear, Brie. You look upset.”

      I glare at him, blinking away the final tears.

      “I should have known it would be you,” I growl.

      He wanders in, reaching for his pocket, and pulls out a handkerchief. He immediately sets it to my face, wiping away the brine. I lean back and recoil, turning my head from him.

      “Leave me alone,” I snap.

      His hand withdraws. He takes a step back to get a better look at me.

      “You should be thankful it’s me,” he says coolly. “Were it not for your quick thinking a couple of days ago, it might have been Romelia Woolf instead. I’m sure you’ll find me more agreeable.”

      I shake my head.

      “I don’t care who does it. The result will be the same.”

      “Perhaps,” he says quietly. “Perhaps not…”

      He drifts to the clear wall to my right, and looks out upon the city. His eyes seem to stick to the northern quarter, working their way deeper towards the far boundary walls before returning to me as he swivels around on his heels.

      He steps towards me and looks intently into my eyes.

      “A Hawk, a Dasher, a Mind-Manipulator,” he says. “You are truly gifted, Brie.”

      Then his eyes drop to my lap and loop upon my parents’ picture, several small teardrops still gathered on its laminated surface.

      He reaches down.

      “Do you mind?” he asks me.

      I shake my head, and he lifts the picture up and looks upon it closely, before gently placing it back on my lap.

      The way he does so makes me wonder what he knows. He is, after all, the new Commander of the City Guard, and has been Deputy for many years. Perhaps he knows my father.

      So I ask, with no hope or expectation.

      “Do you know who they are?” I question tiredly.

      His eyes turn back to mine.

      “I recognise your father,” he says. “Maxwell.”

      My heart flutters briefly, but it doesn’t last. Why does it really matter now?

      My curiosity, however, even at this late hour, cannot be sated.

      “What else do you know about him?”

      “I don’t know much, Brie,” he murmurs. “He was a Hawk. He was a little younger than me, one of many young men under my command. I wasn’t Deputy back then, of course. I was a more junior commander.”

      “And do you know about my mother?” I query.

      “I’m afraid I don’t recognise her. It is regretful what happened to them…or what must have happened. I can only assume that your birth was discovered. Consequently, your parents will have been executed for their…crimes.”

      “Crimes,” I whisper, my hazel eyes turning a shade or two darker. “Do you really believe that falling in love is a crime, Commander?”

      He doesn’t answer immediately.

      “It is disallowed under our doctrine. Your parents will have known that, and broke the rules anyway. I’m afraid that they knew what was coming, Brie. And that is precisely why they hid you both.”

      “Us both,” I whisper. “You know of Zander?”

      “Only what I’ve been told,” he tells me. “You have a twin…”

      He cuts himself off, and I wish that I could sneak inside his mind and see what he’s thinking. There’s something in his eyes, some deception, some trickery that he cannot hide. Not him, a Mind-Manipulator who, clearly, has some degree of emotion within him.

      I’ve spent enough time around these people now to know who does and who doesn’t. And Leyton Burns can’t hide it all from me.

      “Anyway, I have work to do, Brie. You know the drill by now. Open your eyes and relax. This won’t take long.”

      I take a breath at the thought. Mental intrusions are uncomfortable enough, but my resignation is based on more than that. Because as soon as Burns discovers the secret way into the underlands inside my head, I can be damn sure that a sizeable squad of Stalkers will be sent straight on down it.

      Please, Zander…get the people to safety.

      As Burns sets himself up to enter my mind, I ask one final question.

      “Adryan. What will happen to Adryan?” I ask.

      “Oh, your husband, yes. I’ve spent some time with him already…”

      “And is he OK? Cromwell wouldn’t tell me…not properly.”

      “He is. For now.”

      For now…

      “He doesn’t need to be here,” I say. “You don’t need him. Please…just let him go.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not my decision to make, Brie.”

      “Then…tell Cromwell I want to see him again. Tell him…tell him that I’ll give Woolf back. Tell him I’ll negotiate a trade.”

      Burns offers a weak smile at my desperation, my words rushing around the small room, my eyes flaming and nostrils flaring.

      “You care about him, don’t you?” he asks.

      I nod, and feel the threat of tears rising once more. I won’t let them gather. I have to be strong.

      “OK,” he whispers. “I’ll speak with Director Cromwell. Now relax, Brie, and look at me. If you cooperate, I’m sure the Director will be more likely to work with you.”

      It’s all I need to hear. In the end, my mind is going to be inspected anyway. If I can somehow get Adryan to safety first, then I’ll consider that a decent trade.

      And so, opening up my eyes nice and wide, I let my body relax and await Burns’ assault. And into the blackness I fall as he takes possession of my mind, and begins carefully searching my thoughts.

      I don’t know exactly how much time passes before he leaves the room. All I know is that the light outside has changed, the sun climbing higher in the sky, and gentle formations of clouds have begun appearing on the far horizon.

      It happens in a snap, all so fast.

      I get only cracked and blurred images as Burns looks through everything I’ve experienced over the last few weeks, learning all he can about my exploits, Zander, the Nameless, and the plot that I seem to know so little about.

      I see him discover the secret tunnel in the north as well. The cluttered room at the back of a derelict building. The switch on the right hand wall, behind a stack of chairs. The little door that it opens on the other side, hidden by the moth-eaten sofa.

      He knows, now, how to enter the underlands. Within minutes, the information will be passed to Cromwell, and together they’ll send out the Stalkers that now fall directly under Burns’ command.

      Perhaps they’re already there, gathered in their terrible force, ready and waiting for the kill order to be given. Perhaps in only half an hour or so, they’ll be storming through the underground city, pouring into the secret caves and caverns and striking down all those they find.

      Sophie and Rycard and their little boy, Maddox. Drum, sitting in his assigned space, still yearning to become a soldier. Zander might even be there, and he’s the only one that I hope is. The only one capable of repelling the threat, he and his own force of hybrids combating the modified freaks sent in to kill them.

      Perhaps that will all go down over the course of the next few hours. Perhaps the threat of the Nameless will soon be expunged, the last hurdle for the Consortium toppled and tossed to one side.

      Or, maybe, just maybe, Zander and Lady Orlando, and all the others sitting at the top table of the rebels, will have seen this coming. Maybe, when the Stalkers flood the underlands, all they’ll find will be empty caverns, only the remnants of life for them to pick over.

      Either way, I may never get to find out.

      The session with Burns seems to end as soon as it begins. He leaves me having dredged up all those recent memories of mine, bringing those of pain and fear, as well as joy and longing, to the surface. They play out like a highlights reel of my life, before fading away and leaving me alone, once more, in that cold and quiet room.

      I assume he has what he needs, that perhaps my part is now over. But when he moves to the door, he does so with an assurance that he’ll be back.

      “I’ll see you again, Brie. Very soon.”

      “Remember Adryan,” I call out. “Please…talk to Cromwell.”

      He nods, and then disappears through the door.

      Leaving me with nothing to do but wait.
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      In the end, I don’t have to wait too long. It would appear that, as busy a man as Artemis Cromwell is, his magnificent mind is currently preoccupied with my presence here in the High Tower.

      And, by the looks of things, my offer to negotiate and return Agent Woolf appears to be an attractive one.

      Burns, thankfully, is true to his word. Immediately after seeing me, it would appear, he goes straight to his master to update him, which isn’t overly surprising really.

      Top of the agenda, of course, will be the secret passage into the underlands, and any other relevant information that he’s extracted from my mind. After that, he’ll move onto the topic of Adryan, one that leads Cromwell back to my cell within a couple of short hours.

      As I look out of the window towards the city streets so far below – the only distraction I have here – the sound of footsteps has me turning back to the door just as it begins to open. And through it, Cromwell comes, with Burns right beside him, both dressed in their white suits, Cromwell’s just a shade brighter.

      The Director is quick to talk.

      “I hear you’re interested in getting your new husband to safety,” he says. I nod hurriedly. “And in exchange, you’ll ensure that your brother hands Romelia back to us?”

      I continue to nod.

      “Tell me, Brie, why I would strike such a bargain? Your husband is a traitor, and that cannot be tolerated. He is to be punished in accordance with his crimes. It won’t give you much solace to know that the crime of treason carries with it our strictest of sentences.”

      A shudder runs through me. I can only imagine what such punishments will entail. Truly, I don’t want to know the details.

      My pleas can’t help but rush off my tongue.

      “No, you can’t! You’ll get Agent Woolf back, I promise you. Surely she’s worth more to you than merely punishing one of your own? It’s not like you get any joy from it, after all.”

      “No joy, but some measure of satisfaction,” Cromwell educates me. “And justice, Brie, needs to be done. That is the society we have built here.”

      “But what about logic,” comes my rushing voice. “Logically, it’s better to have a useful asset like Agent Woolf back in your ranks, is it not? I mean, she’s a Mind-Manipulator, and a powerful one at that. There aren’t many, are there?”

      I watch his eyes carefully. I feel like I’m winning him over.

      “And…if you kill Adryan, my brother will just kill Romelia,” I continue, seeing an opening. “What’s the logic in losing them both?”

      He seems to consider my words for a moment. I gauge that simply by his lack of immediate response, more than any change in his expression. To his side, Burns watches closely, his face easier to read as those muted emotions and expressions play out. By the looks of things, he believes the idea to have some merit.

      But he doesn’t speak.

      “Say I decided to negotiate,” says Cromwell slowly. “How would I communicate with Lady Orlando to discuss this swap? In your current state, your telepathic link with your brother has been severed. Oh yes, Brie, I’m well aware of that…”

      “Well…take me off these drugs. Then I can communicate with him.”

      A small smile hovers on Cromwell’s face before fading.

      “I think not, Brie. You will remain drugged.”

      I didn’t expect that to work. But another idea flows into my head.

      “The communicator,” I say suddenly. “The device Adryan used to speak with Lady Orlando. It’s unlocked only by a special code, which only Adryan knows. You could extract it, and then talk to her that way.”

      I watch on with hopeful eyes. If I can just save Adryan before I die, then at least that’s something. I’ll be able to go to my grave with less regret.

      “That may work, Artemis,” says Burns, speaking for the first time. “I can extract the code immediately for you if you wish. The investigative team have Mr Shaw’s personal belongings in evidence. I can have the communicator brought up here for you.”

      Another few moments of silence are drawn into the room, a silence that Cromwell appears to relish. He may not feel joy, but there’s a sense that he obtains some pleasure from his influence and power. That this isn’t just about making sure his people thrive. That he does, in fact, want to create a legacy of his own as well.

      Or maybe that’s just me, projecting onto him how such a man would usually behave. Truly, he’s complicated, and unlike Woolf, who has a devious streak, his intentions do at least run in line with his world, his upbringing, his people.

      As Adryan once told me, Cromwell and the Consortium are not evil people per se. They are merely doing what they consider to be right, and while that leads to evil things, terrible things, it isn’t necessarily something they take any gratification from.

      I wonder, had I been born a Savant, would I be looking at the world in the same way as him? Or would I have been like Adryan, turning away from his people?

      He only did that because of what happened to his first wife, his emotions unlocked by that terrible event. Would I have been that same rare breed, or would I merely have nodded along and gotten on with the life, and duty, I was assigned?

      I’ll never know, of course, but it remains something that serves to dampen my hatred. Despite the terrible things people do, they often do it all in the name of something they truly believe in. And with someone like Cromwell, his own conditioning and programming as a Savant has led him down this path.

      Maybe he, like me, like any of us, never really had a choice.

      But, on the other hand, he’s willing to murder tens of thousands of people to serve his own ends. And he’s truly of the belief that humans, in their original, Unenhanced, form, have no purpose other than to serve the higher beings in the new world. And when that purpose begins to wane, they’ll gradually be bred out of existence until only the Enhanced remain.

      That is something that cannot be tolerated. However much he believes it to be right, it isn’t. It’s wrong, and I can only pray that, one day, my brother, or someone else, proves exactly that.

      Yet, right here and right now, he holds the cards. The only one I have to play is my place among the Nameless, and my ability to negotiate the release of Agent Woolf.

      So, eventually, he concedes, and a small smile of hope hovers onto my lips.

      “OK,” he says, turning to Burns. “Gather the communicator, and extract the code. And in the meantime,” he adds, looking back at me, “I will consider your proposal.”

      He turns and moves to the door, and Burns follows behind.

      “When will you be back?” I ask desperately.

      Cromwell stops, and swivels. His eyes land on mine.

      “Soon,” he says, his answer typically ambiguous.

      And with that, both men disappear.

      I’m left, once more, with nothing but my thoughts for company. Outside, it remains light, the clouds away over the distant mountains continuing to press their way towards the city.

      I suppose that I at least get to enjoy this view; a final tease, perhaps, before my fate is sealed.

      They could, if they wished, make sure that the wall turned solid again, blocking off the view, and blocking off the light. They could keep me in this small, silent dungeon, stewing in the darkness.

      Yet, they don’t.

      One might consider it a small mercy to be allowed to look upon the city, upon the mountains and woods beyond, and the grand spectacle. But, perhaps its intended to be the opposite: a punishment, to look out at the world that I couldn’t save.

      Or maybe, sitting here with nothing to do but think, I’m coming to all sorts of conclusions that they haven’t even considered. Do they really care about me? Do they really care about torturing me, giving me this final tease before snatching it all away?

      Who knows? And in the end, it doesn’t really matter.

      So I sit, and I look out, and do nothing else as the clouds march on, and the light gradually begins to fade. Without my Hawk-eyes, I just stare at the blurry details, at the forms of buildings and the lights that give shape to the streets. At the towering mountains away off in the distance, and the muddied greens of the woods at their base.

      I sit and stare for hours until the clouds have come and gone, and the sky has turned black, dotted with bright stars. The celestial glow of the moon shines down, and the world below burns with artificial light as the advertising boards of the western quarter give off their multi-coloured haze.

      And soon, as the night grows late, the boards begin to shut down as the people sleep, and the entire city starts to go dark, joining the perpetually blackened streets of the north. And above, a fresh gathering of clouds come, obscuring the moonlight and starlight as the entire world gets swamped in a shroud of gloom.

      But there remains one light.

      One single, tiny glow, so far away that it can barely be seen. And somehow, I muster the tiniest shred of power that remains inside me, and manage to look forward just a little, my eyes spreading towards the distant mountains away to the northwest.

      And there, I see it – the glow, flickering so faintly, coming from the dark depths of the mountain passes.

      A glow of orange. A glow of fire.

      And watching, I recall the rumours of the mountain dwellers that I’ve heard so many times since I was a kid. Rumours that Tess never believed, and that I always wished were true.

      Now, perhaps, I have some confirmation. Fire, lit within some lofty cave, sending forth its signal. A signal that calls to my very heart, sends a new wave of sadness through me that I’ll never be able to venture beyond this city, trek up there and see it all for myself.

      That yearning for freedom, for adventure, will never be quenched. And with my dying breaths, it will remain in me, leaving me with so much regret.

      Then, a fresh swamp of cloud breezes over on the wind, and the light is hidden once more. And with it, I let myself fall into a terrible, uncomfortable sleep. A sleep filled with demons and memory.

      A sleep that might just be my last.
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      The hours have begun to take their toll. My back aches with a deep throb of pain, locked tight in that chair. My wrists are sore, bound to the arms, and my ankles the same, bound to the legs.

      I want to stand and stretch, to use the bathroom. I need some relief from this silent room, awaiting my summons and sentencing.

      And still, on my lap, my parents watch me, berating me with the grief hidden behind their eyes. I want to shake it off but can’t. I no longer get any comfort from seeing them.

      Now, I just can’t bear it.

      I begin to shout out as the morning light dawns, bringing the city to life beyond the window. There’s a trickle of rain, a grey mist hanging in the air. A miserable pattern of weather to match my mood.

      I shout out several times, louder and louder with every renewal of my voice. But no one comes to me. No one is on guard. No one is watching.

      In the end, I give up, my own voice ringing in my ears, and suffer another hour of waiting before I hear the sound of footsteps once more.

      And Director Cromwell appears.

      His presence brings a surge to my voice. I beg to be released, to be able to use the bathroom, to stretch my legs, if only for a couple of minutes.

      He stands, detached from my pleas, and I wonder if he’ll just ignore me. But then, moving from the room, he returns a few moments later with a Stalker at his side.

      I’m released, my wrists and ankles unbound, and led out of the room and down a corridor to a bathroom. I stretch with each step, purging the stiffness from my limbs, before relieving myself and being marched straight back to the cell.

      Weary and weak as I am, I try nothing, make no attempt to escape. I’ve been broken, both physically and mentally, the drugs making me nothing but a normal girl, incapable of doing anything against the Stalker who presses me quickly on down the corridor.

      Returning to my prison, where Cromwell awaits, I look upon the chair with trepidation, before being bound back to its limbs. And with the brief few moments of respite over, I find myself back where I started, with Cromwell’s icy blue eyes bearing down on me.

      “I apologise, Brie, for not considering your physical needs. I will station a guard outside the door in future, to ensure you can use the bathroom whenever you have to.”

      He nods to the guard, who exits the room.

      I don’t say thank you. I just sit in misery and discomfort.

      “Right, now onto business,” continues the Director. “I have with me the communication device that your husband used to commune with the Nameless. I also have the code to unlock it, extracted by Commander Burns yesterday evening. I have considered your proposal at some length, and will agree to it. If the Nameless give Romelia back to me, I will present them with Mr Shaw.”

      My eyes creep up from my lap, now finally rid of the picture that had been tormenting me, discarded to the floor as I was led to the bathroom. They meet Cromwell’s eyes with a question.

      “You will?”

      He nods.

      “As you say, it’s logical to do so. If Mr Shaw has such disdain for his own people, then it’s with the Nameless that he belongs. Their ranks, after all, are filled with such people. Romelia, however, is a loyal and admirable Savant, and belongs here in the High Tower.”

      “So, have you…hurt him?”

      Cromwell glares at me for a moment.

      “He has suffered no permanent damage.”

      “What! What does that mean?! I want to see him…I need to…”

      “You will NOT see him,” comes Cromwell’s deep and resonant voice, cutting through mine. “Don’t push your luck, Brie. You will find it runs out very quickly.”

      I drop my chin. He’s right. This is more than I can have hoped for, and really, I can’t have expected Adryan to be completely untouched.

      “OK. What do you need from me?” I ask.

      “You will speak with Lady Orlando. And pray she answers. I am short on patience right now. Other things demand my attention.”

      Other things. Like plotting a course into the underlands and hunting down my friends. Those things.

      He withdraws the communication device from his suit pocket, and begins tapping in the code. I watch nervously, wondering if there’s a trace on it. If any connection with Lady Orlando will somehow signal her whereabouts.

      There’s nothing I can do about that, though. I’m sure, seeing as they must know Adryan’s been taken by now, they’ll have the necessary security in place to prevent any trace from taking hold. Or, to be ultra safe, she might just ignore the call entirely.

      The twelve digits are input, Cromwell’s old fingers clicking on the buttons. I watch as the small screen on the little rectangular box glows to life, and Cromwell continues to tap in instructions onto the touchscreen.

      Burns must have had that unearthed from Adryan’s head as well, the specific process required to make contact with Lady Orlando’s signal.

      Then, having completed the protocol, Cromwell steps towards me as the sound of static begins to crack. For a few moments, that’s all that happens. Just static, an unpleasant sound that makes me want to block my ears.

      And then, suddenly, the static fades, leaving behind nothing but silence. And in that silence, the lightest of breathing can be heard.

      I look at Cromwell, and he nods to me, pressing the device a little closer to my lips.

      And from my lips, I whisper: “Hello? Lady Orlando…are you there?”

      My heart clatters within my chest. Since she set me on this journey, a journey to my death, I haven’t spoken with her once. All I’ve gotten are her orders, passed through Zander or Adryan, the woman refusing to meet with me even when I spent those nights down in the underlands with my brother.

      And now, under such terrible circumstances, we’re set to speak again.

      She doesn’t reply at first, and I wonder if she’s really there. I say her name again, and then give mine.

      “Lady Orlando, it’s Brie. Brie Melrose,” I say, using my real name, not the name taken from Adryan, a name that was only given to him when he himself was stolen from his parents.

      But then again, I suppose the name Melrose isn’t my ‘real’ name either. It was merely one applied by Mrs Carmichael when she took me in.

      I wait again for the response, and slowly, quietly, it comes.

      “Brie,” cracks her voice, familiar and yet barely known to me. But I know it’s her. “You’re not with Adryan, are you? Who are you with?”

      I dart my eyes up to Cromwell. He nods.

      “I’m with Director Cromwell,” I say.

      There’s silence on the line.

      And then she whispers again, a tepid fury to her voice: “Artemis…”

      I look once more at Cromwell, see a crinkle flow across his visage at hearing her say his name. He goes so far as to turn his eyes quickly to the window, spreading over the northern quarter, before returning.

      “Are you safe, Brie?” asks Lady Orlando. “Have you been mistreated?”

      I think of my treatment. Being locked to this chair, given no food, and barely a gulp of water. Really, it’s more neglect than anything else.

      “I’m OK,” I answer. “Are you? Is Zander?”

      She takes another moment to answer. Knowing that Cromwell is listening, she chooses her words carefully. I wonder, in fact, why he admitted his presence. I suppose he probably thought that she’d smell a rat, one way or another, and wouldn’t be so foolish as to give me any information that might prove incriminating for her cause.

      And, in any case, even if I was alone, Burns would only come and extract the details of the conversation anyway, learning of any secrets passed down the line.

      “We’re fine,” is all she says.

      I try to read her voice, her words so sparse. There’s tension there, but she’s still fairly calm. I wonder if the underground city has been attacked yet. And if not, why? They know of the route there now. Unless it’s been blocked off, or they’ve all relocated, I’d have expected the Nameless to already be involved in all-out war.

      “Why are you calling, Brie?” she asks me.

      I don’t delay like she does. Immediately, I say: “Adryan. The Director is willing to negotiate his release.”

      “And why would he do that. Why…Artemis?” she asks, addressing him directly.

      I turn my eyes to Cromwell again. He lifts the communicator to his mouth.

      “Because, Cornelia, I would like my agent back,” he says.

      A frown hovers over my eyes.

      Cornelia? That’s her first name…

      He knows her first name…

      Again, Lady Orlando doesn’t speak for some time. Nor does Cromwell, waiting patiently for her next words.

      “So you want to do a exchange?” she asks finally. “Adryan for Agent Woolf?”

      “Yes, Cornelia, that is what I want.”

      The tension down the line is palpable. I can feel it for myself, even though nothing seems to show on Cromwell’s face. But there’s an odd energy that comes from him, some ancient feeling or memory. My immediate thought is that these two share history.

      That they know each other well.

      And with that thought comes another: Lady Orlando is a Savant…

      I’m drawn from my thoughts and suspicions by the continuation of their tense exchange. My mind returns to the only hope that remains in me – getting my husband to safety.

      Yet, from the other end of the line, from somewhere out beyond the boundary wall, I hear a coldness imbue Lady Orlando’s voice.

      “How can I possibly trust you, Artemis?” she says. “For all I know, this is just another of your devious plans, another of your terrible traps…”

      “I give you my word, Cornelia,” says Cromwell calmly. “I have more use for Romelia than I do Mr Shaw. While he deserves to be punished for what he did, I concede that Romelia deserves the opposite. She does not deserve to be there among your band of rebels.”

      “Oh, I beg to differ, Artemis,” seethes Lady Orlando. “Agent Woolf deserves everything she’s going through. She has a twisted soul, a darkness inside her. We’ve discovered awful things in the depths of her mind.”

      “Well, our paths have most certainly diverged, Cornelia. Of that there is no doubt. But consider this in a reasonable manner. You wish to see Mr Shaw safe, and I wish to regain my Agent. Whatever our views upon them, those are the bare facts. Now, will you agree to this exchange or not?”

      I listen, barely able to breathe, as the two do battle. My frown descends lower and lower, a starkness filling my face. And the longer Lady Orlando takes to answer, the more my hope wanes.

      And with her next word, my heart deflates.

      “No,” she says. “Adryan knew the potential costs of his actions. He knew just where they might lead, and was willing to accept them. I’m afraid I have no trust in you, Artemis. I cannot agree to this deal.”

      My voice can’t be contained. It storms up my throat and into the room, drawing Cromwell’s eye.

      “No!” I call. “Please, Lady Orlando, you have to save him! You can’t let him die!”

      Cromwell’s eyes flicker briefly at the sudden explosion of sound. Then his cool complexion returns, and he holds the communicator a little closer to me.

      The room goes quiet once more. I hear tight breathing on the other end of the line. Adryan’s fate, hanging in the balance, sits upon Lady Orlando’s shoulders.

      But she remains immovable.

      “I’m sorry, Brie,” she says as softly as she can manage. I feel my lips curling immediately. “But nothing Artemis does can be trusted, and Adryan was well aware of the risks he faced. He has been a wonderful servant to this cause, but his part has now expired. I’m sorry…”

      “And mine!” I growl, an anger coursing through me. “We’re both just expendable to you, aren’t we?! You don’t care about losing either of us. Don’t try to pretend that you do…”

      “Brie, I…I do care…”

      “NO YOU DON’T! You sent me here to die. And now you’re letting Adryan die too, after everything he’s done for you. Maybe that’s what you deserve…maybe…”

      I bite my tongue and scrunch up my eyes. The tears of anger and pain try to assemble, but I don’t let them. I hold them back and let my heavy breathing fill the room.

      And down the line, I hear another whisper: “I’m sorry.”

      I hold my eyes closed for several long moments. And right before I open them, Cromwell’s impassive voice crackles back into the room.

      “If that’s your final say, Cornelia, then so be it. Mr Shaw will suffer the full punishment in accordance with his crimes. But mark my words, he will not be the only one to share that fate. Soon, my men will get to your people…”

      And before he can finish, the signal cuts off.

      And opening my eyes, I see much memory flash across Cromwell’s face.

      And with it comes an unmistakable anger.
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      My failure is now complete.

      First the mission, and now my chance of saving Adryan. A final, desperate plea to get something out of this debacle has concluded with the same result.

      And for that, I hate her.

      Lady Orlando. Cornelia. Whoever the hell she really is. I hate her for what she’s done.

      I’m left alone once more with nothing left to hope for.

      My use, and Adryan’s, has been depleted and spent. Now, there’s nothing left to be done but punish us for our crimes.

      But before that happens, I’ll spend my time in anger, and not grief. I’ll stew on Lady Orlando’s betrayal, and the callous manner in which she stuck that final nail in Adryan’s coffin.

      She said she cared. She tried to make it sound like it wasn’t easy, that Adryan had signed up for all of this. And yeah, maybe he did. But so damned what! She has a chance to extricate him from this nightmare, and she won’t take it.

      And, frankly, it’s grown obvious where this detachment stems from: she is a Savant.

      I suppose it makes sense to me in some way. Even when I first met her, there was this coldness to her, something I perhaps mistook for the calm authority that a leader of such a cause needs to employ.

      But clearly, there was more to it than that. Her natural inclination is to think logically, to make reasoned choices without falling into the trap of emotion. And so, to her, the logical choice was to leave Adryan here, to keep hold of Woolf, and to make sure that no trap could be sprung during the exchange.

      Maybe, if I had the time, I could see that logic in a different light. Maybe I could consider her position - leading these rebels, battling this injustice - and imagine that her choice was the right one under such circumstances.

      But I’m not thinking like that. Such thoughts are blurred and buried in my mind, covered and dominated by my own stark emotions. Emotions that call for this man I care for so deeply to be saved, for everything he’s done to be rewarded.

      But no.

      Instead, he’s to be punished for his bravery and endeavour, for living his life under the constant threat of discovery and death, for putting himself on the line for the sole purpose of saving others.

      He should be honoured, and raised aloft, his name shouted among the people as a hero. That will never happen now. He will suffer the opposite: his name lost and forgotten, along with all those he tried to save.

      I sit, locked in that chair, my mind tormented. Counting down the minutes and hours before the inevitable. Wondering just when it will come.

      And wondering, too, just how Lady Orlando found herself at the head of the Nameless. Wondering what the hell happened in her life to lead her from here to there, from the High Tower and Inner Haven, to that ancient church in the outerlands.

      I wonder about so many things, and begin to doubt it all.

      Doubt her own ambitions and motivations, the agenda that she’s spread through the many who comprise her cause. Doubt her scheming and plotting, and what her real motives are.

      Does she really want to save the people? How can she profess to such a thing if she won’t even save Adryan, the man who helped all of this happen?

      Or is it just power that she desires? To see herself supplant Cromwell at the summit of this building, to rule on high and send down her own doctrines for the people to bow down to and follow.

      Truly, I doubt it all. In my misery and sorrow and grief, I don’t know what to believe.

      And in many ways, I just want it to be over.

      I just want to die.

      The day passes, the marching hours shown only by the movement of the sun. I turn from that too, turn from the window looking out on the city, and merely shut my eyes and close myself off from the world.

      And sitting there in silence and darkness, I begin to mumble to myself.

      “Just do it. Just do it already…”

      My words grow louder, and before I know it I’m shouting them out at the top of my lungs.

      “DO IT. DO IT ALREADY. JUST KILL ME!”

      I shout so loud, still hidden behind my eyelids, that I don’t hear the door opening and shutting. I only know that someone’s entered when I feel a hand cover my mouth, blocking off my voice.

      My eyes click open like a ventriloquist dummy and I see a calm face before me.

      “Quiet now, Brie. You don’t want to strain your voice.”

      The middle-aged face of Commander Burns greets me, his blue eyes steady and composed. My muffled screams end abruptly as he withdraws his palm, saying: “Now promise you’ll stop screaming,” as he does so.

      I grind my lips together, my promise kept. But I can’t help from speaking my mind.

      “What do you want,” I growl through heavy breaths. “You heard what I was saying. Just be done with this. End it…”

      My eyes, bereft of tears, are still bloodshot and stark. My cheeks are equally blushed, my relentless screams giving my entire complexion a glowing red tint.

      Burns looks at me with a margin of pity.

      “You’re not to die yet,” he whispers quietly.

      “Then when?” I breathe. “I can’t stand this torture…”

      “And you won’t have to for long, Brie,” he assures me. “But you won’t die either.”

      My eyes widen and a silence pervades the room. I stare into his blue irises and wish I could dip into his thoughts.

      “Then what?” I ask, afraid to hear the answer.

      “The Director has other plans for you,” he says quietly. “Powers such as yours are too rare to go to waste…”

      My insides clench, and a fresh fear assaults me.

      “He’s going to recondition me,” I say. “He’s going to make me a slave…”

      Commander Burns doesn’t counter the claim. He just looks at me and begins to nod, ever so slightly, to confirm what I was too afraid to believe, too afraid to give voice to.

      If I’m reconditioned, all memories of my past will be removed. I will cease to be me, but will merely become a vessel, a weapon, nothing but another servant to join the Director’s ranks.

      A Stalker. A hybrid hunter, sent out with the rest of them to hunt my brethren.

      I might find myself in front of Drum, or Sophie, with no inclination to spare them. I might even come face-to-face with my own twin brother, my mission to do nothing but kill him. To strike him down as he hesitates, unable to do the same to his sister.

      He’ll look at me as I am now, as his twin. But I’ll look upon him as nothing but my enemy, my memories of him erased, my love for him banished.

      I can see it all now, see how Cromwell’s mind is working.

      Maybe that is his exact plan. To recondition me and then set me free, turn the tables on the Nameless and use me as a spy. Send me onto the inside to murder my brother, murder Lady Orlando, destroy them all as they sleep.

      I can’t bear the thought of it.

      “No…” I whisper. “I can’t…”

      I begin to mumble incoherently, my eyes blinking wildly, my head shaking from side to side. My breathing becomes so fast I think I might hyperventilate, a panic attack settling itself loose on my lungs.

      I don’t try to breathe through it, or stop it. I hope, I pray, that it somehow grows so furious that I have a heart attack, or go into shock, or fall into a coma that I’ll never awake from.

      I’d rather die than be subjected to what Cromwell has in store. I’d sooner die a hundred terrible deaths than end up his slave.

      And in my panic, I feel Commander Burns moving towards me. I see through my blurring eyes his fingers work to release my wrists from their shackles, to allow my hands to be set free.

      Immediately, they clatter towards my mouth, covering my face, as his digits come down on my shoulders.

      “Breathe, Brie, just breathe,” he says smoothly. “One breath at a time, nice and deep. Come on, breathe along with me.”

      He begins taking deep breaths, and despite my desire to die, my natural survival instincts take over, and I start to follow his motion. Breath by breath, I feel my body beginning to calm, the shaking in my limbs starting to lessen.

      And then, from behind my hands and through my fingers, I open my eyes and see Burns right before me, still calmly coaxing me back to health.

      “Good, that’s it,” he says, raising his best version of a comforting smile. “It’s OK, Brie, you’ll be fine…”

      Gradually, the ferocity of my breathing subsides, leaving a residue of pain and desperation behind. And as my eyes begin to water, and the tears I promised myself I wouldn’t shed start to collect, I throw my arms forward and around Burns’ body.

      Needing some comfort, some contact, someone to make things OK. And despite it all, he’s all I have here, the only person with a shred of emotion, a shred of humanity.

      And holding him tight, I feel his form turn suddenly rigid. And then, slowly, it relaxes just a little, and his arms come forward and start to tap my back.

      “You can’t,” I pant through my broken breaths. “You can’t let this happen. You…you have to help me,” I cry.

      His hands withdraw from my back, his fingers sliding away. And mine do the same as he leans away from me, cutting off that contact I so crave.

      My body hangs low, my chin descending to my neck. Then a single finger touches it, pressing slowly to lift my eyes. And there, ahead of me, I see his, blue and yet warm, more welcoming than I’ve ever seen them.

      And with the lightest of whispers, his lips part and two words fall out. Words I don’t understand.

      “I will,” he says.
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      Burns’ words halt my breathing. The air is lost from my lungs for what seems like an age. And then, they begin to fill again, my body suddenly calm.

      The Commander of the City Guard remains ahead of me, bent down onto one knee, his eyes turning to nowhere but mine. I watch them, and then see the movement of his lips once more.

      “We have to talk very quietly, Brie,” he whispers. “The Stalker on duty is part Bat. He will hear any raised voices. Do you understand?”

      I nod silently, still trying to catch up.

      And then, I begin to mumble my confusion.

      “I…don’t understand. What’s…what’s going on?”

      His index finger darts straight for my lips, hushing me.

      “Keep your voice down,” he whispers. “You have to be sensible now, you have to stay strong. You’ve come a long way, Brie, and your journey isn’t quite over yet.”

      His finger retracts. I continue to stare at him, open-eyed.

      A new silence falls as he tests me, making sure I won’t turn back to my hysterics. I won’t. I’m done. Now I can think of nothing but who he really is…

      And in my head, as I question that very thing, I see him looking upon me and reading my thoughts. A small, narrow smile occupies his face, and without moving his lips, I hear him answer, his words projected into my mind.

      I’m a friend, Brie, he says. And I’m going to help you escape…

      Despite having had people in my head, and entering others myself, hearing his voice inside me makes me recoil.

      I recoil because of the suddenness of it all. I recoil because of the words he uses, the promise he makes. And I recoil because, somewhere in the depths, I recognise that voice in my head. I’ve heard it before.

      “It was you,” I whisper. “It was you guiding me. It was your voice in my head…”

      He nods, arching his eyes quickly to the door. Then they come back to me.

      “I didn’t know if you’d heard me,” he says. “I tried many times. The connection was weak.”

      “Connection,” I say. “But how…how do we have a connection? I only have one with my brother.”

      “Because I’ve been in your head before, Brie, back after the attack at Culture Corner. I know more than others do. I formed a link to you then. It was weak, but I hoped that you’d hear something, get some aid along your path.”

      “Rebecca,” I whisper. “You told me about her. To use her to find Cromwell’s schedule…”

      He nods.

      “And you…you’re with the…with the…”

      The Nameless, comes his voice in my head again, echoing loudly from the darkness.

      And then his words come again for real, barely a whisper, so quiet now that no one, not even the most powerful of Bats, could hear.

      “I am,” he says. “It was always me, Brie, who was to take Artemis’ place in the Director’s chair. I was intended to be his replacement.”

      The revelation dawns, and my lips move, but no words come. A hundred questions lie on the top of my tongue, all fighting to be delivered. They battle so hard that all I can do is shake my head and mumble once more, trying to work back through it all in my mind.

      It was always him.

      Cromwell needed to be killed for him to take his place. A member of the Nameless, someone sympathetic to the plight of the people. Someone, perhaps, who can understand emotion like Cromwell can’t.

      And he can. All Mind-Manipulators can. Some, like Woolf, will see it as weakness. But most see the good in people, the need for joy and love and happiness. See that we all have our part to play in this world, and that it’s not the sole dominion of the higher race of Savants.

      And as I stare into his eyes, I begin to understand that the plot against Cromwell involved more than just his death. That the assassination of Commander Fenby was as necessary as Zander made out.

      The Director can only be chosen from within the Consortium’s ranks. Burns needed to become a member before Cromwell’s death…

      As my thoughts rush along, the new Commander of the City Guard watches me closely, inspecting me as the truth dawns.

      I look into his eyes again and see that he knows everything I’m thinking. And then he whispers once more.

      “Yes, that’s right, Brie,” he says. “But now, things have changed. And we need to get you out…”

      “But…why you? Why would you become the new Director?”

      My voice is a little too loud, enough to have him turning to the door once more. The slight glare to his eyes has me sinking a little deeper into my chair.

      He answers inside my mind.

      I’ve been working on this for years, Brie, comes his voice, louder and clearer in the safety of my head. My powers have allowed me to gently influence the Consortium over the years, to put the pieces in place for when Commander Fenby, and then Director Cromwell, were killed. Were it not for Agent Woolf’s interference, I’d be confirmed as Director in a matter of days.

      My chin drops and eyes close at his final mental remark. My failure has cost us dear. My inability to see what Woolf was up to has doomed us all.

      Again, my chin is lifted by his finger.

      “Don’t blame yourself,” he says softly. “You did everything you could. No one saw this coming.”

      His words help soothe me a little. But my mind continues to work at a furious pace, drawing a new question to my lips.

      “Why me?” I ask. “If you’re...who you say you are…then why didn’t you kill him? Why am I here at all?”

      “Because you’re expendable,” comes his swift reply.

      I’m slightly taken aback, my pride hurt. But after a moment I know he’s right. I am expendable. He’s not.

      My failure has put the Nameless on the back foot, but it hasn’t yet doomed them. Were Burns to attempt to kill Cromwell himself, however, and his treachery be discovered, then they’d have no one on the inside. No one of his considerable power and ability to try to fashion a new path.

      In the end, he’s completely right. My life means very little in the grand scheme of things. But his means everything. And it needs to be protected.

      I’m not so naïve to not realise that. To not see that I am just a soldier, and he’s a leader. That getting him onto the throne of this building, of this city, of this world, is what will make real change.

      But now that I’ve failed, perhaps that option is done for. Even in his new position as Commander, I doubt that Burns can take out Cromwell without anyone uncovering the truth.

      So when he tells me I’m expendable, I merely nod and understand. And as those thoughts flow about in my mind, he reads them for himself, satisfied that I’m able to see the bigger picture.

      “Good, Brie,” he whispers. “Very good.”

      It’s still all so confusing, but yet that hope that had faded now begins to bloom.

      “You didn’t tell him, did you?” I ask. “Cromwell I mean. You didn’t tell him about the secret passage to the underlands?”

      He shakes his head.

      “So they’re safe,” I ask, my hammering heart filling with a new determination to live.

      “For now. But Artemis won’t rest until he’s rid this city of all who’ll stand in his way. His beliefs, his programming, make him rigid and immovable. He can’t be bargained with or swayed. Until he’s gone, no one is safe.”

      “Then what do we do? How do we kill him?”

      He shakes his head.

      “There’s no we,” he whispers. “Your role here is over.”

      “But I can still do it,” I say, my words just starting to lift. His glare stifles them, calms them. “I can,” I continue, barely audible now, “with your help. Use your powers…get me alone with him…and I’ll do it. I swear I will.”

      He stands up, his head still turning left and right and denying me.

      But why? Why not?! I shout in my head, staring right at him.

      Because, he answers in my mind, it will all come back to me in the end. You had your chance, Brie, but now it’s gone. Your part is done.

      He moves to the door, and then turns to me before leaving.

      And through his bright blue eyes, he projects some final words for me to hear.

      Don’t lose faith, Brie, he says. I’ll get you out of here, I promise. Your part here is over, but there’s more to be done out there…

      He turns his eyes to the clear wall, and mine follow out towards the northern quarter of the city. And when I turn back to look at him, to force him to read another question in my mind, all I see is the door closing.

      And the tail of his white jacket flowing out into the corridor.
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      I’m left with so many questions that I have no means of answering. More than ever I wish that my powers would return and I could speak with my brother, learn the truth of all of this mess, all of these secrets that have been kept from me.

      I always wondered just who it was that the Nameless had in mind, who the mystery replacement for Cromwell was going to be. Not once did Leyton Burns enter my thoughts as an option, so complicit in the plot as he seemed to be.

      It was him, after all, who first made mention of the Stalkers back during the ceremony to honour us after the attack at Culture Corner. When the Nameless took over the video feed, he’d told that technician to ‘send out the Stalkers’, sending the hybrid hunters out to do what they do best.

      I saw him, too, after the attack in the marketplace, the attack that saw Fred and Ziggy lose their lives, and Rycard lose his right eye and handsome looks. The attack that led to Drum’s terrible crime, and his new life down with the Nameless in the underlands.

      It was that very breakout, in fact, that led the Woolf to my door, the freeing of Drum from that prisoner convoy sending all of this in motion. Had we not done that, then Woolf may never have seen this coming, and Cromwell would now be dead, and Burns would be stepping up to the Director’s chair, ready to draw back the awful doctrine that will inevitably lead to war.

      I wonder how much involvement Burns really had in it all. In the end, perhaps it’s his own fault that Woolf came after me. Had that attack never occurred, then Fred and Ziggy wouldn’t have died, and Drum wouldn’t have killed that man, and Zander and I would never have had to free him.

      Maybe Burns himself is to blame for the failure of this entire mission.

      But then again, surely he can’t have been complicit in such an atrocity. Surely a man like Cromwell would have selected the next target. Perhaps Burns never even knew about it, or at least didn’t know just when and where the attack would come. If he did, and yet he allowed his own men, his own City Guards, to be killed in the blast, then perhaps he’s no better than the man I was sent here to kill…

      I won’t get the answer to that question until I next see him. And even then, who knows if he’ll be honest. My gut suggests that he remains mostly innocent, aware of the locations of the attacks but unable to influence them for fear of revealing himself to his superiors.

      I guess, like so many of us, he merely needed to keep up appearances.

      For the greater good…

      That seems to be the way of the world. People do terrible things in order to achieve positive ends. And, I suppose, I can’t blame Burns, or anyone else, for that. After all, I’m guilty of exactly the same.

      The name W. Malcolm once more springs to mind, the poor soul I swapped my vial of blood with. I knew just what I was doing when I manipulated Doctor Friel into performing the swap. I knew it would mean death, or worse, for them, a fate that should have been mine.

      In the end, I suppose it wasn’t worth it. Woolf knew about me all along, haunting my step, luring me up here to fall straight into Cromwell’s trap. All changing that vial got me was an extra couple of days of belief and hope that my mission would succeed.

      It hasn’t. And W. Malcolm has probably died for it.

      And yet, here I am, now being offered the chance of redemption. A chance to escape this place and continue the fight down below. I relish the idea, relish getting a weapon in my hand and facing my enemy head on.

      Not creeping around here in the High Tower, all dressed up in blue, surrounded by these dead-eyed, detached, swarm of drones.

      I want to taste fresh air again, suck in the smells of Outer Haven and the underlands, feel the embrace of my friends and family. And if what Commander Burns promised me is true, I might just get that chance after all.

      I just have to hope that whatever means of escape he devises works. He’ll have to do it without revealing himself, or incriminating himself in any way. After all, as he so rightly told me, I am expendable, and he is not.

      But, sitting there as the day passes by and another night falls, I wonder about Adryan. Will he be joining me? Does Burns’ desire to see me out of here trickle down to him as well?

      Somehow, given what Lady Orlando said, I doubt it. He is loyal to this cause, and has done a great deal for it, but his worth was necessitated on secrecy, on his ability to operate in the shadows as a spy here in the High Tower. And, above all, as a simple facilitator for my part in the mission.

      Now, none of that applies. Were he to escape to the underlands, and join up with the Nameless, he’d be of no more use than any other regular person. He has no specific physical enhancements beyond his superior intellect. He isn’t a scientist, or an engineer, or someone who might offer some tactical cunning in the war to come.

      No. He is just a man whose worth has been expended. And as Lady Orlando made very clear, he is now superfluous to their cause.

      But not me, I suppose. Not to the same degree. I have a number of powers that might prove useful in battle. Superior eyesight and speed that will present me with an advantage, and the ability to manipulate the weak-minded with little more than a thought and a flash of the eyes.

      And I, too, have a twin brother down there who, I hope, won’t rest until I’m freed. Who will be desperately seeking to save me from this terrible place.

      I am, it pains me to say, more useful than Adryan. And so, I will live, and he will die.

      That is how it goes.

      But not for me.

      “If they won’t save you, I will,” I whisper, turning my eyes to the door, imagining that my husband’s being kept somewhere beyond it, on the other side of the building. “I won’t let you die, Adryan. I promise.”

      I make the silent vow to myself, and then allow the depths of night to take me. Let myself fall into uncomfortable dreams as the lingering hours pass by.

      I wake constantly, my eyes flashing open to find that I’m breathing heavily, beads of sweat trickling down my forehead. I want to wipe them away as they tickle along the side of my nose, but can’t, my hands once more locked tight to the arms of the chair.

      I drift away again, and the same happens, over and over until the first signs of light start to gather against the horizon. Exhausted and with aching limbs, I meet the dawn with my gaze and allow myself the smallest of smiles as I marvel at its beauty.

      Even in such a place, and at such a time, small moments can give you some relief. The sight before me is mesmerising, the scope of the sunrise staggering as it lifts and gives shape to the lands.

      It all starts back on the mountains, the peaks first to catch the light long before the base, where the deep valleys, all sprinkled with woods and tinged in toxic mist, stay hidden in shadow. Then, gradually, the light creeps down, bringing more of the world to life, sending more of its stunning beauty to my regular, human eyes.

      For a second, I wish I had my Hawk-vision, wish I could zoom here and there and explore the place from this lofty perch. But then I realise that I don’t need augmented eyes to appreciate this, to admire the sheer wonder of it all. I don’t need anything more than what nature intended, my natural form sufficient to gawp at the colours and lights and wondrous features.

      In the end, being human is what I am. I am not defined by my ability to see far, or run fast, or turn a man to my will. Those are all unnatural embellishments that should never have been granted me.

      No. I am just me, Brie Melrose, a girl of 18 who just wants to wander and explore. Who wants to see some more of the world and live in peace. Who wants to fall in love, and have a family one day, and laugh with my friends.

      A simple girl, with simple desires, who has been drawn into a far-from-simple war.
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      Before the sun has fully risen, I hear the tapping of two sets of footsteps coming down the corridor. Their cadence makes it clear who they both are. The fact that they’re the only two who appear to have access to my cell is another strong indicator.

      It’s Cromwell who enters first, with Burns flowing in behind. I look upon the men so differently now. Even after having spent so many hours trying to get my head around it, I find it difficult to see Burns as my ally.

      But he is, and so I do look at him with a different eye. An eye of secret cooperation. An eye of conspiracy.

      And as I look at him, I see him direct some stern words of warning straight into my head.

      Don’t look at me like that, Brie. Look at Cromwell.

      The words come from nowhere, and throw me off my stride. I immediately react with a slight jerk, before dropping my eyes to neither man, and instead choosing my lap as my current focal point.

      My odd behaviour doesn’t seem to go unnoticed by the head of the Consortium.

      “It looks as though this cell is taking its toll on you, Brie,” comes his voice. “Well, I wouldn’t worry so much about that. You won’t be here for too much longer.”

      Yeah, I’ll be taken to the REEF…I’m well aware of that already, Cromwell.

      Of course, perhaps Commander Burns wasn’t supposed to inform me of that. So, I act smart, and play dumb.

      “Where are you taking me,” I ask, letting my words quiver.

      I lift my eyes fearfully from my lap, peering through my lashes at him.

      “You’re to be taken for reconditioning,” says Cromwell matter-of-factly. “Commander Burns has extracted what he can from you. Now, you’ll serve another purpose.”

      Were I not already aware of this, I might just react as I did yesterday, with all manner of hysterics. As it is, I’ve heard this before.

      However, a quick flash to Burns’ eyes allows him to once more project a few stern words into my head.

      Don’t take it so lightly, Brie. Be natural, comes his voice.

      With an ironically unnatural delay, I begin to offer some pleas against Cromwell’s plans for me.

      “No…you can’t. Please…” I mutter.

      My acting skills need further polishing, but it’s good enough. After all, this is Artemis Cromwell we’re talking about here. Hardly an expert in determining whether human emotion is real or feigned.

      Then again, I’m not sure I’d ever know if he bought it or not, given how he doesn’t really react.

      “You have plotted to commit treason against your rulers, and have made an attempt on my life. The punishment for that would ordinarily be torture and death, as your husband will soon discover…”

      My heart skips a few beats. Terrible visions of Adryan being strung up and mutilated spread through my head.

      “However,” continues Cromwell. “You have attributes that might prove useful to me. So, you will join our cause. I did say, did I not, that you might one day agree with my doctrines? Well, once my technicians at the REEF have seen to you, you’ll agree with just about anything I wish. I shall look forward to welcoming you to the team.”

      A slimy smile oozes across his face, as if he wishes to make me feel particularly uncomfortable. I don’t give him the satisfaction, but merely stare at him with the same dead eyes he employs.

      “You have spirit,” he says, inspecting my burning glare. “It will serve us well. Now, Commander Burns here is going to complete his work and perform one final extraction. Tomorrow, you shall be taken to the REEF. Alas, you will be one of many to join my ranks.”

      His eyes wash over the city and then return to me.

      “Many thousands have already begun to sign up willingly to my offer of reconditioning. You see, Brie, the people are only too happy to cast away their emotions. They consider them as a weakness, just as I do.”

      I can’t help but bite. I just can’t listen to this crap.

      “You think you’re so smart don’t you,” I growl. “You’ve made them like this. You’ve made them too frightened to leave their homes. Of course they’re going to sign up to have their fears suppressed! They just don’t know you’ll be wiping the rest of them clean too!”

      “Oh, how wrong you are,” drips his voice. “They know just what they’re getting themselves into. These people…they long for subjugation really. They long to be led. Without me, without us, the whole of Outer Haven would have descended into chaos long ago. You people love nothing more than to destroy each other. My new world won’t be anything like that. It will be peaceful and ordered. How can you deny the attraction of such a thing?”

      I can see no point in arguing with him. As Burns told me, he will never change his mind on this, he will never be swayed. His own programming and conditioning have made him steadfast in his beliefs, and no matter what I say, the man won’t turn.

      And neither will I.

      So instead of answering, I just stare into his translucent blue eyes for a moment with a fire in my own, before turning away and back out of the window.

      Cromwell follows my gaze, and continues the conversation alone.

      “You will deny it to your death, but I know you understand my reasoning, Brie. You are far too intelligent to refute the value in what I’m doing. Yes, you have strong emotions, that much is clear. But you also have a keen sense of logic too, and your rational side understands just what we’re doing here.”

      My lack of response seems to be evidence that I subscribe to his directives. Oh how wrong he is.

      Shaking my head, I simply whisper calmly: “No, Director Cromwell. I will never agree to what you’re doing. And shaping me to your own design won’t change that. No rational human, no real human, could ever condone this madness.”

      A flicker of appreciation dances in his eyes. He, at least, seems to respect me for sticking to my beliefs.

      “Well, we’ll speak again soon. And then we’ll see what tune you’re singing,” he purrs.

      Swivelling on his pure white shoes, he turns once more to the door, gliding through it and leaving me in the mutinous hands of Commander Burns. For a few moments, no words are said, and Burns merely looks at the door in silence before, finally, turning to me.

      “Is that really true?” I ask him quietly. “What he said about the people signing up for reconditioning?”

      He looks to the window and back to me.

      “Yes, it’s true.”

      “And the water stores? What’s happening with that? Are the people getting emergency aid?”

      There’s a frown cast across his eyes as he nods.

      “Some aid is being offered,” he suggests.

      “But not enough to stop the people from panicking, right? Not enough to stop them tearing each other apart? Is that his plan…to take them right to the edge, and see just where their emotions lead them? It will be anarchy out there, Commander. Is it all just to prove a point?”

      “Perhaps, in part,” he admits. “The lack of clean water will lead to many signing up. Artemis’ directive states that aid will be prioritised to those who comply…”

      “Comply?” cuts my voice, slicing through his like a razorblade. “You mean, you get help if you’re willing to become a slave?”

      He nods silently.

      “No wonder they’re signing up then!” I rage. “All this rubbish about wishing to lose their emotions, agreeing with his beliefs…it’s all lies. They’re just signing up to survive, and nothing more.”

      “Yes. And those who don’t, or those who can’t, will fall into chaos,” whispers Burns. “However you look at it, Artemis has got the whole of Outer Haven in a corner. They’re too busy being frightened of the Fanatics, or scared they’ll die of thirst, or get sick from drinking toxic water, to expend any energy in battling back against his dogma. Truly, they have no choice.”

      “But they do,” I grind. “They just need to be given one.”

      “You’re right. They do…”

      He steps closer to me, and from his pocket, draws out a tiny vial of clear liquid. Bending a single knee, he drops to my eye-level, and pulls away the cap. Then he reaches forward, ready to tip the contents down my throat.

      “Hold on,” I say, leaning back. “What is it?”

      My distrust remains intact.

      An antidote, comes his voice in my head. Drink it, Brie, and your powers will return…

      “An antidote,” I say, my words a little loud.

      My eyes flash to the door, worried that I may have been heard. But this time, he appears to have few concerns.

      “The guard on duty has no Bat powers,” he tells me. “I’ll check his mind to make sure before I leave.”

      I wonder if he did the same with the guard yesterday. For a man like him, all it would take is a quick look to discover if the guard overheard anything. And, if he did, then another flash of his cool blues would serve to erase such memories.

      “But…won’t they know? If my powers suddenly return…they’ll know it must have been you?”

      “Let me worry about that. And your powers won’t suddenly return. The antidote will take effect over the course of the next 24 hours. Tomorrow morning, you’ll be transported to the REEF. Use the opportunity, Brie, to get away.”

      I nod, and immediately he reaches out and pours the vial into my mouth. The droplets dance on my tongue, imbuing me with some new vigour, before sliding down my throat with a slight burning sensation.

      And even though the effects won’t come into play for some time, I already feel stronger.

      “Thank you for doing this,” I whisper, guiding my eyes back to his. “I don’t know how to repay you.”

      “No need, Brie. I’m merely playing my part here. And…it’s your brother who requires your thanks.”

      “Zander? Why?”

      “Because, sweet girl, it was he who convinced me to help free you. He loves you dearly, that much is clear. And when you get out there, he’ll be waiting.”

      A warm smile launches onto my face. Moisture begins gathering in my eyes. I look to the clear wall and out on the bright city, and feel a renewed strength within me.

      I knew you wouldn’t let me down…

      “And what about Adryan?” I ask, switching my eyes back.

      His show some doubt. Their blue light darkens.

      “I’m afraid that Mr Shaw was beyond our aid…”

      Was.

      My heart stops.

      “You mean…”

      He reads my thoughts, and shakes his head.

      And my heart begins to beat again.

      “No, he isn’t dead yet. But there’s nothing we can do for him now, Brie. He has been a great servant, but his role is done. I’m sorry…but you have to let him go.”

      I can’t. I can’t let him go.

      “Is he still here?”

      I can’t shield my thoughts from him. He knows everything I’m thinking. I turn my eyes to block the connection, but he’s already seen enough.

      “Don’t do anything rash,” he warns. “He isn’t here anymore.”

      “Then where? Where is he?!”

      He doesn’t answer. I’ve shown my hand too early, my emotions once more my weakness…

      “The REEF,” I say, answering for him. “He’s been taken there already, hasn’t he…”

      Now, it’s me who searches his eyes. And I don’t need my powers to see the truth. His ability to emote is sufficient for me to read him.

      He knows that I know. So he nods.

      “Yes. And by the time you leave this place tomorrow, his sentence might already have been carried out. Let him go, Brie. You must let him go.”

      He lays an arm on my shoulder, before standing and stepping back.

      “Good luck to you. I’m sure we’ll meet again.”

      And with an almost natural smile, he disappears, leaving a single thought in my head.

      I can’t let him go…
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      Burns doesn’t give me any more than the most basic of instructions and suggestions.

      He doesn’t tell me of the exact time of my transportation to the REEF. He doesn’t tell me exactly how I’ll be transferred. He doesn’t tell me what security will be like, or anything that might help me in my escape.

      All he tells me, rather cryptically, is that my brother ‘will be waiting’. I assume, from that remark, that Zander has designed some plot to help free me.

      However, it’s not something I’m going to count on. Instead, I’ll utilise the many gifts that occupy my body, and will have to think up my own way out of this mess.

      I have to rely on myself now, and only myself. I will not place all my faith in others, no matter who they are.

      To my surprise, later that afternoon I get another visit. It’s not from Cromwell, and it’s not from Burns. Given the manner of their departures, I assume I’ve seen the last of them.

      For now, at least.

      Instead, it’s a medical technician of some kind who enters, accompanied by two black-clad Stalkers. The hybrid hunters enter first, standing either side of me, before a light grey-coated woman joins them.

      In her hand, she holds a syringe. She might well be the same one who administered the suppressant drug the first time. I never did see their face before my eyes went blank.

      With a flat expression, she comes straight towards me and, without even speaking, begins to roll up the dirty sleeve of my right arm. During my several day incarceration here, locked to this horrid metal chair, I haven’t had a chance to wash.

      I can’t deny that I smell rotten, and thus her nose twitches as she goes to work.

      I can’t help but ask what exactly she’s doing. I already know, but want confirmation. I’m just like that I guess.

      “I’m administering a drug to make you compliant,” she drones. “Your body needs a top-up.”

      A brief bout of concern hits me, one centred on whether or not Commander Burns knew this was going to take place. If he didn’t, the drug about to be sent through my vascular system might just counteract the antidote he poured down my throat.

      “I don’t feel like I need a top up,” I counter. “My powers aren’t working at all.”

      “Yes, well this isn’t just about your powers. This is about making sure you’re more docile for your transfer to the REEF.”

      Docile? OK, now I’m getting worried.

      The needle pricks my arm, and I feel the drug enter my body. The effect is quite immediate, my eyesight starting to blur and a blackness closing in from the sides.

      When the woman speaks again, her voice is strange and distorted, as though she’s speaking in slow motion.

      “Good,” she says. “Now just relax…you’ll be on your way before you know it…”

      Through the blurring shroud before my eyes, she retracts the needle and stands. Her blurred figure starts moving to the door, followed quickly behind by the Stalkers.

      “Wait…” I say, my own voice similarly odd and slow.

      She doesn’t. All three of them leave, the door shuts, and then the lights go out in my head.

      And a blackness swamps me.

      It happens so fast that, when my eyes open again, I find that the following morning has rushed up upon me. Raising my eyelids, and with a new ache in my head, I see a muted sunrise creeping over the horizon, this time hidden behind a thick fog and the low bands of cloud that whip past the lofty reaches of the High Tower.

      My mouth feels dry, my stomach grumbling with hunger. I’ve been given such sparse rations here that the feeling of wooziness in my brain could just as well be down to dehydration and malnutrition, as the drugs they’ve given me.

      The mixture of all three, as well as a lack of proper sleep, has turned me into some sort of semi-comatose zombie, my state of health hardly in a position to fight my way free from the Stalkers who’ll no doubt see to my transition to the REEF.

      I also hoped I’d have some more time to think, to mentally prepare to get myself ready for battle. I’ve been given no such benefit, my dizzy mind just waking as I hear the sound of heavy footsteps clattering down the corridor.

      Turning to the door, I see it open suddenly, and several bodies pile in. My wrist and ankle restraints are quickly removed, my tired body lifted to its feet as fresh restraints are set to my wrists again, this time binding them together in front of me.

      I can hardly keep up as the men rush, their bodies covered in black cloaks, their eyes keen and piercing and fingers working with the relentless efficiently that all Stalkers seem to share.

      There are two of them, and two others, regular members of the City Guard if my weary eyes aren’t deceiving me. The City Guards stand to the side, armed to the teeth as they watch the Stalkers work, my body quickly aimed at the door and marched straight out into the corridor.

      They move with such speed that my waking legs can’t keep up. I stumble and nearly fall, caught by the Stalkers to my side, who set about dragging me unceremoniously along towards a door ahead.

      The City Guards open it, and through we go into a meeting space that looks familiar, the very room I entered into several days ago when I arrived here. The lift that transported me up here opens as we go, and we all step inside, my little, shivering, frame surrounded by four strong men.

      A growl comes from behind me.

      “Atrium,” rumbles the voice.

      The lift immediately begins to drop, plummeting down through the building. In a mere minute it’s slowing and opening, and the atrium appears before me.

      I’m marched straight out, the foyer almost empty. Turning to the desk, I don’t see Rebecca on duty, her shift only having ended hours ago. Instead, two other receptionists watch the commotion with blank eyes, as if it happens every day.

      I suspect it doesn’t. And yet, perhaps an event like this isn’t entirely unheard of. Crime may never occur here, but occasionally hybrids will be caught or discovered.

      Hybrids like Amelia, Adryan’s first wife, dragged from her home in much the same manner as I’m being now. Hybrids like poor W. Malcolm, not a hybrid at all, who most likely suffered the same fate.

      Most of the time, they probably don’t even know they’re hybrids. And yet, they’ll still suffer the ignominy of being so callously cast out and killed, or reconditioned and turned into slaves if they’re thought to have some worth.

      Right now, that’s what’s happening to me. And I can’t help but feel a growing fear that Commander Burns has miscalculated, that he wasn’t aware that a fresh shot of suppressor drugs would be injected into my blood. That the antidote he gave me is going to have no impact after all.

      The thought helps to bring my mind to life.

      So far, it’s all happened in such a rush that I’ve barely had a second to catch up. It seems like only moments ago that I was being injected the previous night. Now, within the blink of an eye, I’m being dragged through the atrium and out of the High Tower, drawing the attention of any of the Savants nearby.

      It’s still so early when I taste fresh air for the first time in days, smell that disinfectant surging up my nostrils. The sky remains hidden under a blanket of heavy grey clouds, a mist hanging on the streets as ghostly Savants begin to move towards the building.

      Most will only just be waking, yet to start their day of work. I guess that was probably the plan, to drag me out without too many witnesses.

      The streets are so swamped in mist that I can barely see the features of the road ahead. It’s not a toxic fog, though, just a heavy precipitation hanging in the air, peppered with shadows that appear from the gloom as people gravitate to the High Tower.

      But not us. We’re going in the opposite direction, marching straight across the platform and down the streets, where an armoured van awaits. The rear is opened up, and I’m thrown inside, my legs scraping on the metal floor as I go.

      Two men step inside with me, the City Guards who continue to keep a close watch. The Stalkers move around to the front, stepping into the front seat of the man-driven vehicle. Unlike most vehicles here, this one isn’t self-drive, the journey to the outerlands requiring a human touch.

      My view to the front is blocked, a small window to the front seat quickly shut off. Huddled in the corner, the back of the van goes almost pitch dark, the two City Guards taking seats on benches either side of me, their eyes refusing to move from my form.

      Trapped in my new cell, I open my eyes wide to try to let in as much light as I can. Only the odd sliver of light penetrates the hull of the van as its engine begins to rumble, and I feel its motion turning off to the right, heading west.

      My eyes fix to the two men with me, and in the darkness I see little discs of light staring at me from the silhouettes of their faces. They must be Hawks, their eyes capable of seeing through this black shroud, aiming their weapons right at me as they sit and watch, rigid as rock.

      I quickly calculate the time it might take to get outside of the city. It’s early enough now that traffic in Outer Haven will be minimal, and non-existent here. We’ll cut straight for the western gate and pass straight through the central districts of the western quarter. Then, out of the boundary gate along the perimeter wall, through the woods and marshes and whatever else lies beyond.

      And then, to the facility that no one ever wants to go to. The place where criminals are turned to slaves, Con-Cops created and hybrids slaughtered. Where so many thousands who don’t fit Cromwell’s needs have been exterminated, or rehabilitated in some terrible fashion, their minds distorted and twisted into those of total and utter compliance.

      And now, I’m thinking that exactly that will happen to me…

      Still, as we rumble along, cutting a direct path through Inner Haven, I feel that Burns must have got this wrong.

      That he himself has been found out, his own treachery discovered.

      That the fresh dose of drugs was squirted into my blood to combat the antidote he gave me.

      That his own part in this façade is up, and mine is too.

      The thought ensures that my heart rate climbs to an unprecedented rate. That my mind wakes more quickly, tossing aside the murky shroud, and my breathing begins to quicken and judder, my own existence in utter peril.

      I’ll live on, of course, but not as me. My cup will be emptied out and refilled with Cromwell’s own potion. I’ll become an unthinking android, a tool of death to be directed at whatever enemy he wishes me to kill.

      I shake my head in the dark and press my eyelids together, scrunching them tight and balling my fists as hard as I can to try to purge the agitation from my body.

      My limbs begin to shiver and shudder, the fog in my head clearing further as the winds of my fear and rage flow through, scattering the mist.

      I think of Adryan, locked in chains.

      I think of Mrs Carmichael, protecting the kids to the last, and Tess, doing her best to help.

      I think of Drum, begging to fight.

      I think of Zander, trying to hold it all together.

      I think of them all, and others, and know that they’ll all die, sooner or later. Maybe Adryan has already been tortured and killed. Maybe Mrs Carmichael, complicit in my deceit, has been discovered and sentenced. Maybe Drum has got his way and become a soldier, and found himself face to face with a Stalker, a foe he could never contend with.

      Maybe they’re all dead, or are about to die.

      Or maybe, just maybe, after my mind has been turned upside down, Cromwell will order me to do it all myself.

      A final revenge for my treason.

      A final victory for him.

      All such thoughts flow with such ferocity through my mind that I feel a surging energy filling my fingers. I feel my limbs shaken free of the lethargy that subdued them. I feel my determination to survive fermenting and seeping through every fibre within me.

      And as the van continues to rumble, I feel my eyes opening once more in the darkness.

      Only now, it’s no longer dark.

      The interior has grown clear. The two Hawks watching me are no longer silhouettes. I can make out the smallest of details as I look at my hands, still balled, my knuckles white.

      And as I stare down, a defiant smile swarms all over my face.

      Burns hasn’t failed. He hasn’t been discovered.

      My powers are returning…
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      The smile on my face doesn’t last, stripped away as a voice sounds in front of me.

      “What the hell are you smiling at?” it bites.

      My grin plummets immediately, and I don’t raise my eyes. If I do, they might see that my Hawk-vision is returning. Right now, I shouldn’t be able to see anything in this darkness. If I look them right in the eye, they might just smell a rat.

      I don’t answer the question.

      Instead, I allow the smile to fade and evolve into something else, turning it upside down and then sniffing. Lifting my hands up, my wrists still bound by cuffs, I set about wiping my eyes and planting a grimace across my features.

      “Oh, not another crier,” grumbles the Hawk. “You’d think this one would be tougher than that. You know why she was up there on level 99, right?”

      “Yeah, treason,” says the other man. “She tried to kill the Director. Would you believe that!”

      The way they’re speaking suggests that my mission isn’t that well known. Perhaps only among higher ranked City Guards has my notoriety been spread.

      It sounds, too, like they’re used to this sort of work: escorting hybrids to the REEF. I wonder if one or the other was part of the team to snatch Amelia away from Adryan several years ago.

      The thought has me closing my eyes and turning to my memories. I feel a swell of purpose and power at the clarity with which they appear. I glide back a couple of weeks, to when I entered Adryan’s mind and saw that awful event play out. And reviewing it again, I quickly examine the faces of the little force of guards sent up to their apartment to take her.

      Then, opening my eyes once more, I can’t help but look up to them in a flash as they continue their discussion. With my returning powers, I see through my peripheral vision that they’re no longer looking at me, but each other. I take my chance and get a better look, and see one face that does ring a bell.

      The Hawk on the right, with narrow, intense brown eyes and a thin and prickly jaw. He was there that day. It must be a specialism of these men to extract such people as me.

      Before they look back down at me, I turn my eyes away again, and remove the hatred from within them, replacing it with fear and sadness once more. My appearance seems to give them some pleasure. They laugh at me, tossing a few insults my way.

      Insults that bounce straight off my hard skin.

      But ones that I’ll remember…for when the time comes.

      Turning my eyes back down, I begin to take closer account of the motion of the vehicle, still maintaining a fairly constant speed to suggest we’re still in Inner Haven. Only when it begins to slow, and then stop entirely for a moment, do I realise that we’ve arrived at the western gate linking the two parts of the city.

      Moments later we’re across the wall. Back in Outer Haven.

      And now, I have to think of a plan…

      In the darkness, my mind begins speeding through my options. The men ahead of me will present no challenge. They’re merely Hawks, and while they’re heavily armed, the antidote that’s now surging through my veins has made me more than a match for both of them.

      The two Stalkers in the front, however, will present far more of a problem. They will no doubt be stronger and faster than me, bred for the specific purpose of war and death. I will have little to no chance against either of them in a one-on-one fight, and no chance whatsoever against them both.

      I have to be smart. I have to use what I have, use my knowledge of the streets of the western quarter. As soon as we reach the outer districts, near the western gate to the outerlands, I’ll have to take my chance. It will be my only shot before we pass through the outer gate.

      The van now begins to slow occasionally, even stopping as the morning traffic begins to grow heavier. We’ll be closer to the academy now, so close I can almost smell its unique scent of stale smoke and unwashed clothes, moving directly through district 5 just south of Brick Lane.

      Outside, I know it will be busy, the streets too populated to try anything here. I can’t risk causing a firefight with so many innocent people around. Only when we get to the less populous outer districts can I consider making my move.

      My restraints will need to go first. I can’t do anything with my wrists bound together as they are. Turning my eyes up, I search for some key in the possession of either of the Hawks.

      Was it them, or the Stalkers, who set the cuffs to my wrists?

      I can barely remember, everything happening in a rush. If the Stalkers have the keys, my burgeoning plan might just fail. I look again, but see no key, and then spend a moment inspecting my restraints a little more closely.

      And in doing so, I realise that they’re not unlocked by a key at all, but by a thumb-print, set to the locking mechanism between my wrists. The question is: do these City Guards have the authority to unlock them?

      I guess we’ll find out soon…

      The van continues to grind through the busiest section in the city, before I feel it turning again, working its way down quieter streets and off the main roads.

      Its speed begins to pick up, signalling our growing proximity to the outer wall, the bright lights of the central and inner districts of the western quarter being left behind.

      And in the pitch dark of my mobile cell, a blackness that my Hawk-eyes are now able to fully penetrate, I begin to put my plot into action.

      With my eyes still low, I take a breath, and then quickly dart my gaze straight up to the Hawk sitting ahead of me on the left.

      The two men are still in conversation, their own gaze now less strictly stuck to their little captive sitting on the uncomfortable metal floor.

      But now I need to catch their eyes. First one, and then the other, needs to stare straight at me.

      And first, it’s the man on the left.

      My eyes lift, the movement of my gaze towards where he sits doing the job I hoped it would. His own peripheral vision catches it in a bare millisecond, and before the other Hawk can turn his eyes to me too, I make eye contact with my first target.

      I dive straight into his feeble mind without hesitation, and before he can even realise that my powers are returning, I have him under my spell.

      But I don’t force him to attack his partner. I don’t order him to raise his weapon and shoot the man in the heart or the head. I don’t do that, because it would only be my undoing.

      Within seconds, I know, the van would stop, the Stalkers would march around to the back, and quickly disable the man I took under my control. They’d know of my plot immediately, and would simply take the necessary steps to ensure that my Mind-Manipulator powers could not be used against them.

      In short, it would be game over.

      So, I take the smarter route instead, and I simply call out into the Hawk’s mind…

      You will adhere to all my verbal commands. You will do everything I ask without hesitation or question.

      I issue the command with clarity and conviction, and see it quickly wash away into the vacant recesses of his mind. He’s no Savant, but merely a dim-witted Hawk, and has absolutely no protection against the sort of powers I possess.

      And as the order takes hold, I turn my eyes straight to the Hawk on the right, the one who was present that day when poor Amelia was dragged from her home. He’s only just realising what’s going on, and just before he can call out a warning to the Stalkers, or even turn his eyes away from my gaze in defence, I fill his head with the same exact order.

      And within seconds only, both members of the City Guard are now completely under my command.

      Once more, my considerable abilities have grown powerful under stress, the life or death nature of my predicament forcing me to operate at a higher level of efficiency. Looking upon my two new slaves, one after another, I find them both staring at me once more.

      But this time, there’s no malice in their eyes, no contempt for who or what I am. Now there’s just a wrinkle of confusion, of helplessness, that lifts that smile back onto my lips.

      They’re mine.

      To ensure that I’m right, I test my theory, whispering into the quiet cell: “Both of you, turn your eyes to your feet.”

      Without hesitation, both of their sets of glowing eyes fall to the floor, refusing to move.

      I nod to myself, and whisper again: “You, to my left, come here and remove my restraints.”

      The Hawk on my left lifts his eyes to mine. The other one stays as he is, his face staring straight at the floor.

      Quietly, the Hawk moves towards me. I hold up my wrists, reaching them out to him. With a note of puzzlement, his own hands creep forward and fumble about for a moment. He doesn’t seem to know what he’s doing.

      “Are you able to remove these cuffs?” I ask him. “Answer me quietly.”

      He shakes his head.

      “I do not have security clearance.”

      Damn it.

      “And you?” I whisper, turning to the other Hawk. “Look at me and answer me.”

      He does as ordered, and shakes his head.

      “I do not have security clearance either,” he tells me.

      My fingers ball and squeeze. I need these restraints off. Right now.

      “Is there any other way to remove them?” I ask, looking again to the Hawk to my left.

      “The only way would be to shoot the locking mechanism,” he answers.

      He turns the barrel of his weapon to my handcuffs.

      “No,” I say harshly. “Don’t do that. Sit back down where you were.”

      He does so.

      I know I can’t have him shoot the mechanism out. Doing so will alert the Stalkers, and I need to keep them in the dark for as long as I can.

      So how? How do I get away without them knowing…

      My mind ticks along furiously as the van rumbles with a more consistent motion. I know we must be nearing the perimeter wall now, moving away from the main population and towards the outer districts. As soon as we reach the gate, I’m done for. If this van gets to the outerlands, I’ll have nowhere to go…

      As far as I see it, I have only one choice – a diversion.

      If I can use the two Hawks to cover my retreat, I might just be able to use my Dasher powers to escape. When the van next slows, turning a corner, I can make them open up the back door. And I will run.

      The Stalkers will stop the vehicle immediately. They will turn their attention straight to me, but if I can use the Hawks to delay them, it might just give me the time I need to make good my getaway.

      But how much time will I need? A few seconds won’t be enough. They’ll be quicker than me, and will hunt me down with these chains still locked to my wrists.

      Will half a minute be enough? Maybe. But then, will the Hawks be able to give me that? How long will it take the Stalkers to realise that they’re under my control? If they do so quickly, they will dispatch them without a moment’s hesitation, and will set their eyes on me right after.

      It’s risky…but do I have a choice?

      I’m not sure I do. I’m just not sure…

      But I do know I have little time to act. And I need to know just where we are.

      So once more, I recruit my new men, whispering an order to them once more.

      “Where are we, exactly?” I ask.

      Again, it’s the Hawk to my left who I order.

      Using his forearm interface, the man draws up a map showing our location.

      “District 8,” he tells me. “We’re about 10 blocks from the perimeter wall.”

      “And how long until we reach it?” I question.

      “At this speed, 3 minutes.”

      OK, 3 minutes…it’s really now or never.

      “Both of you,” I whisper. “Move right next to the rear door. Prepare to open it upon my command. When you do so, I want you to step out, either side of the van, and distract the Stalkers.”

      “How?” asks the Hawk on the right.

      “Get as close as you can to them, and then shoot them,” I say bluntly.

      His eyes wrinkle and do a little dance of doubt. It’s a far more aggressive order to give, and while they remain under my command, it’s completely against their nature to go and shoot one of their own men.

      I look to the other Hawk and realise that he’s having the same trouble agreeing to the order. More mental surgery will need to be done, manually inside their minds.

      So without delay, I look to the Hawk on my right and whisper: “Look directly at me.”

      Then, with our eyes locked, I slip straight into his head with the simple intention of ingraining the order to attack the Stalkers deeper into his consciousness.

      However, as I walk through the murky emptiness of this man’s mind, I feel his thoughts centred around a person whose life he helped to destroy. A man I now care about deeply, and wish to see safe and free.

      I see his memories of the day Adryan’s wife was taken. I see them fresh before him, the day that put Adryan on another path, awoke his emotions to the point where he betrayed the very people who ruled him, who still rule us all.

      A path that, now, has him facing terrible torture and death. A path that has seen him do so much good, put his life on the line, and get so little in return.

      Forgotten by Lady Orlando and the Nameless.

      Left to die when they could have negotiated his return in exchange for Agent Woolf.

      The thought sets a new grimace to my lips, and as I see the memory, I quickly decipher something far different in the man’s mind: a thought of pleasure. Pleasure at Adryan’s current predicament, at imagining my husband being shackled and cut and put through such pain, before having his life taken from him in brutal fashion.

      This man enjoys the thought. Enjoys the idea. And as he thinks of it, I see it all too, see what will befall the man I’m falling for, the man I appear to have forgotten about during this escape.

      But no longer. Now, I can think of nothing else. Because right there, within the man’s thoughts, I discover the precise time of Adryan’s execution.

      This afternoon at 3PM, in only a few hours’ time, my man will be put to death, a mercy after what he must be going through. Alone and desperate, with no hope of escape, he will have accepted that fate.

      But not me. I will never accept it.

      And right there, as I withdraw from the Hawk’s mind, I know that my plan cannot go ahead. I cannot escape, only to leave Adryan to such a terrible destiny. He has no time to spare, and I have none to waste.

      I’m not leaving this van.

      I have to try to save him…or die in the attempt.
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      I sit back in the darkest corner of the van as it rumbles on through district 8. The perimeter wall, right at the edge of the city between districts 8 and 9, must only be a few blocks away now, rushing up fast as the van makes a final turn onto the main road leading towards it.

      As the van slows to turn the corner, I know it’s my final chance to enact my original plan. The thought comes and goes in a flash, quickly doused by my determination to set my husband free.

      As far as I see it, with his execution so near, I don’t have a choice now.

      If I left him there, I could never live with myself. His fate is now fully entwined with my own.

      With my City Guard slaves now back in their original positions, I have to think of something new. Within moments, I’ll be beyond the boundary of the city, and heading into unknown territory. All I know is that the REEF is about ten miles outside the city, built somewhere in a large clearing among the toxic woodlands and creepy marshes.

      It was built there to ensure that anyone who attempted to escape would be locked within a dark and dangerous world. One populated with the mutated and deformed beasts that roam the wild, and the mutant species of human much rumoured among the streets of Outer Haven: the Shadows.

      Still, so little is truly known of such things among the general population. Yet when I was down in the underlands with my brother, it surprised me to discover that the Nameless have teams of hybrids who go out beyond the wall to hunt for meat.

      For men and women like that, perhaps the outerlands aren’t quite so perilous. For regular folk, however, who make up the vast majority of those taken to the REEF, the surrounding forests and swamps would mean almost certain death should they be lucky enough to escape the facility.

      Although, it probably wouldn’t be so lucky. And the location of the facility, outside of the city rather than within it, was most likely chosen for that very purpose – if someone escapes by some miracle, they won’t be able to contend with the wilds beyond.

      Out there, there are a hundred ways to die, each as terrible as what one might go through in the REEF itself.

      Truly, once you’re beyond the city walls, you’re as good as dead whatever way you look at it.

      I, of course, have some minor experience of such things from my experience outside the southern quarter after my tumble down the underground river. Without my gas mask, I would have died. Without Titus being the one to find me, I would have been executed, or reconditioned. Were I a little further from the wall, I’d have been unlikely to make it back without encountering some terrible beast who’d see me as either a threat to their territory or, more likely, a nice tasty lunch.

      I was only a mile or so from the wall then. Now, I’m voluntarily going ten miles beyond it, far deeper into the treacherous world beyond our so-called haven of a city. And even if I can find Adryan and escape with him, we’ll still have the wildlands to navigate and evade.

      With my powers, perhaps I’d have a chance. But Adryan? Aside from his powerful intellect, he’s just a normal man. Maybe he’s dead either way you look at it.

      No, Brie, shut up! You’re going there, you’re going to extract him, and you’re going to get him back to safety!

      My attempt to motivate myself has only a minor effect on the growing feeling of doubt at whether this plan will work. Because even if everything goes well, and I’m able to get Adryan out of there alive, and manage to trek through ten miles of jungle to reach the wall, I’ll still have to find a way back across it.

      Last time, Titus was nice enough to stow me away in the trunk of his car and deposit me happily into the southern quarter. This time, I doubt I’ll stumble across him again…

      Really, I have no plan at all. In fact, all I’ve probably just done is sentence myself to death, and betray the help that Commander Burns gave me.

      Bravo, Brie. Good damn choice…

      As my thoughts start their inexorable turn to negativity and scepticism, I feel the van beginning to slow. Then, it stops completely, and I hear a couple of voices from the front, only just audible through the thick hull of the vehicle.

      Seconds later, the van kicks into gear once more, and the feel of the ground beneath the wheels changes. From the mostly flat and well kept roads of Outer Haven, the track suddenly grows more bumpy, the vehicle rocking and rolling a little more as we rumble off down the path.

      Once again, I’m outside the city…

      In my head, the countdown begins. I have ten miles to think up a plan, perhaps 15 minutes worth of plotting time before we reach the facility and I’m immediately sent for reconditioning.

      That, I assume, is what will happen. They won’t waste time with me. I’ll be straight out of the truck and taken to have my head emptied out and refilled with the single directive to obey whatever orders I’m given.

      My memories will be wiped and I’ll no longer recognise anyone from my past. I’ll be garbed in a black cloak and sent to join the Stalkers, or perhaps forced into some secret mission to destroy the Nameless from the inside.

      That final thought, at least, won’t come true. With Burns in a place of such influence and power, my fate will be quickly passed onto the Nameless, and they’ll surely see me coming.

      But regardless, I won’t know anything beyond what I’m told and ordered to do. I will become the very thing I hate most in this world, the very thing I’ve been fighting to protect the people against: an empty vessel, used for nothing but to bolster Cromwell’s designs for this world.

      And as that thought permeates my mind, and I realise that I have absolutely no idea about the layout of the REEF, or where Adryan might be, or how exactly I’ll manage to get to him with these two Stalkers escorting me, I know that I’ve made a very grave mistake.

      My emotion at imagining Adryan being tortured and killed has just doomed me to the one fate I feared most.

      And I can’t help but think that, in so many ways, emotion is a weakness. It makes you do stupid, irrational things. It makes you act out of passion, or fear, or desire, without taking the necessary steps to ensure that you’re doing the right thing.

      The sensible thing.

      The logical thing.

      All I had to do was think of Adryan being tortured, think of him being killed, and I’ve sent myself to the very place I never wanted to go.

      I made the snap decision to try to extricate my husband from his cell, without knowing just what I would be facing. And now that I’m thinking more clearly, I know full well that the mission I’ve set myself on has zero chance of success.

      And with all that fear and doubt now dominating my mind, I begin to seek another way out. Looking up at the Hawks who remain under my command, I know that they, at least, will offer me a last resort.

      If I arrive at the REEF, and find myself in a position I can’t possibly free myself from, and if the Stalkers drag me straight to be reconditioned, and I have no chance of escaping their clutches, then I will have one final option available to me.

      Suicide.

      And looking at the Hawks, I dive into each of their heads, one after the other, and make sure to set the order deep so that it activates immediately, and without hesitation, when called upon.

      If I give the verbal order, I tell them, shoot me dead immediately.

      In the end, I’d far rather die than become a slave. And as I sit there, I imagine that, from the feeling of elation I had so recently as my powers suddenly returned, I’m now resigned to see my life ended in only a matter of minutes.

      Either by death or reconditioning, I will cease to exist on this earth. And all the hopes and dreams that so briefly fluttered through my mind at the thought of escaping Cromwell’s clutches have now vanished. Now, there’s only darkness in my heart.

      Once more, I’ve failed.

      I sit there, feeling defeated, my emotions once more serving to deflect my mind from the task.

      They got me here in the first place, made me give up my plan to escape the vehicle before we crossed the wall. And now they’re at me again, destroying any positivity that might linger somewhere deep in my mind, the growing feeling of fear and desperation serving to numb me as I wallow in my new failure.

      In so many ways, I wish I had no emotion right now. I wish I could just flick a switch and turn off my fear, let my mind fashion some way out of this mess without being assaulted by the relentless thoughts of dread and panic that rise up inside me.

      But I can’t. Try as I might, I know I’ve made a fatal error, that my affection and caring for Adryan has cursed me.

      To put myself in such harm’s way, without any real plan of what I’m going to do, speaks volumes I suppose. And as the truck crunches over the dirt, moving deeper through the toxic jungle, I realise that I’ve never felt this way before.

      I realise, right then, that I must love him.

      And that, above all else, sends a fresh shard of pain through me. Pain that I won’t get to explore that love, find out what it really means and where it might lead.

      That I’ve found it so late, that the man who I married as part of a sham has truly embedded himself in my heart, only to be lost before I can tell him how I feel.

      And sitting there, my eyes grow moist, and I lose myself to a feeling of grief. Because love, while giving such joy, can also administer the most grievous of pain as well.

      They say it’s better to have loved and lost, than never to have loved at all.

      I disagree. With my life about to end, and the man I think I love too, I wish I’d never even met him so I could be spared such pain.

      My mind no longer seeks out a plan of escape.

      I merely sit there, resigned to my fate, considering whether to just give the order now for the Hawks to shoot me dead. I was so foolish to think that I could make my way into the REEF like this. Shake off these Stalkers, find Adryan, escape through the woods.

      How could I have been so stupid? How could I have been so reckless?

      I shut my eyes and feel an anger join the grief and dread. And behind the lids of my eyes, I think beyond Adryan and to the others I’ll leave behind.

      Others that I might have seen again had I not been so stupid, so rash.

      Among them, my brother appears in my mind, so clear to my thoughts. And as he does, I remember that I can speak to him, that my powers have returned and with them, our telepathic link.

      I picture his face, and see it as if he’s right there in front of me. And with tears gathering, I think of the words to tell him. To tell him I’m about to be turned into a slave. To tell him that I’m sorry for giving him a sister, only for him to lose her so quickly.

      And as I think of the words to use, I feel his presence more strongly than ever, and my heart-rate begins to climb at the strange sensation that fills me.

      Opening my eyes, I turn to the left, and imagine that he’s right there, in the woods, just outside the van.

      He’s moving, rushing, and suddenly stopping. And then, only a second later, so is the van, grinding to a sudden stop on the track.

      My heart flutters.

      Hope builds again, embers of a dying fire flaring back to life.

      And beyond the van, the sound of gunfire begins to call out from the wilderness.

      He’s here...

      He’s come…
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      The van crunches to a halt on the dirt track, and I feel a weird energy spread through it, as if it’s been disabled by a pulse round.

      Along with the crunching tyres, rounds of lead begin to pepper the side of the vehicle, focusing on the front where the two Stalkers sit.

      I hear the bullets crack from several weapons on either side of us, hear glass smashing and the two doors ahead opening. I turn my eyes up to the City Guards and see that they’re snatching up their weapons and moving to the rear door, preparing to engage.

      “Stop. Don’t move!” I shout.

      Both men go rigid against their own will. I can see the battle raging in their heads as they fight against my orders, desperate to do their duty.

      I won’t let them. I won’t let them join the fight.

      Instead, I call for the Hawk on the left to come forward to me, to lift his weapon and shoot out the mechanism that keeps my wrists bound. He does so, pulling the trigger and causing sparks to fly in the darkness as my cuffs suddenly come loose.

      I shake them off and toss them to the metal floor, and quickly rush towards the rear end of the van. Turning my eyes again to the Hawks, I growl for them to ‘stay here and don’t move’, before opening up the back and letting the bright light of the morning sun spill inside.

      Immediately, the sound of gunfire grows much louder, filling my ears and coming from the other end of the van.

      I look out upon the track, stretching off through the heavy woodland towards the city many miles away in the distance. And just over the treetops, I can still see the tip of the High Tower, its circular metal façade glinting in the bright light.

      Hanging above the ground, the toxic mist here is thick. Within mere moments, it begins to seep forward, its tendrils creeping towards the back of the van and inside.

      I quickly draw the doors shut, leaving only a crack to see and listen through as the battle rages on.

      I can hear perhaps five or six different weapons, pouring forth their deadly discharge, some of them snapping and spewing out lead bullets, others fizzing and buzzing with pulse rounds.

      Two of the latter, I know, will belong to the Stalkers, battling against my brother, somewhere hidden among the trees.

      He’s come for me, come to save me.

      He must have known my path, been passed the information by Commander Burns, guided to this specific spot at this specific time.

      And he will have sensed me too, like I did him, known of my presence within the back of the van as we cut our path through the foul woods and towards an even fouler destination.

      He has men with him, at least two or three of them. Hybrids, most likely, like him and me, soldiers capable of fighting these Stalkers on an equal footing.

      At least, that’s what I hope.

      Hidden inside the van, there’s nothing I can do to help. I turn quickly to the Hawks and call: “Gas masks. Do you have gas masks?”

      They nod, and with a new order to give one to me, one of them reluctantly draws out a mask from his armour and passes it into my eager grasp.

      I snap it up and drag it over my mouth, before opening the rear door a little wider. I drop to the floor, and feel the swamp of mist begin to rise up and attack any exposed flesh on my body, my outfit of pants and a shirt unsuitable to keep the fumes at bay.

      Turning again to the Hawks, I order one to remove his black jacket and give it to me, wrapping the anti toxic garment over my body. I take his weapon too, heavy in my arms as I give a final order for them to stay, directing them like loyal dogs.

      Holding the large pulse rifle, I creep around the side of the van and peer through my mask into the wilderness ahead. Flashes of light appear from the murky woods, the fight now stretching off as the participants displace and seek cover as trees and plants are blown apart.

      Among the green trees and toxins, I see the sight of red as well. One man lies in a pool of it, blood seeping into the dirt just off to the right, his body half charred and decimated by a pulse round sent from a Stalker’s gun.

      I quickly creep forward and look through the mist at his face, terrified that I might make out my brother’s features.

      I don’t.

      This is another man, another member of the Nameless, garbed in rough clothing and now dead in this attempt to rescue me.

      I turn away and continue on, searching for my brother through the dim and tangled jungle, listening closely to the roar of the weapons as I go. A couple seem to have quietened now, two more men falling, only a few remaining in the fight as these hybrids, good and bad, serving the Nameless and the Consortium, utilise their special gifts to try to disable each other.

      And right in the middle, I’m the prize. A prize to kill and be killed over…

      I hate the thought.

      The fighting is now centred off the track to the right. On the left, all has gone still, and once more I spy the sight of a body lying prostrate in the dirt. I rush towards it, and find that it’s another one of the Nameless, a woman this time, her eyes like mine and face young.

      Too young to die.

      Then, a third body appears, darker than the rest. I hurry on and find the black cloak of one of the Stalkers hiding his frame. I reach down, feeling the sharp burn of the poison, and turn the body over. The Stalker stares up at me, eyes wide open, a large hole blasted straight through his chest.

      One down. But what about the other?

      I turn towards the sound of the fight again, away into the woods. Only three distinct weapons fire now, only three combatants remaining; my brother, another of his men, and the second Stalker.

      But I’m here too. I’m a part of this fight.

      So I begin to run, leaping over roots and tangled vines as I dart deeper beneath the canopy. And soon, I’m coming up on them, and through the shroud I see my enemy, cloaked in the black robe of the Stalkers, his gloved hands clasping tightly at his pulse rifle as he sends rounds of red energy through the trees.

      I begin to approach him, sneaking silently now as I raise my own weapon. He continues to maintain his gaze ahead, seemingly unaware of my presence as he hides behind the base of a large, broken tree trunk, firing around the side as two weapons batter him from ahead.

      And then, as I sneak forward, a sudden lull fills the air, all weapons seemingly to stop firing at once.

      Just at that moment, my foot comes down on a dry piece of wood, and the twig snaps beneath my weight, audible now in the abrupt and eerie silence.

      Still far enough away from him, I hope he won’t have heard. But my hope is quickly expunged as I realise that this Stalker has been part bred from a Bat, that his ears are capable of picking up the quietest of sounds.

      His reaction is immediate.

      He swivels around and sees me there, standing foolishly in the open, my feet seeming to lock in place as his weapon quickly rises up and readies to fire.

      In that split second, I feel my frame buzzing with energy as my Dasher powers rumble from within. And without hesitation, I start to flow with super-speed away from him, moving off behind a large tree just as a flow of red fire comes pouring from the barrel of his gun.

      It greets the tree with a ferocious flame, tearing it apart and sending it crumbling to the earth. I dart away again in search of new cover, a trail of red following my step.

      The colours are tremendous. Reds become oranges as the pulse rounds blast into trees, setting them aflame. The greens of the bushes and toxic mist light up amid the blaze, leaves quickly blackening and turning to ash as the whole jungle is assaulted.

      I rush away now with no thoughts of returning fire, moving from tree to tree as I seek out new cover. And as the Stalker begins his pursuit, I swerve around a corner and immediately find a new figure waiting before me.

      Dressed in the makeshift armour of the Nameless, I immediately know he’s not my brother. He turns to me with his own weapon primed, swerving it up as my Dasher powers start to weaken and fade.

      I start to shout out: “No!” but his weapon doesn’t stop. Looking upon me, wearing this mask, dressed in this jacket of the City Guard, his instinct takes over as I take him by surprise.

      He doesn’t see my long brunette hair, or the shining hazel eyes hidden behind the mask, or the narrow frame that is far too small for the jacket that covers it.

      He thinks me only as his enemy, and his weapon is about to fire…

      And then, as I slide to a stop before him, I hear another call coming from behind him, and see a blast of blue come hurtling in his direction.

      Before he can pull the trigger, the blue ball engulfs him, disabling his body and leaving it rigid and temporarily paralysed.

      I turn my eyes up and see, away through the trees, my brother standing with his weapon aimed forward at his own man, stopping him from making a terrible mistake.

      But really, it’s my mistake.

      Because with the man now paralysed and unable to move, he’s also completely defenceless. And as I stare right at him, I see a new pulse of energy approach from the left, lighting up the green mist as it surges for the stricken soldier.

      This ball, however, it’s not blue, but red. Sent from the rifle of the Stalker, it buzzes and zips its way towards my brother’s man, greeting him with a wholly different effect to the disabling round sent by Zander.

      That was meant only to immobilise. This one has the single purpose to destroy.

      And destroy it does.

      Watching in horror from only ten or so metres away, I see the red round of energy tear the man apart. Hitting him in his chest, it burns straight through him, cutting him in two as his body tumbles to the ground.

      A scream explodes from my lungs at the sight. And so too from the distance, where my twin looks upon the ruined form of his soldier, his lungs blaring with a bellow of anger.

      And suddenly, I see him all but disappear, my eyes barely able to follow as a trail of clear air cuts through the mist, and he shoots straight around at the Stalker off to the left.

      I move forward just in time to see him strike, see his body move so fast that not even the Stalker sees him coming. His fist connects with the hybrid hunter’s helmet with such strength that it shatters, exploding into the Stalker’s face with a thousand shards and blinding him in an instant.

      He drops to his knees, grasping at his face as it spews blood, and my brother stands over him with a grimace visible behind his mask. And lifting his own pulse rifle, he flicks a dial on the side, switching it back to its most devastating mode, and aims it directly at the Stalker’s head.

      Through the toxic fog, I watch as the end of my brother’s gun spews forth its terrible charge at point blank range.

      And right before him, the Stalker’s head explodes from his body.

      I wish to turn away, I don’t. I just watch as his frame collapses to the dirt, and his severed neck turns to a fountain of blood.

      And despite the gore and gruesome nature of it all, I enjoy it. I want that man to suffer.

      Truly, piece-by-piece, my humanity is being stripped away from me.
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      As the body of the Stalker hits the dirt, Zander turns his eyes to me. Even from here, I can see them sparkling behind his mask with a range of emotions.

      With a sudden pace, he sweeps towards me and scoops me up into his arms, his muscles squeezing the air from me for a moment as I’m lifted from the mud. Then I’m dropped, and his attention immediately swerves to his fallen man, his body cut in two mere metres from where we stand.

      When his eyes return to mine, I say: “The others are dead.”

      He already knows it. I don’t need to tell him that.

      “They were good soldiers,” he says, as if to himself.

      “They shouldn’t have had to die for me,” I say.

      He frowns.

      “This is war, Brie,” he says. “They didn’t die for you. They died for our cause.” His eyes turn to the deep woods. “We need to leave this place…”

      “But what about their bodies? You don’t mean to bury them?”

      He shakes his head, his eyes narrow behind his mask.

      “The jungle will make use of their bodies. Now what of the other guards?” he asks. “I was told you’d be escorted by two City Guards as well as two Stalkers.”

      “They’re in the van,” I tell him.

      He turns his attention through the woods in the direction of the track, and lifts his weapon. Then, with a swift step, he starts marching through the mud as I trail after him, stumbling through the mist on shaky legs.

      Arriving at the back, he quickly aims the barrel of the gun inside. The two Hawks merely sit there, still under my command, one shorn of his jacket and rifle.

      I reach out and pull down Zander’s gun.

      “You don’t need to. I have them under control.”

      “Like I told you, Brie,” he says, lifting the gun again. “This is war, and these men are our enemy.”

      I grip the gun and pull it away.

      “No, they’re not. We’re trying to save everyone, Zander.”

      “Not everyone,” he growls. “Men like this are beyond saving. They are too loyal to their masters. Turn the tables, and they’d shoot us both dead. They’d probably enjoy it too…”

      There’s an intensity to his words, a ferocity inside him, fuelled by the adrenaline of the firefight and seeing his soldiers die. It’s revenge that he craves. I know that. I can feel that.

      “You can’t, Zander,” I say. “They’re prisoners. It’s not right.”

      He snarls at the two men, who cower in the darkness of the van’s interior. I can sense their desire to attack, so quickly give them a verbal command to step out of the van and discard any weapons they carry.

      They do so, Zander watching them closely as they go. Guns and knives are tossed into the rear of the truck.

      “You see,” I tell him. “They’re mine, brother. They don’t need to die…”

      Slowly, he lowers his gun.

      “Fine, have it your way,” he growls, still eyeballing the two City Guards. Then he turns to me. “Are you well enough protected,” he asks, scanning my body. “We have a long trek ahead.”

      I nod, but there’s something else on my mind now, something I can barely bring myself to ask. Not after this, not after saving me, not after everything else he’s done.

      But still, now that he’s here, maybe there’s hope.

      Hope for my husband…

      “Adryan,” I whisper.

      His eyebrows descend. He knows what’s coming.

      “No, Brie, don’t even say it….”

      “I have to!” I call. “He’s going to be killed, Zander…in only a few hours he’ll be dead. I can’t let that happen.”

      “You have no choice!” he returns, spewing hot words. “I came to save YOU, Brie, and no one else. My men are dead, and I can accept that for you, but no one else. Adryan played his part, and he knew the risks. You have to forget about him now…”

      He sounds like Lady Orlando. He sounds like Commander Burns.

      “I can’t just forget about him. He put his life on the line, and you wouldn’t even negotiate his release! If you won’t do it, I’m going alone!”

      “Release? What are you talking about?”

      “Like you don’t know, Zander! Cromwell was willing to swap Adryan for Agent Woolf. He could have been saved, but instead he’s being tortured and is about to have his damn head chopped off! I can’t let that happen.”

      He goes quiet for a moment, and I slip into his thoughts.

      He really doesn’t know. Lady Orlando never told him…

      “If that was Lady Orlando’s choice, then so be it,” he says after a few moments of reflection.

      “You don’t believe that, surely?!” I glare. “After all he’s done for your cause, you’re just happy to let him die in the REEF?!”

      “Brie, this is…”

      “DON’T SAY ‘THIS IS WAR’” I roar. “He is my HUSBAND, Zander. You think I’m going to let him die without a fight? Go ahead, read my thoughts…you’ll see there’s nothing that’s going to stop me from going there and helping him.”

      I speak without really thinking. Only ten or so minutes ago, I was considering suicide, giving up completely on the idea of saving Adryan from a terrible fate. Now, with my all-powerful brother alongside me, I’m suddenly desperate to attempt a daring escape.

      It’s so inconsistent, but I can’t help it. My emotions are all over the place, one minute making me completely disconsolate, the next giving me the fire and determination I need to try the impossible.

      And in that state, I’m refusing to listen to reason, refusing to see the logic that, only minutes ago, I was wishing I could employ.

      But now things have changed. The two Stalkers are dead, and Zander is right here with me, and I have two City Guards under my total control. Now, maybe, it might just work.

      Zander stares at me for a few moments, and then a few words drip from his mouth.

      “He’s not your husband, Brie,” he says. “Your marriage isn’t real…”

      “It’s real to me,” I counter as a tear hovers in the corner of my left eye. “I care about him, Zander. I can’t just let him die. I…I…can’t do it.”

      With our eyes locked together, I sense him entering my mind and reading my thoughts as I requested. And in there, he’ll see the truth. He’ll see that I’ll do anything to save him. He’ll see that I could have made my escape in Outer Haven, but chose to continue to the REEF instead, knowing it would mean certain death or reconditioning.

      And he’ll see, too, that my feelings for Adryan are deeper than he knows. He’ll see that I love the man.

      But as he examines my mind, he doesn’t just look. I feel him attempting something, trying to subtly manipulate my thoughts and feelings, to set an order in me to forget about Adryan, to leave this place right now.

      I feel him doing it all somewhere in the depths of me, so quietly and secretly altering my desires, hoping I don’t notice.

      But I do.

      I feel it, and immediately begin to counter him, driving him backwards, blocking my mind from his intrusions.

      And as I do so, I try something of my own, try to turn his own thoughts against him, to order him to agree to what I’m saying. He recoils and I see him stepping back and frowning at me.

      “You won’t change my mind, Zander,” I tell him. “You have to help me.”

      He shakes his head, and I scan his thoughts, and see that he’s completely against it all. And so, without thinking, I quickly flash my eyes on the two Hawks standing to the side, and as I do so, whisper: “Restrain him.”

      Before Zander can react, the two men rush forward and take one of his arms each. He begins to struggle in their grasp for a moment, but is unable to escape them.

      Settling, he looks at me again.

      “You owe him, Zander,” I whisper. “What does it say about us if we won’t help one of our own? What exactly are we fighting for if not the lives of those we care about? Maybe you don’t care what happens to him, but I do. Please. Please help me.”

      His resolve begins to weaken, my appeal to his good nature, to his good heart, having the effect I desire. And as his shaking head begins to turn to a nod, I also feel a ripple of guilt passing through me.

      This isn’t the first time I’ve asked him to save someone I care about…

      But then, I’ve done plenty for them as well. OK, so my mission failed, but I did all I could to complete it. I was rushed into all of this, forced to adapt to survive, kept in the dark about so many things.

      And now, it’s back to him, his turn to repay the favour.

      And letting out a long breath, he merely says: “OK.”
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      I order the two Hawks to release my brother. He shrugs them away as they step back towards the van, creeping out of the toxic mist.

      Zander starts to pace, turning his eyes down the track in either direction. Then he moves to the Hawks and begins a short interrogation.

      “When is the next convoy expected through these woods?” he asks.

      They refuse to answer until I order them to do so.

      “Not until early evening,” says one.

      “And has backup been called for?” Zander looks to the Hawk’s forearm interface, which doesn’t show any signs of an imminent surge of reinforcements.

      The same Hawk shakes his head.

      “Not by us.”

      “Check the feed. See if either of the Stalkers have sent out an alarm,” he orders.

      The Hawk does so, before informing us that no backup has been requested.

      Now it’s my turn to speak.

      “You think they would have heard the firefight from here?” I ask Zander.

      He shakes his head.

      “Hopefully not. We picked this spot to intercept you precisely because it’s far enough away from both the city and the REEF to be out of audible range. It’s possible that a Bat manning the city gates or the gates of the REEF may have heard, but I can’t be sure. We’re not seeing any incoming reinforcements. I’m hoping we’re in the clear.”

      “Well, that’s good. We can use the van to get inside, right? The Hawks can take the wheel…”

      “Brie, they’re expecting two Stalkers and two Hawks to be escorting you. They’ll know something’s wrong if no Stalkers appear.”

      He’s got a point.

      “OK, then you dress up as one,” I propose. “As soon as you get in front of the guards at the gate, you can just manipulate them into thinking there was only meant to be one Stalker. Would that work?”

      He considers the suggestion for a moment.

      “It might. But we have bigger problems than that…”

      “Such as?” I query.

      He walks around to the front of the van, urging me to follow.

      “Such as that,” he says, pointing at the broken windows and bullet-ridden flanks of the vehicle. “They’ll know we were in a fight as soon as we drive up.”

      “So…we tell the truth,” I say, another of my bright ideas flashing in my head. “You can tell them that we were attacked on the road, and that’s how the other Stalker was killed. It works perfectly, actually…”

      “Right. That’ll work,” says Zander, nodding with more resolve now. “And it’ll cover our tracks in case a Bat was listening.”

      He surges back around to the rear of the van, and tells me to give the City Guard his jacket and weapon back. Then he creeps into both of their heads, performing some of his own mental manipulations in order to make sure we both have control over them.

      “Just to make sure,” he says to me.

      As he does so, the two City Guards move around to the front and climb in behind the wheel. Zander, meanwhile, tells me to get into the back, before rushing off into the woods. Moments later, he’s returning with the jacket of one of the dead Stalkers, as well as the helmet and visor they use to cover their faces.

      He pulls on the enemy outfit, concealing his own features.

      “How do I look?” he asks.

      “Like a Stalker,” I answer. “It’ll work…this will work.”

      “Good. Then let’s get it done.”

      He gets into the van and shuts the rear door. Ahead, the City Guard in the passenger seat has opened up the small window, allowing us to communicate with them.

      “OK, drive us to the REEF,” he orders. “Remember your roles. You will explain that we were attacked on the road and that one of the Stalkers was killed, but you managed to get away. Understood?”

      They both answer in the affirmative, and the van begins to grind off again in the direction of the REEF.

      Sitting in the back, I listen as my brother sets about doing what he does best, searching the Hawk’s mind for further details about the exact layout of the REEF, its security personnel, and Adryan’s likely location.

      I stay quiet, leaving him to slip into the role he’s grown accustomed to over these many years fighting in the shadows. When I get a chance, I ask him about his own knowledge of the facility, which appears to be lacking.

      “I’ve heard only a few things,” he informs me.

      “You’ve never been there?”

      He shakes his head.

      “No, but I’ve heard accounts from people who have.”

      He spares me only a few words before continuing his interrogation and mental exploration of the City Guard’s knowledge of the REEF. While he hasn’t been there, it’s quite clear that both of these men have been involved in transporting prisoners to the facility for some time, and as such their knowledge of the place is now very much my brother’s too.

      Because, unlike merely asking for an explanation of the layout, he’s actually able to see the place within his subject’s mind. Within a few short minutes, he’s confident that he knows where Adryan is, and exactly how to get to him.

      To give us time to plan and prepare, we maintain a relatively slow driving speed as we crunch along the track and creep along the half dozen miles to our destination. Yet, before I know it, the woods are beginning to thin out ahead of us, and the shape of grand structures are starting to appear as distant silhouettes in the fog.

      Time has dashed past too quickly.

      Are we ready?

      We have to be…

      “OK, we’re coming up on the front gate,” says Zander, gripping his pulse rifle a little tighter. “Brie, remember that you’re my prisoner, so don’t let those Hawk-eyes shine too brightly. Keep your head down and let me do the rest. Getting in should be easy enough. It’s getting out I’m worried about.”

      In order to maintain the illusion, a fresh set of cuffs are attached back to my wrists, one of the Hawks at the front having a spare set. The little window is then closed, leaving only a little gap for us to listen through in the back as the van begins to slow as it cruises up towards the front gate.

      When it stops entirely, I hear the grinding of gears as the gate opens, and then the voice of a sentry guard confirming the identity of the Hawks. As expected, he immediately brings up the state of the vehicle, his voice tense as it booms from a body that can only be a Brute.

      The Hawks, now under my brother’s control as well as my own, do as they were ordered, explaining that we were attacked en route, and that one of the Stalkers was killed, leaving only a single remaining Stalker to escort me in the back of the van.

      A few more words boom from the Brute’s body, and then the sound of several sets of feet come shuffling around to the rear of the van. The doors are hastily opened up, and several gigantic men stand before us. As instructed by Zander, I keep my eyes low, but am still able to peep through my peripheral vision at the hulking men.

      “Your partner was killed?” comes the main Brute’s voice.

      Zander, now playing the part of the only remaining Stalker, sets about answering. He does so with a scratchier, monotone voice that appears to be his impression of how a Stalker might sound. I suppose he’s encountered enough of them to know.

      “Correct,” he replies. “We were ambushed on the road. Several hybrids. We dealt with them…but my partner was killed in the fight. I suggest you send out a retrieval team immediately to fetch his body before the beasts get to it.”

      The Brute nods, happy with the explanation. Moments later, the van door is shut and it continues on through the main gate, the surface of the ground beneath the tyres changing from crunching dirt to the flat form of a concrete path.

      We continue on for a little while, perhaps fifty or so metres, before reaching another gate. It opens immediately, allowing passage through the inner layer of security, leading us into a wide courtyard that gives entry into the various buildings of the REEF.

      There are several of them, all utilised for a different purpose. Here, it’s not only the execution of hybrids and difficult and unruly characters that takes place, nor the reconditioning of criminals into Con-Cops, and the other mental recalibrations that occurs here, but various other scientific and medical experiments too.

      Rumour has it, purer forms of easily controllable hybrids are being designed that would put even the Stalkers in the dark. More powerful adversaries that, if developed to completion, might just be Cromwell’s ace in the hole, his trump card used to destroy anyone who stands in his way.

      Once more, the van crawls to an abrupt stop, and the rear doors are opened. A fresh troop of guards await, two Brutes at the front, armed with huge guns and covered in thick armour.

      They stand on either side, creating a short tunnel for us to move through, their shadows blocking out the light filtering down through the hazy skies. Zander, hidden behind his Stalker mask and cloak, takes a grip of my cuffs and drags me down to the front of the van. With my head low, I stumble along, hitting the tarmac as I’m led into the main courtyard.

      At the front of the van, I hear the Hawks leaving the van as well. As we move past the cordon of guards, they come around towards us. Apparently, since they’ve brought me this far, they’ll be taking me onward, along with Zander, towards my final destination.

      Without giving myself away, I try to get a good look at my surroundings. From here, there isn’t much to see but for the slate grey structures ahead, built like large warehouses and intentionally intimidating. There are three, lined up side by side, all surrounded by the tall walls that block the facility off from the woodlands beyond.

      And tall the walls are. At least 20 feet, the tops reachable at certain points by ladders that rise up into small watch positions, manned by Hawks.

      My immediate concern upon seeing the place is that there’s no way out. The front is too secure, populated by a significant security force and blocked by the double gates and the walls either side of them.

      The rest of the perimeter also looks to be impassable from the inside. We could get to the top, but could we jump down safely to the other side?

      And if we did, what exactly is going to await us out there?

      The concern comes and goes quickly. My mind needs to stick with the task at hand. First step: find and secure Adryan. We can work out the rest after.

      Or, well, Zander can. Let’s be honest, if it wasn’t for him, I’d have walked right in here without having a clue what to expect, and would walk out a mindless slave of Artemis Cromwell. Once more, I’ve had to rely on the prowess and clear mind of my brother to even get us here safely.

      And now, it’s going to be down to him to get us out again.

      With Zander to my side, gripping tight at my arm and guiding me forward, and the two Hawks under our control flanking behind me, we begin moving forward.

      Ahead, more security personnel dot the place. They’re up on the walls. They’re blocking entry into each building. They’re wandering about, seemingly with nothing to do but patrol.

      It looks like overkill, really, considering the place is ostensibly so impenetrable. I wonder when the last time they had a proper security breach was?

      Or, maybe it’s just that Cromwell has too many guards and security men that he doesn’t know what the hell to do with them. Or perhaps there’s something else here he’s trying to keep in, rather than keep out…

      It’s towards the building on the right that I’m taken, towards the threatening metal doors and the mean-looking guards that block them. It appears that the guards here are less approachable than those over in the city, one of the primary requirements of the job perhaps to be of a less affable disposition. A man like Magnus, always smiling at the western gate between Inner and Outer Haven, would never be assigned to a place like this.

      We’re given entry inside, the guards grunting for Zander to take me to the detention level on ‘subterranean 1’. As we move into the long, dark corridor, I turn my eyes to my brother and, speaking telepathically, ask: Is that where Adryan is?

      His answer comes inside my head. Yes, he tells me. We just need to find his cell.

      There’s a thick tension hanging in the air as our footsteps bounce around the walls, echoing off into the gloom. The corridor is built from stone, dull and grey and growing old. Unlike the streets of Inner Haven, always so well maintained, it looks as though this place isn’t treated with such care and attention.

      Given its grim purpose, it fits. A place of desolation and hopelessness, where people see their last minutes play out in the cold darkness before they’re either executed or lobotomised and fashioned into vessels of Cromwell and the Consortium’s use.

      You can feel the fear in the walls, see the ghosts of the place in the dust that filters down from the ceiling, taking shape before us as we wander towards the stairs that give passage to the subterranean level below.

      Behind us, the two City Guards under our control continue to behave, neither of them giving us up or passing on any hint of our subterfuge. Like loyal dogs they are, yet to bite their master. But all it might take is one snap, and our presence here will be detected.

      Down the steps we go, swirling around as they curve a hundred and eighty degrees, leaving us standing in a square reception room where a single guard stands within a bulletproof booth.

      Through an intercom his voice comes.

      “State prisoner name.”

      “Brie Shaw,” growls my brother. “Set for reconditioning.”

      “Good,” says the guard. He hits a button and a buzzer sounds, followed by a click as a solid metal door beside his booth is unlocked. “Take her to cell 14. You two,” he says, referencing the Hawks. “Stay here.”

      It’s dangerous leaving the Hawks alone, and Zander knows it. Letting go of my arm, he steps a little closer to the guard in the booth, drawing his eye. The guard stares at him for a moment, before my brother steps back to me and retakes my arm.

      What was that? I ask telepathically.

      Insurance, he answers. I have him too…

      And with that, he reaches up and takes the handle of the heavy metal door, turns it down, and leads me inside.
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      Behind the large security door, the muted sounds of terrified calls spread from the murky space ahead. My eyes lift now, no longer requiring to hide their inner power, and search forward into the gloom, to the cells lining the corridor that stretches into the depths.

      Each one is built from solid metal too, and each has a little window of thick, barred glass giving a view of the prisoner inside. Immediately, Zander whispers to me, no longer needing to communicate in my head.

      “OK, you go left, I’ll go right. Find him quick.”

      I don’t need to be told twice.

      I immediately spring off to the first cell on the left and peer inside. I see a frame balled on the dank floor, curled up and shivering in fear. It’s not Adryan, that much is clear. But my desire to free the poor man as well instantly swells.

      He looks so alone, so frightened. Whether he’s here to be executed, or reconditioned, I can’t know. But either way, his fate is sealed, and maybe today, or tomorrow, or several days from now, the life he knows will end.

      I tear my eyes away from him and move to the next cell. I encounter a similar story, this one told by the form of a bedraggled woman, whimpering into her hands as she rocks back and forward on the little bench that lines one side of the cell.

      Before her eyes can lift to me, I step further to the left, and then onwards down the corridor as I pass by cell after cell filled with lost soul after lost soul.

      My heart breaks a little more with each person I see, my mind filling with thoughts of what they’re leaving behind; the people, the places, the experiences. That most of these people will likely be up for reconditioning and not execution, that many will probably become Con-Cops or other slaves of the system, all set to help usher in the new directives of the Consortium.

      I’ve always looked upon Con-Cops with an apathetic eye, mostly hating them for how they behave, for their lifeless eyes and unerring need to do as their masters order. I’ve looked upon them like that even though I know they were all once normal people, most of them barely criminals at all before they were turned.

      But never have I truly imagined them here, locked in these cells, waiting for the inevitable. Seeing it now brings to life the true terror that they have to go through, the desperate nature of what we’re trying to save. No one with any ounce of humanity could possibly condone such a thing.

      And that’s exactly what’s at stake: humanity.

      As I go, I turn to see Zander making swifter progress, moving from one cell to the next without batting an eyelid. I yearn to have his ability to focus on the mission only, to look upon these people with barely a blink of caring.

      He’s not a callous person, he’s just been forced to act in a callous way. He’s here to save Adryan and nothing more. There’s nothing we can do for these people, so why bother wasting time looking at them, wondering who they are, what they’ve done to find themselves here?

      He’s right. I’m wrong. And I know I’m wasting precious time.

      So I go on, refusing to look upon any single face or figure for too long. Just doing enough to make sure that it’s not Adryan before continuing onwards, working faster now until we reach a crossroads.

      Corridors stretch left and right from it, this underground dungeon far more vast than I could have expected.

      I join my brother there, and our eyes tell each other that we haven’t found Adryan yet. I can tell, too, that he’s growing more tense. He may have taken control of the guard behind the booth, but upstairs, they’ll be getting suspicious if we start to take too long.

      “We’re going to have to call out his name,” he tells me. “Shout out, tell him to tap on his door to alert us of where he is. Go left, check both sides, I’ll go right.”

      I nod and he immediately begins moving along the corridor to the right, his voice ringing out into the darkness.

      “Adryan Shaw. Which cell are you in, Adryan?!” he shouts.

      I do the same.

      “Adryan. It’s me! Adryan! Where are you?!”

      It feels good to call out, to quicken the procedure and not have to check every last cell. Yet until I hear him, I still do, moving to each little window and quickly peering inside. As we call, we occasionally stop and listen, leaving nothing but our echoing voices dancing down into the dark.

      I hear no tapping.

      No reply.

      But from behind the many metal doors, the sounds of murmuring have grown louder as people hear us. And I see, too, faces appearing right at the windows as I arrive at them, stark eyes staring out.

      Desperate. Pleading. Begging for help.

      I can’t, I mouth to them as their words arrive, muffled by their cage.

      “Help! Please!” they call, their mouths screaming but voices barely penetrating the barrier, barely reaching my ears.

      And my reply is the same, my eyes pained as I shake my head and say: “I can’t.”

      I reach the end of the corridor and there’s still nothing. I turn back and rush to the centre to find Zander doing the same.

      No success. No Adryan.

      We rush onwards down the main corridor. Shouting. Listening. Checking each room.

      Soon enough we’re at another crossroads, with two other corridors stretching left and right into the distance.

      Once more, the routine is the same. Off he goes to the right. Off I go to the left. We both call out, and we both listen, and from all the cells the terrified faces of people appear, each one carrying a hint of terrible hope.

      Hope that we will save them. Hope that their lives won’t end in this place.

      It’s a hope that cannot be given life. A hope that must be quashed.

      There’s nothing we can do.

      My desperation grows the longer it goes on, the longer it takes to hear some reaction from my husband, my man. Sometimes, the tapping sounds, the tapping of fingers on metal that I’m so desperate to hear, and my own heart lifts in hope.

      But I find nothing but an imposter awaiting me; just another man, or woman, so desperate that they think they can fool me.

      I don’t blame them. But I can’t help them either.

      So I do little more than glance at them to see that they’re not my man, before rushing straight on to the next cell, swivelling from one side of the corridor to the next on this seemingly unending search.

      Upstairs, they might be getting suspicious now. And over in the security area just beyond the cells, the guard behind the barrier, and the two Hawks under our control, might be slipping from our grasp.

      All they need to do is break the spell and it will be game over. There’s no other way out of here. No way of escape. If they figure out who Zander really is, then we won’t have a chance of freeing ourselves from this dungeon.

      And while Adryan will be given the mercy of execution, Zander will, like me, be turned into a weapon. A terrible, powerful weapon. Two twins with unique gifts, fighting side by side to take down the very cause they work for, they believe in.

      More tapping sounds on the metal doors and my voice continues to call.

      “Adryan, where are you! Where are you, Adryan?!” I shout out, more desperately now.

      Perhaps we’re too late.

      Perhaps the Hawk was wrong.

      Perhaps, in truth, he’s already been taken to see his sentence carried out. Perhaps coming here has only served to trap my brother and me down here in the darkness, two more lost souls to add to the party.

      The place is ringing now.

      Ringing with the tapping of knuckles and bony fingers against metal. Almost every door adds to the cacophony, and I don’t know where to look. Turning back and forward, my head begins to spin as I see the desperate faces and staring eyes, wide with tears and fears.

      And then, when all seems lost and impossible, I hear my brother calling. But no longer is he calling Adryan’s name.

      He’s calling mine…

      “Brie! Brie, get down here now!”

      His words echo from the long corridor way off behind me. I turn and without a second thought begin to rush, charging down the narrow passage, the tapping of doors following my step as I go, as their occupants pray and wish for me to stop and help them.

      None are on my mind now. I reach my brother, sliding to a stop beside him, and find his eyes staring through a small window and into a dank cell right in the depths of the prison. I almost push him aside as I search the interior, and see a forlorn figure sitting on the bench.

      My heart almost gives out.

      Adryan.

      I smash my fist onto the door, and see his eyes turning up to find me. They’re lost, blank, their grey light doused.

      “Adryan!” I shout, my eyes watering. “We’re here for you…”

      My brother takes my arm and pulls me away from the door. It’s as if he needed me to come and confirm it was him. I suppose that makes sense, seeing as they’ve never actually met. Zander’s knowledge of his appearance will be based only off of second hand information mined from my head.

      I’m dragged back as his weapon rises.

      He turns the dial and pumps up the power on the pulse rifle, the weapon gathering a force of energy to cut straight through the lock. Pulling the trigger, the red fire sprouts forward, fire that so recently saw off several of Zander’s men, this time seeing to the freedom of my husband.

      The lock burns and melts and the door clicks open. I rush forward and kick it so that it swings away from me. My arms rush too, wildly flailing around Adryan’s back, pulling him to his feet, reaching to his cheeks to hold his eyes firm on my own.

      I find myself kissing him too, my lips lunging to his, to try to break him free of his stupor, of the strange spell that seems to have engulfed him.

      “He’s drugged,” says Zander behind me. “Stand aside.”

      Once more, I’m pushed away as Zander withdraws the little device I’ve seen him use in the past to de-paralyse people zapped with immobilisers. Shaped like a pen, he sets the end of the device to Adryan’s neck, and clicks the end. A little buzz ripples through him and his eyes begin to return to life.

      “Brie…” he whispers, frowning. “What’s…”

      “We’re getting you out of here,” I say, my breath charging from my lungs. “I’m here with Zander.”

      His eyes switch to my brother.

      “Good to officially meet you, Adryan,” says Zander calmly. “But let’s leave it there for now. We have to get you out immediately.”

      I can sense more questions beginning to lift in his eyes, but he holds them back. It’s as if he’s awoken from a dream, or a nightmare, unsure of exactly where he is or what’s going on.

      Dressed in a blank, slate grey jumpsuit, I can see the suggestion of blood stains seeping through his clothes, the remnants of the torture he’s no doubt endured before being tossed into this cell to spend his final hours alone.

      I dread to think of the scars that have been left, both physical and mental.

      “OK, follow me,” says Zander.

      With a swift turn of speed, we begin darting back down the passage towards the main corridor, me following behind with Adryan at my side. We reach the crossroad and turn left, the security door off in the distance.

      “What’s the plan?” I ask as we go. “How the hell are we getting out of here?”

      “Straight up and out,” comes Zander’s answer. “We have no other choice.”

      We reach the main security door, the entire prison still ringing with the sounds of banging fists from inside cells. None of whom can be saved.

      I spare a final thought before we leave them to their fates, my mind this time calling out the name of W. Malcolm. I wonder if he or she is somewhere back there now, whether they’ve been executed or reconditioned. Perhaps, if not, they’ll be freed now that they know I swapped the blood sample.

      I have no confidence in that thought. Even if they’re still alive, and still themselves, then I doubt anyone will see to their release. No one here cares.

      Through the large security door we go, plus one captive. The door shuts with a boom, blocking out the tapping on doors and the muted calls. Ahead, the Hawks stand looking upon us, and within the locked booth the other guard does the same.

      Zander does a quick check of all of their thoughts to ensure that they remain under his command. Adryan, meanwhile, stares vacantly at one of them in particular, the very Hawk who aided in the capture of his first wife, Amelia.

      He remembers him.

      He remembers the part he played in the day that changed his life. The day that set Adryan on this path, here to this place. A place he was all set to be left in.

      No longer.

      “Right,” says Zander, drawing my attention. “No alerts have been sent out. We’re in the clear, so far. But there’s no way out of here that’s quiet, Brie, I hope you understand that. We’ll use the Hawks to create a diversion. And then we’ll take our chance.”

      “The Hawks will die,” I say, turning to look at them.

      I can see the fear springing up behind their eyes. It’s as though they know they’re under control, and there’s nothing they can do about it. That Zander will send them out to shoot and be shot, to kill and be killed, just so we can escape in the opposite direction.

      And they’ll follow his orders regardless.

      “They might well,” he says bluntly.

      Adryan’s eyes liven a little at the thought. I don’t offer complaint this time. I’ll let them die a hundred times over if it means getting him free of this place.

      “And which way do we go? The front is too secure.” I say.

      “It is. We’ll send the Hawks forward, and we’ll move to the rear. There will be fewer guards there. We have no choice but to traverse the wall.”

      “Drop down the other side?”

      He nods.

      It’s high. High enough to break a leg or neck if you land awkwardly. But then again, I suppose we have no other choice.

      “Let’s go then,” I say.

      My brother smiles for the first time, seeing the soldier develop in me.

      “Stay behind with Adryan. And take this.”

      He hands me his sidearm, a regular pistol, and keeps hold of his pulse rifle.

      “Right then,” he says, turning to the door. “Let’s get out of this hellhole.”
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      Up the swirling stairs we go, leaving the guard in the booth behind. With the Hawks at the front, and Zander at their backs, and then myself and Adryan at the rear, we reach the passage on the ground floor of the building, searching for any other guards.

      There are none.

      We press on quickly, darting towards the door. Reaching it, Zander looks to the two Hawks, and sets the order firmly in their minds.

      The order to distract.

      The order to attack.

      Just outside, two guards will be stationed. Beyond them, there will be dozens of others, dotted here and there, ready to spring into action when we make our move.

      And now’s the time.

      Before he opens the door, the Hawks’ gas masks are taken. One is passed to me, the other to Adryan. We both stow them away in our clothes, ready for later use.

      Then, opening the door, the Hawks step into the harsh daylight, and immediately pass by the two guards and begin moving straight for the far end of the courtyard where the front gate sits, locked tight.

      The guards watch them go as my brother steps between them. Still dressed as a Stalker, he flashes his eyes upon them both, one after the other, and takes command of two more men. These aren’t Hawks, their vibrating, energetic movements suggesting that it’s Dasher blood that fills their veins.

      Weak minds, both of them, and easily taken by Zander.

      Two more men for the fight. Two more men to add to the diversion.

      Within only seconds of appearing outside, they both leave their posts and begin hurrying after the Hawks, their paths diverting a little to the right.

      From the shadows of the doorway, Adryan and I stay hidden, looking out as the guards peppering the yard begin to take note of the strange activity of their colleagues.

      As their attention turns to the Hawks and Dashers, Zander gives Adryan and me a nod to tell us it’s time to go. Following him, we begin rushing out of the door and to the left, slipping along the side of the building. Our appearance is quickly noticed, a guard up on the wall looking down upon us and calling out: “Where are you taking those prisoners?!”

      Zander doesn’t answer.

      Instead, he rushes faster, and so do we, and soon we’re rounding the side of the fortress-like warehouse built for death, and the guard up above is raising his weapon to us and calling louder.

      And behind, over in the square, other guards are doing the same, now realising that something is very, very wrong.

      They’re right, and just at that moment, as the guard on the wall gets set to fire, the terrible sounds of battle begin to blare in the courtyard, the four men under Zander’s command now firing freely upon their brethren.

      Gunfire rattles, and pulse rounds buzz, and on top of it all, a loud alarm begins to call out across the entire facility, drawing in more guards from its various corners.

      It all happens so fast that I barely notice when Zander sends a round of energy up to the guard on the wall, taking his life. He calls for us to run, and as a three we do so, sprinting now with all we have towards the rear of the complex, the high wall of the cell-block to our left, and the perimeter wall of the REEF itself to our right.

      Along the wall, more guards appear, readying themselves to fire. My brother is too fast for them, dashing forward into more promising positions and taking aim before they can counter him. More lives tumble as he cuts his way through, clearing a path for Adryan and me to follow.

      My own firearm remains primed and focused on the path ahead. My head swivels regularly behind, turning to see if we’re being followed as we rush between the two tall walls. In the background, the clattering of gunfire thrashes in the air, the four guards under Zander’s command doing everything they can to offer the distraction we need.

      Yet, very quickly, they’ll be disabled and killed.

      We have little time to waste.

      My brother knows the way. He knows it from the time spent in the mind of the Hawk, guiding us towards a supposed weak point at the rear of the base. But more guards continue to block our way, hindering our progress, and for the first time, I’m forced to use my weapon.

      They come from the front, a small troop of four rushing in ahead of us. Two are Dashers, speeding in, zipping off from the flanks of their colleagues who fire from a distance.

      Zander stops and reaches back, shoving me behind some cover against the building, into a small alcove in its façade providing momentary peace from the fresh surge of gunfire driving its way towards us.

      I drag Adryan with me, and shout at him to stay hidden. Then, with no choice but to join my brother in the fight, I activate my Dasher powers, feel my muscles spill over with energy, and rush to join the fray.

      I’m greeted by the sight of my brother in battle.

      So skilled is he, so practiced and primed, that he dominates those before him, sliding between gunfire without breaking sweat and quickly taking down those around him. Only the Dashers, their speed almost matching his own, are able to offer any sort of combat.

      Yet while their speed is comparable to his, his eyesight presents an advantage. He sees them coming, reacts before they can administer a blow or send a slug into his body. Turning left and right, forwards and backwards, it’s as if there are several of him, his body defended from every direction.

      However, even the most powerful can be overwhelmed by sheer force of numbers. And so it seems to happen, his attention spread too thin, split by too many foes. I’m forced to act, to join him, my legs churning against the concrete ground as I propel myself into the centre of it all.

      Joining the maelstrom, I drop my first foe with a blow to the head using the butt of my weapon. The second presents more of a challenge, coming from behind, only caught by my Hawk-eyes as he appears so quickly from the rear.

      Swivelling to face him, I instinctively lift my weapon and fire, spraying the air with bullets that, with my Dasher powers enabled, move more casually from the barrel of my gun. My foe, a Dasher himself, is able to see the first few coming, but not the last.

      It connects with his torso, finding a gap in his armour, the burning bullet burying itself into his flesh. Immediately, the man’s face lights with pain, and he tumbles back to the ground, his hands reaching for the wound to stem the flow of blood.

      He’s the first man I’ve ever shot. I don’t think he’ll be the last.

      I have no time to contemplate such things. Nor am I able to figure out whether or not I’d have finished him off. In the end, I don’t need to.

      With his own foes vanquished, my brother appears from nowhere, panting faintly as he lifts his pulse gun to the man’s chest and blows a far larger hole straight through him. The guard drops, and Zander turns to me.

      “Where’s Adryan?”

      I lift my finger to the alcove he left me in.

      Seconds later, he’s zipped to fetch him and brought him back to me, our path now filled with a mixture of fresh corpses and the more fortunate unconscious guards who dared try to stop us.

      “Up there. Go!”

      His finger aims for the nearest watchtower right in the far corner of the base. Utilising our powers once more, we move there with as much speed as we can muster, the battle at the front of the facility now beginning to cease as our mentally oppressed allies are overcome.

      With Adryan being rushed along by Zander, we come up on the watchtower in no time, its previous occupant already dismembered by my brother during the previous skirmish. Grabbing my wrist, he pulls me towards the ladder and begins shoving me up. I climb to the top as Adryan goes next, Zander bringing up the rear.

      Reaching the summit, I get a look out over the wall and into the woods. They’re so close, the toxic mist lingering nearby at the base of the nearest trees, their vines almost close enough to tickle the outer façade of the facility.

      Looking over the edge of the wall, I feel a jab of concern at the drop. Twenty feet of freefall to the floor, with a metre or so of concrete path right at the base of the wall.

      As I look over, I’m soon joined by Adryan and Zander, the former still appearing slightly dazed by what’s happening, the latter as alert as it’s possible to be. My brother scans the outer edge of the wall and the concrete below, and quickly surmises what I myself had come to conclude.

      “We’ll have to jump beyond the concrete. The earth looks softer on the other side. I’ll go first, and steady your landings.”

      He doesn’t wait to debate our other options. There aren’t any.

      Instead, he merely flings his frame straight over, whooshing through the air and landing several metres below in the swirling mist. I hear a splash as he hits the earth, and little else.

      The gunfire behind has stopped. Now, only voices are rising, figures looming once more as a fresh force of guards begins to gather and search. Their eyes catch us up on the wall, and the chattering renews, bullets being spat in our direction, pulses of energy eating away at the little walls of the watchtower.

      We have no time. I push Adryan to the edge, and shout “jump” into his ear.

      He doesn’t delay, but isn’t able to jump far, his legs and body too weak after days of malnourishment and torture to launch himself as far as Zander did.

      I hold my breath as he glides ungraciously from the summit, only just landing on the other side of the concrete as Zander awaits with outstretched arms, slowing his landing as best he can.

      Then it’s my turn.

      I duck low as a few bullets wiz and crack, and with a final leap, soar into the air and quickly hit the deck, my energy sufficient to fling me towards the softer earth beyond the wall, and into my brother’s waiting arms.

      I hit the ground with a shudder that runs up through my body and bones, my ankle close to snapping as it squashes into the soft mud, slipping inwards. My brother is strong enough to halt my speed and soften the blow, catching and steadying me as we lock eyes.

      “You alright?!” he calls.

      I nod.

      And pulling me towards Adryan, who hovers under the close canopy of trees, we surge away from the wall, just as our enemy begins to reach the ramparts and send their bullets to chase us.

      Into the shadows we go, lifting the gas masks to our faces.

      Running off into the unknown.
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      The woods grow quickly murky and thick. Beneath our feet, the ground turns sticky, the constant toxic rainfall in the area giving life to bogs and swamps that aren’t easy to navigate and traverse.

      Led by Zander, who’s spent plenty of time wandering the outerlands beyond the northern reaches of Outer Haven, we quickly find ourselves losing sight of the facility at our backs, descending into a dangerous and dark world, where the threat of death and injury awaits around every turn.

      Our pursuers won’t stop just because we’ve escaped the high wall. Many will already have made the leap themselves, following our step into the forest, with others spreading through the main gate and coming at us from another angle.

      It’s the Dashers I’m most worried about. Without the burden of Adryan, they’ll be able to search quicker, cover more ground than we can. And to add to the issue, my husband seems to have developed a limp.

      At first it’s hard to see, given the unsteadiness of the ground and the hurried nature of our escape. Only once we’ve made it a little way into the woods do I notice that his left ankle isn’t operating as well as his right. That each time he puts any weight on that side of his body, a fresh grimace of discomfort joins the many days of torture-induced pain that’s built up behind his eyes.

      “It’s fine,” he mumbles, seeing my show of concern. “I’ll manage. Don’t slow down for me.”

      His faculties are returning at least, the adrenaline-fuelled escape dissipating the drugs that linger in his blood, freshening his weary mind for the task ahead. He knows that, unlike my brother and me, he’s incapable of moving quickly through this swamp, incapable of fighting off our attackers as we can.

      I’m sure he doesn’t want to add an injured ankle to his own disadvantage. He’s far too proud a man for that.

      So I don’t even mention it to my brother, who continues to battle his way through the bushes and trees and tangled vines that block our path, navigating cleverly through the deeper swamps and continually searching for more sturdy ground.

      A fall into one of the bogs could be fatal. Such is the toxicity of some of the pools of water here that the skin can quickly be burned away without sufficient protection, and the mind addled by pain and madness before you can step from the deadly bogs.

      One uncertain step can end up being your downfall.

      But my brother is well experienced, and leads us through as quickly as he can manage as our pursuers call out in the distance, passing along orders and information as they attempt to hunt us down.

      Unfortunately, we’re leaving a trail, the rush of three bodies through this untarnished bush enough for a skilled tracker to follow. And with Bats and Sniffers among our pursuers, we’re well aware that we have no option to let up or slow down. We must keep going, on and on. And if we have to face our enemy again, so be it.

      Under the canopy, the world is dark. My eyes, and Zander’s, are able to deal with this murk. Adryan’s aren’t; yet another weakness.

      As the forest thickens, so the light fades even further, and Zander quickly stops at the front and swaps masks with Adryan.

      “This one has night-vision,” he says, passing my husband the Stalker mask and visor.

      He takes the regular gas mask and slips it quickly onto his face to protect against the fog, and Adryan does the same. It seems to have an impact, his vision suddenly far improved and pace speeding as his footfall becomes a little more sure.

      Our pace quickens through necessity. The chasing pack isn’t far behind. It’s still early afternoon, yet the daylight is lost down here. And even through the cracks above, a gloom is gathering as clouds start to cover the sun and blot out its warm illumination.

      We hurry on, and the noise behind us gets louder. Then, suddenly, I hear the cracking of twigs closer to our rear, a little way off to the right. My eyes skim through and catch sight of a Dasher dancing as quietly as he can manage through the trees.

      Not quiet enough.

      I see him. So does my brother. Within moments Zander has disappeared himself and engaged the man in combat. Yet this one he doesn’t kill. Trapping him against the trunk of a thick and craggy tree, he sets an order into his mind to aid us in our escape.

      As we set our sights ahead once more, the attacker turns and moves off in the opposite direction. A minute later, the sound of gunfire cracks once more in the distance, the man causing havoc within the ranks of his own men.

      My brother, once more, has proven his considerable worth.

      An hour passes by as we’re accosted a couple more times. On each occasion, my brother handles the men while I stay with Adryan, protecting him. I want to add my own powers to the mix, but Zander shows me I’m not needed. He tells me too with a firm order.

      “Leave them to me,” he growls. “Stick with Adryan.”

      Only once am I forced to help, when a Brute comes charging through the bushes and Zander’s gun fails to fire. As he dodges the giant, I step in and disable him with a shot to the knee. It cracks against the cap and the Brute howls a deafening roar of pain, his weight shifting as he tumbles and sinks into a thick, muddy pool of acid.

      His howling intensifies and sends a chill right through me as his face is covered in the burning mud, causing boils and blisters to bubble up on his skin.

      “Finish him off,” orders Zander. “Stop that howling.”

      It’s my test. My first kill.

      I lift the gun and aim it at the Brute’s head, just below the protection of his helmet. My delay is enough for Zander to shout: “Finish him.”

      His sudden words cause my finger to jolt on the trigger. The bullet fires and the howling ends. A huge body sinks into the mud.

      I’ve killed my first man.

      Mercy, I tell myself. This one was mercy.

      I can’t dwell on it.

      Into the depths of the forest we go, the hunters behind us now so dispersed that we might just have lost them. For another hour we trek without further interruption, and a deep silence pervades the world. Exhausted and drained, my brother finally allows us to rest in the shadow of a little rocky outcrop, hidden to the side of a small clearing.

      Adryan has returned to life now, but the grimace on his face hasn’t left. I make him take a seat within a small cave cut into the side of the rock and lift his left ankle up onto my knee. It’s swollen badly on one side, his movement severely limited.

      Zander, prowling around the clearing and constantly checking for any sign of our chasers, doesn’t notice. Adryan doesn’t want him too either.

      “It’s fine,” he assures me. “It’s just a sprain.”

      I move in to sit beside him, gently lowing his leg back to the ground. For a few moments, we sit in silence, watching Zander from the shadows as he peers through the trees and tries to get his bearings.

      “I tried to get you out,” I say quietly.

      Adryan’s eyes don’t turn to me. He continues to stare blankly, his mind still badly messed up by the last few days he’s had to bear.

      “I tried to make an exchange,” I continue, “to bargain with Cromwell. You for Agent Woolf. Lady Orlando wouldn’t take it.”

      “Of course she wouldn’t,” he says. “That was never part of the deal.”

      I turn to him. “What deal?”

      He drags a breath into his tired body. “The deal that, if we got caught, we were alone. At least, that was the deal for me. Your brother was never going to let that happen with you.”

      “And you were OK with that? Adryan, they could easily have made the exchange. After everything you’ve done…you deserved to be freed.”

      “I’ve done no more than anyone else. I have no fear of dying, Brie. As soon as they came to the apartment to take me, I knew that would be my fate. I made my peace with that a long time ago.” His soft eyes fall to mine. “But thank you, for coming here. You took a risk…that maybe you shouldn’t. But thank you.”

      He smiles weakly. It’s the best he can do right now.

      I take his hand and a new silence resumes, but for the quiet clicking of bugs and the occasional chirp of a strange bird. It’s oddly peaceful here, the sun peeking through a break in the clouds and laying a warm blanket on the little clearing ahead.

      But within no time at all, the peace is disrupted once more, nothing but a brief lull. Zander comes back over to us, hazel eyes searching through narrow sockets.

      “OK, break’s over. Let’s go.”

      There’s a worry to his voice, a tension that won’t fade until we’re back in the safe hands of the Nameless.

      “How far are we from the church?” I ask, referring to the rebel headquarters.

      “Hours,” he tells me. “We won’t get there before nightfall. And that’s when it’s most dangerous.”

      “But we’ve lost them,” I say.

      He turns his eyes to the dark green forest.

      “It’s not them I’m talking about.”
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      We’ve outrun our pursuers. And we’ve outrun the daylight too.

      It’s growing dark up above, dusk all but ready to fall. My body aches through action, the endless slog through the marshlands and woods taking a great deal of energy when I have so little to give. Adryan is struggling badly, but refuses to give in. Zander refuses to ask him if he’s OK. It’s as if there’s a silent pact between the two to not draw attention to weakness.

      He does ask me, though, and I assure him I’m fine. But after several days of neglect locked in that chair, I’m flagging badly. My mind is wavering, losing itself as we trek on and on with no real way to discern our progress.

      Far away as we are, even the lofty summit of the High Tower is absent from view. Perhaps if we were to climb a tree to get a better look it would appear, somewhere away in the distance. But down here in the bush and bog, we have no features to determine our course except the endless trunks of trees and the little ponds and puddles that populate the swamplands.

      On occasion, we reach another clearing, and Zander performs another check to make sure we’re going in the right direction. Above the trees, I see the faint sign of the mountains so far away. After another hour, I see them again, and note that they look exactly the same; that we’ve covered such a short amount of ground to make the view appear nigh on identical.

      I let myself smile only briefly at seeing the high peaks, topped with snow. I think back to only a couple of nights ago, when I’d seen a fire flickering inside a cave, wondering whether the rumours of the mountain dwellers had been true all along or if it was merely some trick of the light, some lie manifested inside my mind.

      When I looked upon the peaks from that high window, I had no hope that I’d ever be out here, looking up at the mountains from this vantage.

      I could, should I wish, continue on towards them. Please the selfish person inside me, the adventurer who wants to explore and get as far away from the city of Haven as possible.

      But then, that internal adventurer is tired, and weak, and easily overpowered by the gratefulness I need to show my brother.

      He broke me free. He broke Adryan free. Just like he did with Drum all those weeks ago. Back then, I promised him that I’d complete my mission in return. I didn’t. I failed. But at least I tried.

      Now, I have more debt to pay. More red in my ledger. I will, once again, need to accede to any demand he makes. If he wishes it, I will become a soldier. I will fight with him, side by side, and have another crack at crushing Cromwell.

      Because, really, I guess that’s still the main aim. Although something tells me it won’t be anywhere nearly as simple this time. He knows we’re coming now. Unless Burns does something from the inside, he’ll be untouchable.

      But whatever Zander wants, I’ll do. But only if it comes from him. Lady Orlando has earned no such compliance from me.

      We trudge on in the darkness, my Hawk-eyes losing some of the clarity that daylight brings. With the strange mist hanging around on the floor and clinging to the trees, this isn’t like any normal darkness. It’s deeper, pervading all, blocking out my powers so that my ability to see in the night is more limited.

      It frightens me. There’s a strange sense here, something rising in my bones.

      A feeling that we’re not alone.

      That there are eyes all over the place, hidden high and low, watching as we grind on through the trees. Mile upon mile has been covered since escaping the REEF, but there’s still a long way to go.

      And here, as dusk passes and the nightly light of the moon and stars are hidden by the swamp of cloud above, a new danger begins to brew. Not soldiers or guards. Not Dashers and Hawks and Brutes. Not guns and knives and manmade weapons.

      No.

      The dangers here are earthy, natural dangers of the world, a world made unsafe and terrible by the hand of man himself.

      Many years ago, these woods would have been so very different, were they even here at all. The lands were so dominated by humans that nature was controlled, hiding in the shadows and awaiting its time.

      That time has come again. The toxic mist, the horrible poison, isn’t a natural deterrent to this wild world. The beasts that hunt in these woods, accustomed now to the fog, have learned to stalk amid the mire, to prey on those foolish enough to step foot here.

      I find myself moving closer to Zander now, dragging Adryan with me. His step has slowed, his eyes more narrow. They stare with a greater intensity, knowing just what lurks around us.

      He’s hunted these woods before. He’s acted the part of the predator, him and his band of hybrids, too great a force for any beast here to reckon with.

      But not this force. Not the three of us. Not with me so tired and weak. Not with Adryan so defenceless.

      And Zander knows it.

      He knows full well of the threats we face. He knows full well that death could strike from any angle, behind any tree, pouncing on us before we can even raise our weapons.

      Usually, no doubt, he’d hunt with Bats and Sniffers. He’d have warning of strange scents in the air, of the musty smells given off by the animals that lurk here. And the otherwise imperceptible sounds of footfall would be detected, the Bats aware of all things moving among the trees.

      But we are not Bats.

      And we are not Sniffers.

      We have only our Hawk-eyes here, muted by the strange darkness, and our Dasher powers that might just help us in a chase. But mine are weak and waning, my energy levels spent. And Adryan has no such gifts to use. He’s not even armed.

      With all this clearly playing on Zander’s mind, he searches the night more carefully than ever. And turning to us, his hazel eyes shine with a bright and sudden concern, before switching to a large tree off to the right.

      “Go, now,” he whispers harshly. “Get into the branches.”

      I delay a split second, and that’s all I need. Suddenly, I hear them, the low growls and the scratching claws. And I see them too, the red eyes dotted in the gloom.

      I grab Adryan and run.

      We reach the trunk of the tree and scramble up, his injured ankle forced to work, to push his frame up from the ground as Zander retreats behind us, offering himself as a distraction.

      We reach the low branches just in time, only a couple of metres from the ground. From all sides the creatures come, wolf-like but larger, with a green tinge to their fur and a red light in their eyes. Their fangs are long and sharp, their muzzles strangely shaped and adapted to live among this poison.

      All the pictures I’ve seen of old wolves spring to mind, only morphed and altered into something more nightmarish and grotesque. Some are drawn straight to us, hiding in the branches, scratching at the bark and trying to climb up.

      As I lift my gun to shoot them down, I see Zander’s body phase into the night, his speed shifting him deeper into the woods in an attempt to draw the beasts away.

      Some follow, chasing him down. Others continue to growl at the base of the tree as I aim and fire into their snapping snouts.

      The sound of my gun cracks into the night, and one of the wolves drops to the earth with a bullet in its red eye. The rest move like lightning, out of my line of sight and around the trunk, searching for another avenue up.

      “Climb!” I call to Adryan.

      Together, we reach for the next set of branches and work our way up, just as the wolves dig their claws into the bark, ripping at the wood as they attempt to scramble up towards us. My gun spews forth more fire, each shot echoing loudly through the forest until, suddenly, the trigger yields only the sound of clicking.

      I’m out. The gun’s empty.

      I slip the weapon into my belt and continue up, higher and higher, following straight behind Adryan. Away into the woods, I see red lights bursting from the tip of Zander’s rifle, cutting through any wolf that threatens to get too close.

      But he must be tired too, his own Dasher powers only working for so long. Zipping from place to place, the beasts continue to charge him down, seemingly unafraid of the weapon that sees to the death of a number of their pack.

      More of them come, more than I can count, shadows forming into shapes in the night. They rush around, hunting down Zander or sniffing out Adryan and me as we claw our way higher to safety.

      The wolves struggle to keep up. They’re not built for climbing. Not like the jaguars and other deformed big cats that lurk around here too. They make progress by sheer will alone, scratching with such fury at that bark that some manage to reach the larger, lower branches.

      But we’re out of reach again, our more nimble frames and dextrous abilities giving us the advantage. My fear reaches fever pitch. Only by the continuous flaring of red lights am I aware of Zander’s safety.

      They’re further off now, glinting in the distance as my brother draws the beasts away. I scream his name as the wolves on the tree fight their way higher, gaining on us now as we cling to the limbs of the tree with nowhere to go, nothing to defend ourselves with.

      We reach the absolute summit, to the highest branches that will take our weight, and pray that they don’t give out as our attackers snap only metres below, salivating as they wish for the wood to crack and break, sending down their tasty treats.

      The drooling, desperate wolves can go no further. Their attempts to continue their ascent fail. But they’re not done, their unnaturally smart minds seeking a solution. They begin tearing at the main trunk, ripping and biting and trying to strip the tree to its bones, fell the beast and topple us to the ground along with it.

      I search around for another tree, somewhere to jump to. Nothing is close enough; only skinny, weak branches hang within reach, too risky to give the burden of our weight.

      I turn to Adryan, whose eyes look out upon the wolves without the same fear as mine. It’s as if his time being tortured and held in that cell have once again blunted his emotions, turned him back into one of his own kind. He stares at the terrifying creatures without the blaring eyes that widen on my own visage, without the panic etched across his brows.

      Turning to me, he wraps an arm around my body to keep me steady.

      “It’ll be OK,” he assures me. “Look…it’ll be OK.”

      At the word ‘look’ his eyes rise to the distance, to the red fire that now defoliates the woodland, Zander’s pulse rifle filling the forest with flames that ravage the nearby trees and bushes. And against the backdrop of the growing inferno, the shape of my brother appears, rushing back towards us and firing as he comes at the wolves snapping at our heels.

      They react immediately, turning to him, seeing the carnage he’s left behind. Some charge in and go the same way as many of their brothers and sisters. Dead in the mud.

      Others rush in another direction, dispersing into the trees and disappearing into the darkness.

      I watch my brother with a slack jawed gape of amazement, his Dasher powers still working to phase his body from place to place, too fast for Adryan to properly see.

      But not me.

      My Hawk-eyes watch him, catch his movements as he deals with the last of our attackers.

      In the end, the wood becomes a morgue, a battleground, soaked in blood and fire and peppered with the dead beasts that foolishly tried to fight him.

      He stands at the base of the tree, his hazel eyes catching the firelight, turning in each direction to make sure that the beasts have given up the contest, bested by the better man. Then, lifting his chin, he finds Adryan and me hidden in the high foliage.

      “You can come down now,” he says.

      We do so, clambering down through the broken and battered branches, reaching the blood-soaked earth and the bodies that littler it. I fall into my brother’s arms to thank him.

      How many times am I going to have to do that?

      How many times is he going to save me and those I care about?

      Adryan does the same – thanking him by way of a nod and appreciative word. Zander passes it off and merely says: “It’s not over yet. The fire will act as a beacon. They may still be tracking us. We have to continue on, right now.”

      It’s not what I wanted to hear. I’m exhausted and in dire need of sleep, although the past few minutes have certainly served to awaken me a little. As soon as the adrenaline wears off, however, I know I’m going to flag.

      But we have no choice.

      So without delay, we continue our journey into the dark night, leaving the blood and flame behind.
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      The night is long and endless. I start to lose myself again to exhaustion, dragging my limbs on and on despite the obvious dangers we face. With my pistol now out of ammunition and useless, we only have Zander’s pulse rifle, as well as a knife that he hands to me, as protection.

      “Last resort,” he says as I take possession of the blade.

      The commotion with the wolves won’t have gone unnoticed. Both our human pursuers, and the other foes that lurk in the wilds, will have been drawn to the fire. Scavengers will come for the meat, catching the scent of blood. Some may pass our way as we continue on, forcing us to sneak as silently as possible.

      That’s what we do.

      We walk in silence, creeping low, the mist seeming to grow more stifling as the night deepens and darkens. It seems to seep into my clothes, weighing me down, desperately trying to penetrate through my garments to begin its siege of my skin and flesh.

      Zander knows we can’t go on forever. He’s strong, and alert, but knows we’re not. He hasn’t been through what we have the last few days, my husband in particular. We both need rest, and we need it soon.

      Yet, he doesn’t know these lands. He came through the woods via routes he’d trekked before when he set up the ambush to free me half way between the city and the REEF.

      But this far to the west, and heading north, the woods might be as alien to him as they are to us, only his skills as a tracker and navigator helping us work our way in the direction of the northern outerlands where the little abandoned town, and church of the Nameless, are to be found.

      Finding a place to stop isn’t easy. His eyes turn back from his lead position on a regular basis to examine us, to see how close we are to collapse.

      I’m holding on, just about. Adryan, too, is stoically refusing to give in.

      When we get a chance to stop for even a moment, I slip into his mind and see his pain, his thoughts so clouded by discomfort and a terrible need for sleep that he’s liable to drop to the dirt at any second.

      And here, where the marshlands continue to pepper the world, such a thing could mean death. A wrong step or simple slip would find any of us sliding into a pool of acid, sucked down into the deathly bog.

      Eventually, we’re far enough away for Zander to consider us safe. It’s been a while since the wolf attack, and the burning woods have long since evaporated, no longer visible, even as a faint glow above the treetops.

      Moving through a firmer portion of land, we come across a small cliffside hidden among the tall trees as the ground begins to undulate. Zander rushes towards it to find a more sturdy looking cave eaten into its flank, offering cover from the elements and an opportunity to stop and rest for a couple of hours.

      He tells us to wait outside while he checks the interior. Caves, as he informs us, are often the dwellings of beasts in these lands, and rarely unoccupied.

      After a few nervous minutes, however, we find Zander returning and nodding us in.

      “It goes further back there in the rocks,” he says. “But it’s empty.”

      The cave, too, appears to be unused. There’s no sign at all that its been lived in.

      My brother tells us to rest and that he’ll keep watch. Before I can offer my services as a night-guard, he waves the option away and says he’s fine and not tired, despite the weary look in his eyes.

      “Get a few hours,” he orders. “I’ll keep watch. We’ll set off again at first light.”

      As Zander sets himself up in a rather uncomfortable seating position against the wall – no doubt a method of making sure he doesn’t drop off –Adryan and I move a little deeper into the cave where we quickly find a suitable spot to lie down on.

      Turns out, the only smooth area of ground is about the right size for the two of us.

      Lying down, side by side, I feel the warmth of his breath at the back of my neck. I reach behind me and feel for his hand. I take a grip and gently pull his arm over my side, shifting his body a little towards mine.

      And as his chest hugs at my back, and his arm rests around my waist, I quickly begin to drift away with a stolen smile on my face.

      The respite doesn’t last.

      I’d be foolish to consider that it would.

      I’m woken from strange dreams by the sense that something is moving out beyond the cave, some intuition in me tearing me from my sleep and opening my eyes wide and suddenly.

      It’s still dark, and for a second my eyes see only the blackness. I feel Adryan’s arm still wrapped around me, his chest rising and falling slightly hurriedly. I slip his arm away and turn to look at him, and find his face etched in some strange contortion, a nightmare besieging his sleeping mind.

      But he doesn’t command my attention for long.

      On the other side of the cave, near the exit out into the woods, the sound of heavy breathing reaches my ears. I whisper for my brother and search him out as my eyes begin to work their magic, sucking in all available light to see in the dark.

      “Zander…”

      He doesn’t answer.

      I sit up and get a better look at him. And listening closely, I find that the breathing is from him. That even he has his limits. That he’s fallen asleep while on watch, defeated by his own exhaustion.

      Feeling somewhat refreshed myself, I check my watch to see that a couple of hours have passed in a flash. It’s enough for me.

      I stand and move over to my brother, and find that he, too, appears to be in the throes of some nightmare, his eyelids flickering and a few indistinct mumbles drifting from his lips.

      I reach out to shake him awake, seeing how awkward his sitting position looks and thinking that he’ll be more comfortable lying down, but think better of it. Instead, I merely sit against the wall beside him and say a little prayer of thanks for this moment: my brother, safe beside me; my husband the same on the rocky floor.

      Sure, both are currently being mentally accosted by their own subconscious, but that’s just part and parcel of life. Given what we’ve all been through, bad dreams are likely to be a regular fixture most nights.

      Nothing to worry about.

      Sitting back against the wall, I let my head hit the rock and allow a sigh of relief to drift from my lips. Things are hardly perfect right now, but given how they might have been only hours ago, I’m not going to start complaining.

      Adryan’s alive and safe.

      Zander is too.

      I’ve managed to avoid the terrible fate of reconditioning, and we’ve all somehow managed to escape the net of the REEF, outrun our chasers, and done battle with a super-pack of ravenous, mutated wolves without too much to pay for it.

      I suppose, though, it’s the young man sitting to my right who’s in line for the lion’s share of the credit on that one. I say lion’s share. I mean one hundred per cent. Without my twin, we’d all be dead or worse. He’s making a habit of saving me. And I’m making one of putting myself in positions where I need to be saved.

      It’s time that changed.

      Somehow, I consider this to be a good start. I’ll take watch, and let him sleep, and will, in very, very small part; in miniscule part; repay some of the credit I owe him.

      It’s not much, but it’s a start.

      So I set about my vigil, turning my eyes to the opening of the cave and the woods beyond. Despite feeling like I’d rather snatch a few more winks, I keep my eyes wide open and refuse to turn away, even for a second, as I wait for the first signs of dawn to creep up onto the world.

      In the silence, my ears prime for any strange noise in the wild. Aside from the occasional grunt that slips from Zander’s mouth, or the more steady rate of breathing emanating from Adryan’s nostrils, there’s an eerie silence outside that, rather than settling me, serves to put me on edge.

      I’m no expert, but I’d expect some birdcalls, or the sound of clicking insects, or the odd rustle of leaves as a critter creeps through the shrubbery.

      Nothing.

      Silence.

      A deep, pervading silence that has me slowly, gently, leaning forward and listening more intently.

      The lull is unnerving. The ambient sounds of the forest have turned mute. And then a realisation hits.

      Something’s out there.

      We’re not alone.

      Now I break my rule, my vow, my desire to let Zander sleep.

      Without turning from the exit, I reach behind me and take a grip of his arm. I don’t need to grab him firmly or shake. He needs nothing more than a light touch to wake him quickly from his brief slumber. He’s always so primed for danger.

      “What…what’s going on…” he mutters quickly, taking stock of his surroundings.

      “Shhh,” I say, still looking to the cave’s exit. “There’s something out there.”

      Zander’s straight to his feet.

      His pulse rifle is firmly positioned to attack, rising to his shoulder. He stands, staring out for a few moments, listening as I am. Getting a feel for the air. Tapping into the energy around us.

      And then, he whispers: “Get him up. We’re leaving.”

      He doesn’t look at me as he speaks. I move straight for Adryan and kneel down to shake him awake. His slumber seems deeper. He’ll require a firmer hand to bring him out of it.

      Yet, it’s not my shaking that does it. I don’t get a chance to grip his shoulder and rock him awake.

      Something else does so for me.

      Something far louder and more sudden springs his eyes open and has us all turning straight up at the exit.

      The clanging of metal and scraping of wood. It echoes loudly into the night and has my heart screaming inside me, pumping hard as I see the front of the cave suddenly covered in a tightly woven mesh fence. The gate falls from above, scrapping along the rock and hitting the ground with a thunderous bang.

      Just as it comes, two little grenade-like devices roll in through small gaps in the gate, bobbing along the rocky floor towards us.

      Zander’s eyes drop.

      “Get down!” he roars, hurling himself away from the nearest explosive as it trickles towards his feet.

      I feel Adryan pulling me down to him, instinct taking over. His frame covers me, blocking me off from the blast.

      But no blast comes. Just a loud pop, followed by an intense show of green mist that quickly spreads through the cave, filling the clear air with the same toxic poison that lingers outside.

      Our gas masks are quickly reapplied, taken off when we slept in this poison-free cave. No more. Now it’s filling with the stuff, the entire place going green as we fumble about and try to stop from sucking in the poison.

      I take a gulp and feel the burn down my throat. The haze in my mind is immediate, this gas more toxic, somehow synthesised and enhanced and designed to be even more lethal.

      My mind swirls and fades and, lying on the floor, I hear my brother attempting to blast his way through the cage using his rifle.

      I don’t know if he succeeds.

      Swallowed by the fumes, my head hits rock and I feel Adryan’s weight slumping down beside me. Then, the green turns to black.

      And in that final moment, I don’t know if I’ll ever wake up.
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      I do.

      My brain coughs and splutters its way back to life. My eyes, still burning, open to find that I’m no longer in the cave.

      No longer is the air filled with that green fog.

      No longer is it dark.

      The day has come, and I’m somewhere new. My eyes search the interior to see that I’m in an old house, the inside filled with tangled vines, half taken back by nature. The scent in the air suggests I’m still in the forest, in some old town or village that once stood here.

      I’m not alone.

      Zander is with me, chained up on another wall. And Adryan the same, all of us locked and gagged and unable to speak. Only Zander is awake. Adryan not so much, his head slumped and chin dug into his chest.

      I look to my brother. We can’t speak, but we can communicate. Through the lingering haze in my head, I seek out our telepathic link.

      My first concern is for Adryan.

      Is he OK? What’s going on?! comes my rushing voice.

      Zander nods to me, and glancing at Adryan, sets my worries aside.

      He’s OK. He just hasn’t woken up yet.

      I turn my eyes around the place and get a better feel for it. I can only assume that our pursuers from the REEF have tracked us down and deposited us here, some half-way house on the return journey to the facility.

      I’m wrong.

      Zander shakes his head.

      No, Brie, he says. These people aren’t from the REEF, and they aren’t from the city either…

      A noise sounds. A creaking door. I have no time to respond to my brother before I look up and see the wooden entrance opening up and a shadow appearing in the doorway.

      A shadow…

      The man is large. He looks like no one I’ve ever come across. A man of the wild, dressed in a mixture of ragged clothing and pelts, fashioned from the beasts that roam the woods. Below his chin, a necklace of teeth dangle, a varying mixture of different fangs, big and small. In the centre, the largest of all swings, flanked by equally formidable teeth and claws, mementos of the monsters he’s defeated; a show of strength to all who come across him.

      His face is similarly wild.

      Scars litter his upper cheeks and forehead. The lower portion of his face is covered in a mat of brown hair, his beard thick and contrasting with his shaven head. Heavy eyebrows hang over his sockets, and from them come beads that stare upon us with an intensity that would shrivel many a man’s resolve.

      But for all the man’s size and physical power, for all his obvious intimidations, he looks to be just a man. Not mutated or arranged in some weird manner. Not a mindless beast, a shade of humanity, eating uncooked flesh from the bone, residing in the swamps and hiding in the trees.

      The rumours of the Shadows of the outerlands, perhaps, have been exaggerated. Beyond his strange garb and wild demeanour, the man before us appears to still be human.

      Yet, some rumours may yet be true. Rumours of cannibalism, of terrible acts of violence against anyone who might come their way.

      We haven’t been returned to the REEF, but perhaps a more grievous fate awaits us nonetheless…

      My brother doesn’t look intimidated. His eyes burn and stare, perhaps in an attempt to control the beastly human stepping through the doorway and shutting out the morning light. He told me once that the Shadows run and hide whenever his hunting parties move through the woods. He’s never held any fear for them, and that doesn’t look like it’s about to change, even amid such circumstances.

      Stepping forward, the large wildman locks eyes with my brother. Perhaps he doesn’t know what he can do. Perhaps he’s not aware of Mind-Manipulators, even if he is of the various other Enhanced that populate our world. Perhaps, in mere moments, Zander will have the man freeing us and we’ll be on our merry way.

      Perhaps not.

      Nothing happens. I watch the beast’s eyes for some flash of compliance, for the tell-tale signs that an order has been imparted.

      Nothing.

      Either this man has his own ability to block intrusions, or Zander’s powers have been temporarily disabled by the toxic fumes that soaked through his lungs and filtered into his blood.

      A short stand-off follows, before the man steps forward and removes the gag from Zander’s mouth. They stare at each other for a few more moments. Then, my brother speaks.

      “Rhoth,” he grumbles. “I might have know it would be you…”

      The beastly man smiles, showing sharp, yellow teeth. His voice is guttural and deep when he returns fire.

      “Zander of the Nameless,” he says. “How interesting to find our roles reversed. You, the hunted. For once. It gives me pleasure, boy.”

      “Don’t call me boy.”

      Rhoth laughs, his tooth-necklace bouncing on his neck.

      “Still such an insecure lad, even after all this time. Now, are you going to introduce me to your companions,” he says, turning his eyes to me and then Adryan, who remains unconscious.

      The wildman steps towards me, his weather-beaten hand reaching down to pull away the gag. When it slips off, the question falls straight from my mouth.

      “You know each other?!”

      My eyes blare at Zander and then at the sizeable frame before me.

      “Unfortunately,” says my brother. “This here is Rhoth, leader of this particular tribe of outerlanders. We’ve had…dealings with him in the past.”

      “Dealings, you say?” comes Rhoth’s rasping voice. He looks to me. “By dealings, he means that his people come and hunt our grounds. Those are the dealings he refers to.”

      “They’re not your grounds, Rhoth. No one holds dominion over these woods. And don’t try to act all high and mighty. My men have died at the hands of your traps.”

      “Traps intended for beasts, not men,” counters Rhoth. “If you wander into these woods, you better know what’s coming, boy. We have no caring for you people in the big city with all the lights, but we don’t kill for no reason. Only those who threaten us are in danger. Now, who is this lovely girl?”

      He turns back to me. I answer before Zander can continue the debate.

      “I’m Brie,” I say. “Zander is my twin.”

      The big man recoils a little, before inspecting my face closer.

      “Ah…yes, it’s so obvious now. The eyes are the same. And the expression too. There’s something inside you as well, isn’t there, Brie. Some power, great power…” His eyes switch to Adryan. “And what powers does Sleeping Beauty possess? Don’t tell me. He can move fast like the wind. What do you call those people. Dashers, is it? So silly…”

      “You should look in the mirror before you say anything’s silly, Rhoth,” grunts Zander.

      “No mirrors here, boy.”

      “I can tell.”

      Rhoth laughs loudly.

      “I enjoy your sharp wit. But it won’t get you out of here.”

      “And what are you going to do to us?” I ask.

      The man looks to me for a moment, seeming to rather enjoy the ambiguity that his expression gives. I can’t tell if he’s friend or foe. Clearly, he’s had plenty of run-ins with Zander before. But despite his appearance, he doesn’t seem that malevolent.

      “I haven’t decided yet,” he says. “But first, tell me about the gifts he possesses.” He nods again to Adryan.

      “None,” I say quickly. “He’s just a Savant. He’s smart, but has no physical gifts.”

      “Ah, yes, a Savant. Like those who rule the big city with all the lights. And why is he here, with you? The Nameless are against these Savants, are they not?”

      “They are. But not all Savants rule the city. Adryan…he’s my husband.”

      His recoils for a second time. There’s an exuberance to his change in expression that is quite striking.

      “A husband you say. What a funny pairing.”

      As he speaks, with his eyes locked to mine, I attempt to slip into his mind. I find my abilities muted, as I suspected, but there’s something more. It’s as if his mind is blocked off, difficult to decipher. Like living here amid the smog has given him some defence from any mental extractions.

      He smiles once more as I dart in and out. Then he taps his temple.

      “There’s no getting in here, girl,” he says. “I don’t have your gifts, but in my world, my mind is my own. Your brother found that out long ago, did you not.”

      Zander glares. Rhoth chuckles.

      “Now,” he continues. “I’m enjoying this conversation. Let’s continue it, shall we? Tell me, what are you doing out here, all alone without your band of thieves and trespassers? I sense it has something to do with all that commotion in the woods a few miles from here. It was a busy day for you yesterday, wasn’t it?”

      He looks to Zander, who tightens his jaw. Then his eyes turn to me, seeking a reply. I look to my brother. There appears to be no reason to keep the truth from him.

      So I don’t. And over the next few minutes, I quickly explain just why we’re here, Adryan, Zander, and me. He seems to enjoy the story.

      “Strange happenings in the big city with all the lights,” he mutters. “And strange happenings beyond as well…”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “I’m sure you’re aware, girl. These Savants of yours, these rulers of the city, are spreading their wings and preparing to fly. We see them now, chopping through the woods, sucking away the mist. They’ve been building for years. And now, we see them coming all the time. Trucks pouring back and forward to the big city…”

      “From where?” I ask.

      “A place away from here, but not too far. A facility, like where you came from. Now, there are more and more people going there. Our place here is under threat. That is why we take you.”

      “We’re no threat to you, Rhoth,” I say. “We’re fighting the same people. We’re allies.”

      His eyes shift to Adryan again. He’s just starting to stir, to break free of the gas that filled his lungs.

      “You can trust him as much as anyone,” I continue. “He’s risked everything to help free the city. You have to free us…”

      A heavy frown topples over his dark eyes.

      “And why would I do that?” he growls.

      “Because,” I answer immediately, “we’re the only ones who can hold back the tide. If we don’t stop the ‘rulers’, as you call them, then they’ll take these lands by force. They’ll keep on building and building, and spreading their kind all over the place. You want to keep your home? Then you help us.”

      A slow smile rises onto his face.

      “So like your brother you are. You ask, you take, but you give nothing in return.”

      “Oh, you’ll get something in return. You’ll get to keep your freedom. But only if you help us now.”

      The smile hovers for a few more moments. Then it slips away and the bearded beast steps towards the door.

      “I will consider your words, girl,” he says. “But for now, enjoy your stay.”

      He opens the wooden door with a creak, and a fresh deluge of light spills in. And then, we’re shut away once more, just as Adyran awakes.
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      Several hours go by before Rhoth returns.

      I spend most of that time doing a mixture of filling Adryan in on what’s been happening and trying to keep Zander relaxed. While my husband continues to stay fairly muted over everything, my brother is far from happy with this latest turn of events.

      As I suggest that Rhoth doesn’t appear as bad as he looks, he offers an alternative view.

      “You don’t know him like I do, Brie,” he warns. “He looks like an animal, and can act like one too. I’ve lost good men, and women, because of him before.”

      He goes on to inform me of several run-ins he’s had with the man in the past, all of them down to crossing each others’ territory, something that they clearly disagree on.

      The best areas to hunt, it would appear, have been taken as the domain of Rhoth and his tribe of outerlanders. They know these woods better than anyone, and are far more adept at living amid their treacherous conditions.

      Traps and other devices have been set up to snare edible beasts and deter those that are more aggressive. According to Zander, some have been specifically made to target his own people in a bid to keep them out.

      It seems as though it’s been a struggle that’s gone on for a while. One that boiled over a couple of years ago when Zander took out a party to actively hunt Rhoth down.

      And here comes the true crux of their animosity.

      “You tried to kill him?” I ask, slightly shocked.

      Zander clearly isn’t totally proud of it.

      “I was younger, more wild myself. I’d just seen a friend die from one of his traps, and just snapped. We hunted him for days but couldn’t find him. For a big man, he can move like a mouse. He’s elusive.”

      “So, you’ve never been here before?” chimes in Adryan. “To this…wherever we are?”

      Zander shakes his head.

      “We never found his village. If that’s even what this is. It could well just be one of many posts he has in the forest. They might not even have permanent dwellings.”

      “No…I reckon they do,” suggests Adryan. “That’s why he’s afraid of Cromwell. If they didn’t have a home, they wouldn’t mind just leaving.”

      “These woods are their home, Adryan,” says Zander. “Whether they stick to a specific village isn’t relevant. They won’t leave these woods without a fight. God knows I’ve had to deal with his love for this place too many times before.”

      “And now?” I ask. “What’s going to happen now? It sounds like he’s got a grudge against you for trying to kill him.”

      “Yeah, that goes both ways, Brie. We’ve been butting heads for years. I was just a boy when I first met him.”

      Ah, and that’s why my brother clearly doesn’t enjoy it when he calls him ‘boy’. All part of the animosity between the two.

      “Yeah, well he’s certainly got the upper hand now, doesn’t he?” I say. “Let’s just hope he’s more amenable to our cause when he returns.”

      “Amenable…that’s not a word that Rhoth understands. He’s like a caveman from a bygone era. These people, they purposefully forgo technology and modern comforts. They take pleasure in living in the dirt and having simple lives.”

      “And is that so bad?” I question. “I’ve always wanted a simple life. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve looked at the mountains and wished to go live there.”

      “You don’t know these woods, or these people, like I do. And they’re far from the worst of them.”

      “The worst? Do you mean to say that there are other tribes out there?” asks Adryan, always keen to learn more about the world and the people who inhabit it.

      Zander nods slowly.

      “We call this lot the Fangs. They all wear teeth around their neck to signify position. I guess you noticed the necklace Rhoth was wearing?”

      I nod. Adryan shrugs, given how he hasn’t yet had the pleasure of meeting our host.

      “There are worse groups out there,” continues Zander. “You can talk to Rhoth, reason with him to a degree. But others…no. They have more base instincts, their minds poisoned out here. That’s where the rumours about the Shadows really come from. Some of them don’t even live in groups or societies. They live like animals, beasts. I’ve seen corpses stripped to the bone by these scavengers. They don’t even cook the flesh.”

      “Sounds more like the rumours I’ve heard,” I whisper, happy that we didn’t encounter such people out there.

      “I doubt you’d have noticed, but one of the teeth on Rhoth’s necklace was from a proper Shadow. I could tell by the shape and size. It’s often the first stage of becoming a man for the Fangs.”

      “What…you mean they hunt people to prove their masculinity?” asks Adryan

      “Not people…beasts. The real Shadows of the outerlands aren’t people anymore. They have no more humanity than the wolves or bears out here. Until a male member of the Fangs tears a tooth from the jaw of a Shadow, they’re not a man.”

      My brother notices the look of disgust on my face.

      “You see, sister,” he says to me. “They’re far more barbaric than you think.”

      I muse on the topic for a little longer, drawing a few more details about past exchanges between my brother and the Fangs, Rhoth, and the other tribes who dwell nearby from his lips. By the sounds of it, there are several similarly governed societies of outerlanders living within the wilds around Haven, each one administering their own varying degrees of barbarity in how they live and operate.

      Aside from the Fangs, my brother speaks of the Bear-Skins, who set themselves aside by wearing bear pelts. The Roosters, who tend to create their abodes in the high foliage in order to escape the misty poison. The Skullers, who wear the skulls of defeated opponents as helmets and masks and cover their bodies in white paste to mimic the looks of skeletons and protect them from the fog.

      Those four groups are most prominent in the thousands of square miles surrounding the city, with the Shadows comprising the rest of the humans in the area, albeit, in their case, mutated and drawn back to their basest of instincts and urges.

      All the tribes have their own way of doing things, and yet each lives in this harsh and unforgiving world, a world far removed from the one I know.

      Out here in the wilderness, the rules that govern the beasts also appear to govern man. It’s a more brutal realm, and the sort of place where a rogue Enhanced can rise to the summit of his or her people. I put it to Zander that Rhoth himself has some old Savants blood in him that, despite appearances, has enabled him to stave off our mental intrusions.

      “He might,” he says, nodding. “But others I’ve come across can be tricky to manipulate. It’s something in the fog, some antidote to our powers. A Mind-Manipulator can’t rely on their gifts out here.”

      “And what about others?” I question. “Have you seen any other Enhanced among the outerlanders?”

      He shrugs.

      “Aside from Rhoth, I’ve had few direct dealings with the other populations around here. Mostly, it’s the Fangs who control the closer regions. They try to keep out of each others’ way to avoid war. It’s all very primitive, and other than hunting for food, we’ve kept our distance as much as possible. We have our own war to fight that will affect them all.”

      “Exactly. And that’s the angle we need to play with Rhoth,” I say. “No one out here will have a chance when Cromwell comes rolling through with his Stalkers. They’ll clear these lands, and wipe these people away. They’re in it with us.”

      By some coincidence, or perhaps by design, our host reappears at that very moment. The door opens with its customary creak, and in walks the barbarian with his necklace of fangs and claws and his beastly countenance. His eyes drop to mine, and his own yellow-stained fangs appear.

      “Perhaps we are in it with you,” rumbles his voice. “I see an innocence to you, Brie, that your brother has long since lost.”

      As he speaks, a small host of his men come in, similarly dressed as he is. I see necklaces hanging beneath chins, each fashionably adorned with a host of different teeth and claws of varying sizes and shapes.

      None, however, have quite the collection of their leader, his own macabre jewellery never to be bettered among the Fangs.

      The men rush forward, two of them for each of us, and unchain us from the walls and lift us to our feet. We’re pressed forward towards Rhoth, who towers high above us, standing a good six and a half feet. His eyes turn to Adryan, perusing him.

      “The Savant awakes,” he says. “I wonder…are you afraid, young man?” he asks.

      Adryan doesn’t answer.

      “No…of course, you’re not afraid,” continues Rhoth. “Savants have no emotion, do they? Ah, we can relate in some manner. Fear isn’t something to concern us, but we embrace it all the same. It is important, fear, in sharpening the senses. Fear for your own safety. Fear for your tribesmen. Fear for your family. Fear is good, Mr Savant. You people are lacking something in your soul.”

      “He does feel fear,” I find myself saying, defending my man. “He isn’t like the rest. He has emotions.”

      Rhoth’s dark eyes swing to mine.

      “Yes, I can see…perhaps not fear, but there’s something even stronger there. Something for you, Brie. He cares for you. You do, don’t you Mr Savant?”

      Adryan looks at me. I see a reflection of love in his eyes. It blooms in me, stronger than ever. And yet, in some ways, it still feels wrong. It feels borrowed, unearned. I feel, at times, as if he still sees his first wife, Amelia, when he looks at me. That what he feels for me is nothing but a reflection of his love for her.

      The spell is broken. It’s Zander’s voice that cuts the silence.

      “Where are you taking us, Rhoth? What’s all this about?”

      “You will see, boy. I have something I need to show you.” His eyes turn to Adryan again. “But fear not, Mr Savant, if you really can feel such a thing. You will not be killed under my watch.”

      He swivels on the spot, and stamps through the wooden door. And out into the bright light of the late morning we go.
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      “Masks on,” roars Rhoth as we step into the light.

      The six men under his command pull masks over their heads, fashioned from scraps of fabric and animal hides, covering up their faces and blocking out the foul air.

      They’re not gas masks, their bodies adapted now to suck in this poison without too much ill effect. Instead, they appear to be a mixture of protective masks to cover their eyes and skin, and those worn as battle-dress and to effectively camouflage themselves among the trees.

      Outside, I get my first good look at where we are. The trees are still there, surrounding us on all sides. And yet, within them are structures too, old stone and wooden buildings overtaken by the woods, settlements from hundreds of years ago that have been gobbled up once more by mother nature.

      There are a handful of them in the immediate area, and signs of others spreading through the distant trees. Yet there’s little sign of life beyond the seven men accompanying us. It would appear that this place isn’t a permanent dwelling for their people. A base, perhaps, used for hunting expeditions when away from home.

      Our arms are still chained in front of us as we go, a necessary precaution given what Zander and I can do. Rhoth is well aware of that, of course, and yet is kind enough to get his men to recover our faces with the masks that we need. Unlike them, after too long in this it won’t only be our skin that sizzles and blisters, but our lungs too. Depending on the density of the fog, you could quite easily die after a few hours of overexposure.

      With our masks back on, Rhoth pulls Zander up to the front alongside the two guards assigned to watch over him. That leaves Adryan and me behind with the rest of the contingent, four further guards flanking us as we’re pulled and prodded along.

      The prodding grows less forceful as we go. Clearly, there’s nothing we can do to escape these men’s clutches, and even if we could, I wouldn’t try it. In truth, I’m intrigued by where we’re going, and consider that, right now, we might just be safer with these men than without them.

      Each of them looks almost as fearsome as their leader. It’s not just the fangs hanging around their necks, but the choice of hairstyle – mostly, they’re sporting shaven heads or strange styles of Mohican, usually with equally odd beards to complete the look. Their dress, too, is both primitive and military in its design, fashioned from animals and old garments while being intended to help them blend in, just as a soldier might when battling in the forest.

      In this case, it serves the main purpose of hunting. Being unseen is a key component of such things, as far as I can figure, and with the forest so populated with powerful foes, blending into the background also serves as a useful defensive option.

      Not that these people would ever admit to such a thing. From my very brief time with them, and what Zander’s told me, they seem to be very much a warrior race, dedicated to the act of fighting to survive, whether that be via hunting prey, battling other predators, or expanding their territory against the other tribes that dwell here.

      I suspect it’s the Shadows that cause the most problems. They may be something of a backward step in evolution, but they’re still human at their core. And you can forget the bears and wolves and big cats, the boars and snakes and other monsters that lurk in the night. There’s no foe more dangerous than a human fighting for survival, however primeval that human may have become.

      It’s clear that the men are tense as we go. Perhaps that’s their default setting, knowing the woods as they do. I think back to my previous jaunt through the jungle after being spat out from that waterfall beyond the southern perimeter wall.

      Back then, all the woods carried were rumours. Rumours of the Shadows. Rumours of the beasts. Rumours of the dangers that lurked in the darkness.

      I was a little frightened, sure, but my main thoughts were simply aligned to the task of finding a way back into the city.

      Who knows, perhaps I was being hunted the entire time? Perhaps the appearance of Titus saved me when the creatures of the wood were circling? Honestly, I’d have never known, so efficient as they are at their work. I could have been cut down in a hundred different ways without ever having a chance.

      Now, I’ve seen first hand just how brutal the outerlands can be.

      Unless you’re with a strong troop of soldiers, you need to be perpetually on your guard. That point is proven right now. Even with these six seasoned hunters on our flanks, there remains a tension in the air, an intensity to each of them as they watch the trees with their weapons primed.

      They have guns at least. They’re aren’t so backward as to have forgone such things. But on their backs I see spears too, cut and carved from the trees, and other blades that are, presumably, more useful during close quarter combat.

      Each man seems to carry at least half a dozen weapons. Rifles, pistols, daggers and knives hang from belts and sit fastened to holsters.

      They are, by sight, a formidable outfit. And yet, unchain my brother, and hand him a knife, and he’ll cut them all down in seconds, strike them with his lightning. There is no greater weapon here than a hybrid, even one of 18. And Rhoth should keep that in mind for when Cromwell sends his Stalkers out here to cleanse the woods of all these folk.

      Right now, he’s in quiet conversation with Zander. From the rear of the pack, I watch them, note the intensity of their voices, the body language they portray. In some manner, they appear as old friends, the boy and the beast chatting over past battles.

      It’s yet another reminder that the world we’ve been presented in Outer Haven isn’t the reality. That there’s far more out there than Cromwell would care to let on. That, despite what we’ve been told, despite the propaganda we’ve been fed, we aren’t as alone as we thought.

      It’s an exciting concept for me.

      Growing up, even with someone like Mrs Carmichael, with all her scepticisms and world-wisdom, we were taught that Haven was the centre of the world. That it was the final shining light in a world of darkness. That it was our duty to do whatever we could to serve, to make sure that future generations didn’t have to suffer the same fate as us, consigned to that single city, stranded on that island in the vast ocean, that oasis in the desert.

      We were never taught of a world beyond our borders. We never knew of these different tribes, all living their lives in this harsh land. And that’s just beyond the city.

      What else is there? Are there more cities populating this landmass we once knew as America? And what of other places, across the seas and oceans? How much has been kept from us? Is the world truly as desolate as we’ve been led to believe?

      The last few weeks and months have shaken apart my trust in just about everything I know. What were once small rumours have blossomed into truths beyond what I could possibly have expected. Things have been hidden from me and exposed at opportune moments. And still, many other secrets lie beyond my current reach.

      So, what am I to believe?

      My entire life was always spent in the knowledge that I am nobody, and that the streets of Outer Haven would be the ones I’d spend my entire life walking. I’d been born into a world where people fit their roles, where the lowly among us had no control whatsoever over their destinies.

      I’d been groomed, like just about everyone else, to be unable to see the wood for the trees. To only see what was presented before my own eyes and leave the rest to those in places of power.

      But now, that’s all changed.

      I’ve changed, my life has changed, the city has changed.

      And each day, something else happens, some new revelation dawns.

      And here, now, standing in the wilds, my mind is opening to the possibility that the world isn’t as small as I once thought. That there’s so much more out there that has been kept from us, simply to condition us to stay ordered.

      It all fits.

      If there’s some other option, some other place for the people to move to, some other city free from the class systems of Haven, then the people will go there. And should that happen, the structure of Haven, the very foundation of the city, will fail.

      That’s something that Cromwell and the Consortium cannot abide. He intends to use us all up and then toss us aside. To spread his reach elsewhere, beyond the lands we know, and repopulate the world to his own design. And, truly, if there’s already more out there, he’s going to need to be strong when he sets out from his high perch.

      As we walk, I find myself whispering to Adryan: “Did you know about this?”

      He turns to me and frowns. His expressions and words and body language remain muted, as if he’s still exhausted and recovering from his recent trials.

      “About what?” he asks.

      “All this. These people. These tribes,” I whisper, darting my eyes to the brutal looking men at our flanks.

      “Such things aren’t really spoken about in the High Tower,” says Adryan. “I knew that there were people beyond the borders of the city. I wasn’t aware of specific tribes, though, or their names.”

      “And beyond that?” I ask. “What about five hundred miles from here? What about five thousand? Do you know what’s really out there?”

      He shakes his head.

      “More nomadic tribes I suppose,” he suggests. “I’ve long suspected that there are plenty of other populations dotting the world.”

      “Oh, there are, young man,” booms a voice from ahead.

      Our eyes switch up and see that Rhoth has stopped in his tracks. He turns to us, with Zander by his side, and takes a long stride in our direction.

      “There are many other people out there,” he says. “You think this is it? You think your big city with all the lights is all there is? You underestimate the human capability of staying alive. We have made our home here in these forests. Others have made their home far beyond these borders.”

      “How do you know that?” I breathe.

      He looks to his left and our right, to one of the hunters flanking us. The man is youthful, perhaps Adryan’s age, with staring blue eyes that appear quite striking amidst his rough visage.

      “This here is West,” says Rhoth. “He isn’t from around here…”

      I turn to the young man, who continues to stare silently.

      “He doesn’t speak much,” continues Rhoth. “But he’s said enough. West came from the far west. We didn’t get creative with his name…”

      “He’s not from around here?” I ask, repeating Rhoth’s words.

      “Oh no, he came here as a boy with his brother. His brother didn’t make it, but he did. We took him in. I’ve met many, girl, who have come from other places, other lands. You need to open your eyes. There’s a whole world out there.”

      “But…a toxic world. A dead world,” mutters Adryan.

      “Dead? No, living. Look at us here. There are many living in the wilds. Here in the forests, up in the mountains, away to the north and south, to the east and west. I’ve met travellers and vagrants from far and wide. Out here, we adapt to survive. We can live in these conditions, and so can many others.”

      “Did you know about this?” I ask, looking to Zander.

      “We know about the lands around here,” he says. “Nothing else concerns us.”

      “Ah yes, ‘us’,” says Rhoth. “You and your precious tribe of Nameless. Oh, yes, girl,” he says, looking to me, “the Nameless are just a tribe too, just like any other.” His eyes return to Zander. “You fight to protect your big city with all the lights, to set it free from Mr Savant here and his people.” His eyes flick on Adryan. “Well,” he goes on, “perhaps one day you’ll see that you’re just trapped there. The wilds may be dangerous, but they offer freedom at least.”

      “That’s what we’re fighting for,” I counter. “Freedom for all of Haven.”

      Rhoth bares those yellow teeth in a grin.

      “Yes, I see that. But is that what all your people want? Do they not consider themselves to be free already?”

      “They don’t know any better,” I say. “They don’t know what the Consortium are doing.”

      “Perhaps not. But you do, yes? You’re going to save the day, are you, girl. You and your boy brother here?”

      Zander scowls. I set firm my eyes.

      “We’re going to try,” I say coolly.

      He smiles.

      “Then…good luck to you,” he says. “Now, we’re not too far away.”

      “From what?” I ask.

      “From something you need to see…”
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      We trek on for another 45 minutes through the tightly knitted woods, shifting along pathways often travelled by these people. The morning sun continues to climb as we go, and so does the ground, steadily increasing in gradient as we begin to go a little higher.

      Through occasional gaps in the canopy, I spot the mountains, no longer quite so far ahead. It appears that we’re moving towards the lowest valleys at their base, away to the northwest of the city, which also comes into view in the distance. As always, it’s the High Tower that rises highest of all, the brightest of the lights in the city referred with some regularity by Rhoth as ‘the big city with all the lights’.

      But it’s away from the city that we’re moving, now far enough from the REEF to the south to have rendered the chasing pack no threat at all. In the company of these Fangs, these wildmen, these outerlanders, I actually feel quite safe. I get no sense that they mean us harm, and aside from a few choice words spoken between Zander and Rhoth, they don’t appear to have much animosity towards us.

      Yet, our wrists remain cuffed just in case, a feeling I’m starting to grow accustomed to. It’s the only thing that shows us to be their captives, although I’m getting the impression that, in actual fact, they’re aiding us in providing us safe passage across these dangerous lands.

      Rhoth, for all the roughness of his appearance, seems to be a sensible leader. One whose main goal is, simply, to ensure that his people remain safe. To that end, he appears to be thinking along the same lines as I am: that we need to work together, or at least not get in each others’ way, if we want to make sure that Cromwell and his cronies don’t spread their dominion over these lands.

      It’s a symbiotic relationship really. If Cromwell is victorious, everyone will suffer.

      The quiet of the woods begins to be broken as we slow our pace. Setting it at the front, Rhoth begins to slow, and the rest of us follow. It comes in communion with the sound of engines, audible off in the distance and moving up and down through the woods.

      We creep slower, and soon emerge from the edge of the forest looking down into a valley below. Right ahead, cutting through a patch of open, undulating space, I see a wide road spreading left and right.

      To the right, way off in the distance, the city of Haven is just about visible. To the left, much closer, some sort of large facility has been constructed. And ahead, rising higher and higher the further my eyes go, the grand mountains fill the horizon.

      Crouching low at the summit of the hill, right on the edge of the woods, we look down at the road and see trucks grumbling along it, moving to and from the city in the east.

      I stare in with my Hawk-eyes and see, though the little windows in the flanks of the trucks, groups of people sitting inside. Looking west, I watch as the trucks pass through the large gates of the facility. The people step out, greeted by administrators with clipboards who set about arranging them in order, and sending them off to the various buildings spread out within the compound.

      I know exactly what this place is. It doesn’t carry that same air of intimidation as the REEF. It’s newer, less drab and grey, the buildings more pleasing on the eye. Not beautifully designed by any stretch, but certainly far from daunting for those who come here.

      Because, this place isn’t designed for such a thing.

      It’s meant to be more welcoming, a place where people come to have their fears muted, their emotions doused, their lives improved. A place where miracles can happen, where someone living in misery can have their entire world turned around with little more than the flick of a mental switch.

      It’s a facility designed for ‘optional reconditioning’. A place touted by the powers-that-be as the answer to all questions of doubt and fear, where memories can be expunged and replaced. Where all pain in someone’s heart can be erased.

      Yet, really, that’s just the façade, the dressing. Beneath all of that, the true purpose of this place is just as dreadful as the REEF.

      Down there, thousands of people are being turned into slaves. Driven to the edge by the terrible attacks by the Fanatics, and by the looming war, and the panic that’s now spreading through the city as its stores of clean water are depleted.

      Now, the people are coming here in their droves to escape it all. They are joining Cromwell’s cause without even knowing it.

      I can see them now, pouring from the trucks, happily being led into the buildings where their entire inner workings will be rewired.

      What else have the Consortium offered to get them here? The promise of water? The promise of safety? Commander Burns told me just that. That those complying would be given priority as the war looms, guaranteeing their survival as the city continues to tremble in the grip of terror.

      Looking down alongside Zander and Adryan, we all just stare at the place for a good few minutes, all thinking the same thing. It’s a sight that makes things even more real, the sheer scale of the operation casting a bright light over the task that lies ahead.

      Every single person down there is another to join Cromwell’s cause, another to retreat from the war to come. Soon enough, when the Nameless have no choice but to incite civil war, they’ll be no one left to fight with them.

      No one to take up arms against the Consortium.

      No one left to oppose them except the force of hybrids and outcasts who have lingered in the shadows for so many years.

      And looking down upon the facility, Zander finally speaks.

      “I need to get back. Immediately,” he grumbles.

      He may have seen this before, but he’s clearly shocked by the scale of it all. And with the delays we’ve faced over the last day or two, Lady Orlando is no doubt wondering just what’s become of him.

      Zander turns to Rhoth, who looks at him for a few moments with those piercing, dark brown eyes. He understands. Reaching forward, he unlocks my brother’s wrists. Two other hunters do the same for myself and Adryan.

      “You see,” says Rhoth, looking over us all. “People don’t know what freedom really is. They’re coming here to be set free. Your tribe of Nameless aren’t the answer they’re looking for.”

      “They don’t know what they’re looking for,” counters Zander. “They’re sheep, and they follow their shepherd. They just need a new one.”

      “And that’s you, is it boy?”

      Zander shakes his head.

      “Not me, old man. I’m just a soldier.”

      “And a good soldier you are. I can’t say I care much for your cause, but I understand. And I know, too, that the fate of the Fangs may rest with you. Come, I will escort you back to your northern stronghold. It looks like you have no time to waste.”

      Rising to his full height, Rhoth reaches out his arm, and Zander takes it, their palms gripping each others’ forearms and shaking once.

      “Thank you, Rhoth,” says my brother. “I won’t forget this.”

      “Make sure you don’t, boy,” smiles the barbarian. “I like these lands as they are. Just make sure they stay that way. Too many changes already…” he adds, nodding towards the large facility, cut into the woods.

      And it’s into the woods we go again. Down through the trees, working our way eastwards through the valley until we reach a part of the road where we can cross without being seen.

      Reaching the other side, we journey on for another couple of hours, the going slow as we navigate the trails and hills that pepper the northern outerlands.

      Here, the marshes no longer exist. Instead, the lands are sturdy and, while wooded in many places, also have various areas of open ground, hills, rocky outcrops, rivers and ancient towns.

      It’s the latter that most interest me, the remnants of an older time. Some lie hidden in the forests, overgrown and retaken by nature. Others are merely bare bones, husks of a former beast, decaying in the dirt. Mostly, the old cities and towns were blown away by the winds of war, the tornado that swept across the globe altering its structure forever.

      What remains are the skeletons of the places left behind, the sight of mostly intact buildings a rare sight to see.

      Rhoth accompanies us as far as he’s willing to go. At this time of day, passing through the wilds isn’t quite so dangerous, and yet without weapons it would have been too risky for us to travel alone without our new escort.

      Leaving us at the edge of his territory, in an area long disputed between the Fangs and the Nameless, Rhoth pulls out Zander’s pulse rifle, confiscated when we were taken.

      Admiring the weapon, he asks: “You don’t mind if I hang on to this, do you?”

      Zander, for the first time since our latest incarceration, smiles.

      “Sure. Just be careful with the settings. It’s a powerful gun.”

      Rhoth nods knowingly. Such weapons have probably been used on him and his people multiple times before.

      Then, with a swish of his head, he looks to the distance.

      “Good luck,” he grumbles. “And don’t let me see you hunting my grounds again. Do you hear me, boy?”

      The smile doesn’t slip from Zander’s face. They shake hands as old enemies turned friends, and our two groups separate.

      And less than an hour later, as the winds pick up, and the fog begins to weaken, I spy, though the mist, a rare intact building surrounded by broken down ruins and half-destroyed forms of others. A church that continues to stand, even after all these years, bolstered and fortified and called home to the Nameless.

      The old street outside is empty, yet there’s a buzz coming from within. We rush towards it at some pace and Zander’s fist hits the wooden façade of the door.

      The buzz within stop abruptly.

      A hush fills the air, broken by a sudden wisp of wind fluttering through which blows my hair sideways towards the city, way off to the south and only visible as a haze of light through the fog.

      Zander’s knock carries a distinctive pattern, and I’m reminded of the first time we came here. A secret knock to give entry, to show friend from foe. On the other end of the door, a scraping sounds as the door is unbolted.

      And then, it opens up.

      A soldier stands before us, a man of the Nameless. Behind, many others gather, all looking to the entrance, all dressed in their armour and armed with all manner of weaponry. Upon seeing Zander, they relax a little, and the dozens of raised weapons fall.

      “Zander, you’re back,” says the guard who gives entry.

      My brother steps right in. I follow beyond, with Adryan to my side. All interest passes from Zander to us, to the two who failed at their mission to end Cromwell’s reign, to put Burns into power.

      Do they hate me for that? Are they angry about that?

      I can’t tell. I might be able were I to look into their eyes and see their minds. But I don’t. I don’t want to lock eyes with anyone.

      Zander looks around at the assembly. The gathering is far greater than what I saw when I first came here. Then, perhaps a dozen or so soldiers littered the main interior of the church. Now, there looks to be over a hundred of them, no space going to waste in the once holy space.

      “Is she here?” asks Zander, looking to the guard.

      He nods.

      “She expected you back yesterday, plus one,” he says, looking at me. “We didn’t expect you to have two companions…”

      The manner in which he looks at Adryan – that of suspicion and confusion – suggests he doesn’t know who he is. If he does, then it’s appalling to look upon my husband in such a way.

      After all he’s done…

      “Plans change,” says Zander. “We were delayed.”

      “And the others?”

      My brother shakes his head. The guard knows what it means. Dead.

      He takes a breath and we begin moving down the centre of the church. Adryan looks about the place with a sprinkle of awe scattered over his eyes. He’ll never have seen a building like this, so old and beautifully built. It’s far from the uniform, grey streets of Inner Haven.

      At the back of the church, beyond a stage, we reach a door that links to a short corridor. Beyond, and through another door a half dozen metres further back, Lady Orlando’s private quarters await.

      My heart thuds a little harder. There’s a lot I’ve wanted to say to this woman for many, many weeks now. I set myself firm with the idea that I won’t be kept in the dark anymore.

      Reaching the first door, the guard opens it up.

      “She’s in a frosty mood,” he says. “You know how she gets when you’re out of contact.”

      “Thanks, Burton,” says Zander. “Now back to your post.”

      The man, much older than my brother, defers to his position. Despite his callow years, Zander’s unique gifts have given rise to a prominent position here among the Nameless. And while he can move at lightning speed, see vast distances, and control people with his mind, the art of leadership is something he’s developed himself.

      We move through the door and shut it behind us. I find myself looking to Adryan and whispering: “Have you met her in person before?”

      He shakes his head.

      I wonder how he feels, after being abandoned by her. And I wonder, too, just where they’re keeping Agent Woolf, the woman who foiled all our plans.

      In a tiny cell, locked in a stress position, starved and preferably beaten…

      I dismiss the hateful woman from my mind, prone as she is to draw in hateful thoughts, and fill my lungs with a steadying breath as Zander knocks at the second door.

      A croaky voice calls us in.

      The door opens. Zander steps in first. Ahead of him, sitting by the fire in an old wooden chair, I see Lady Orlando. A woman I now know to be called Cornelia. A woman I know to be a Savant, a former member of the High Tower, known to Artemis Cromwell.

      She sits, her back slightly bent, her frame even more withered than when I first saw her. She appears ancient, and yet her neck swivels at speed to guide her eyes to the door at our arrival. From narrow slits, those greying eyes look upon Zander first, then me, and finally Adryan.

      She peruses us with the calm authority that all Savants possess. Yet there’s more to her, like there is with Adryan.

      More in her eyes.

      More in her face.

      More life to the lines that wrinkle her skin, that morph and move to display the relief upon seeing us.

      “Zander…” she whispers.

      He moves quickly towards her before she can get up. She does so anyway, and he quickly takes her hand and performs a little bow.

      “I’m sorry for taking so long,” he says. “It wasn’t my intention.”

      “It’s OK. I’m just happy you’re safe.”

      Her eyes swerve past his shoulder to me. Her relief at seeing me seems to expand. Then, she looks upon Adryan once more. I turn to him and see him staring right at her. There’s no anger to his expression. I see only respect.

      “Lady Orlando,” he says, stepping straight past me. He joins Zander in front of her, yet keeps a reverent pace back. His head bows too. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person.”

      She stretches out her hand and strokes his face, drawing him in.

      “My dear boy, the pleasure is mine,” she croaks, delivering a smile. “I am so sorry for what happened.”

      “No, my Lady,” says Adryan. “You did the right thing. I knew the risks. I was willing to die for this cause.”

      I remain in the doorway, quite astonished by Adryan’s sense of duty. And, I can’t deny, disappointed to hear that he seems so happy to part this world. To leave us to fight.

      To leave me.

      “Brie…”

      I lift my eyes. I didn’t even realise they’d dropped to the floor. Between the two young men, a gap opens up. Lady Orlando steps through it towards me.

      “My dearest girl,” she continues. “I’m so happy to see you here, see you safe.”

      She reaches me and draws me into a hug. It feels unnatural to me. Perhaps not on her part, but mine.

      Is she happy to see me? Is she really? Does she truly understand what happiness is?

      I stay silent.

      Releasing me, she examines my face as if looking at an old friend. Then she swings her eyes back to Zander and Adryan.

      “You’re all here,” she says. “It’s wonderful. Zander, pour some drinks.”

      Her cranky mood appears to have abated. Yet I can’t get past the falseness of it. I can’t tell whether she really cares or not. Whether she really cares about any of us, even the boy she raised, now pouring four glasses of whiskey.

      Still, in the back of my head, the word ‘Savant’ raises a flag. I can’t help it, even if Adryan is one himself. I consider him to be different, unique in his own way. Broken from the terrible spell that embraces all the rest of them.

      Is she the same? Or is she just another of the many, putting on the right face, making all the right noises.

      I guess I don’t know her well enough to answer that. All I know is what I’ve seen and heard. And I’m still yet to be convinced.

      Zander passes out glasses of whiskey. My mind immediately turns to my guardian, to Mrs Carmichael, to Tess and the academy. I’ve had little time to consider them these last few days. But now, back here, with the tunnel back into the city so close, my mind brings them all to the fore once again.

      And as we clink glasses, and Lady Orlando says a little toast to see us all safe, I know that I won’t be able to rest here. That, until all those I care about are safe, I’ll never find any sort of peace.
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      We sip the whiskey as one. That typical burning roasts my throat. Adryan coughs, not used to it. Wine, maybe, but not this stuff.

      “Enjoy it while it lasts,” says Lady Orlando. “Stocks are starting to run low right now.”

      As far as I’m concerned, the whiskey running out is the least of our problems. Mrs Carmichael probably isn’t thinking the same way.

      There’s a strange cocktail of emotions bubbling about. Zander’s relieved to be back. Adryan’s still bowed by reverence in the presence of Lady Orlando. The Lady herself continues to thaw, happy, as she says, to have us all here.

      And me? Well, I still haven’t spoken since I entered the room, afraid that I might put a foot out of place. There’s a lot I want to say. I just can’t think of a way to say it.

      Mercifully, the silence is ended by Zander’s explanation of what happened, including our very recent run-in with Rhoth. He isn’t afraid to point out that our fetching of Adryan was very much my idea.

      “I don’t blame you,” says Lady Orlando to me. “I suppose I didn’t give you much choice.”

      The elephant in the room is awoken. I speak for the first time.

      “No…you didn’t.”

      “I apologise for that, Brie. But, Adryan will have told you the arrangement. Your feelings, however strong for him, can’t get in the way.”

      “She’s right, Brie,” says Adryan, backing her up. “I knew what might happen. I never expected to be freed.” He reaches across and takes my hand, gently grasping my fingers within his. “But…thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me,” I say with a small, abashed smile. “It’s Zander who got us out.”

      All eyes turn to my brother, so often the saviour. It’s a part he plays with grace. He doesn’t bask in the admiration.

      “You deserved it, Adryan,” he admits, despite not wishing to put us in such peril. “You’ve been important for us, and for my sister. Let’s put it all behind us and look forward.”

      We all agree in silence. Our minds turn from the past and to the future, still so uncertain.

      “You appear to be mobilising,” says Adryan nodding towards the door and the many soldiers beyond it. “Do you have some plan of attack?”

      “Plans are still being formulated,” says Zander. “Brie’s assassination attempt was plan A. We have been working on plan B.”

      “And I guess that doesn’t involve such subterfuge?” I question. “I mean, more of a straight out attack, right?”

      “Correct,” says Zander. “Cromwell is now well aware of our designs for him, and we’ve lost the advantage of surprise. However, he doesn’t know about Commander Burns. At least, we hope he doesn’t.”

      “Commander Burns?” questions Adryan.

      Zander looks to me.

      “He doesn’t know yet,” I say.

      “Know…what?” asks Adryan. Then, his sharp mind kicks in, along with a frown. “Burns is your man on the inside?” he asks. “The man to supplant Director Cromwell?”

      “Yes,” says Zander. “We didn’t tell you before in case you were taken and your mind examined. It turns out, that was the prudent move.”

      Adryan nods his agreement.

      “And, I assume that’s why Commander Fenby needed to be eliminated? To open up a slot in the Consortium for Burns to step into?”

      Zander nods again.

      “Smart,” says Adryan. “It’s common for the Commanders of the City Guard to assume the Director’s chair when it becomes available. But…why would you expect Burns to be promoted after such a short stint in the Consortium? Fenby had been there for years, and was clearly next in line. But Burns?”

      It’s time for Lady Orlando to speak. We all drop our eyes to her wizened old face.

      “Leyton Burns is a very gifted Mind-Manipulator, Adryan. His time as Deputy Commander afforded him a unique position where he could seed his control over the Consortium in a very subtle manner. He’s done so very slowly, over many years. Should Cromwell have been killed, he would have assumed the chair. All the pieces were in place.”

      “So now what?” I ask, diverting attention from my failure. “Are you still trying to kill him?”

      “Of course. As long as he’s alive, we’re not safe.”

      “And this isn’t something that Commander Burns can do himself?” questions Adryan.

      “It wouldn’t be prudent for the new Director to have seen to the death of his predecessor,” says Lady Orlando bluntly. “I know just what you’re thinking Adryan – that Leyton could utilise his position, and gifts, to see to Cromwell’s end. However, it’s not as simple as that.”

      “He said that to me,” I say. “He said that it would always come back to him.”

      “And he’s right. It’s too much of a risk. We are considering all possible avenues, but unless Artemis puts himself into a position where we can get to him directly, I’m not sure that Leyton can help from where he is. Even his mental manipulations might be tracked should he mess with the wrong person.”

      It’s not surprising. The opportunity I had to take him out was like a blue rose, never to be rediscovered. I had my chance and failed to take it. Now, his defences are up, and he’s become a far more potent adversary.

      “You have to stop blaming yourself, sis.”

      I turn to Zander. Even without looking into my eyes, he’s read me, knows just what I’m thinking.

      “I’m not…”

      “You can’t fool me,” smiles my brother. “You did everything you could. We’ll find another way, don’t worry.”

      I get further words of support from Lady Orlando.

      “Brie, my child,” she whispers. “You did wonderfully.”

      “But it wasn’t enough,” I drone.

      “No…and for that I blame myself. I set you this task, and I take the blame for its failure. I should have seen all ends. I should have seen Agent Woolf coming. I should have figured it out, but I didn’t. But we move on. Failure is nothing but a speed bump to success. We will be victorious, dearest Brie. We will, I assure you.”

      Her words help to take some weight off me. I hoover a breath into my lungs and quickly blow it out, exorcising myself off the shame of my failure.

      “Good,” says Lady Orlando, sliding her index finger down my chin. “Now keep that up, all the way up. Seeing you all here is a great victory. Artemis will not be happy about that. He’s lost you, Brie, his prize. And he’s been denied the chance of seeing Adryan punished. If he feels any emotion, and I know he does despite what he says, then it’s anger and disappointment. They will be strong in him right now.”

      She smiles a natural smile, and the same is drawn up my face. The idea of Cromwell, stewing over our escape, is a rather appealing one for us both.

      And now my mind, once again, reverts to my friends, trapped over in Outer Haven as it descends into panic. I pose the question: “What’s been happening in the city?” and see the smile drop straight off Lady Orlando’s face.

      “Our reports suggest that it’s getting desperate. People are looting, fighting in the streets. There’s civil unrest.”

      “I’ve checked in on Mrs Carmichael for you, Brie,” adds Zander. “She and the children are safe at the academy for now. You know how well prepared she is. She has stocks of food and water to last a while.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of. Others might know too. They might come and try to take what she has.”

      “At an academy for orphans? I don’t think people are that desperate yet.”

      “You’d be surprised, Zander. What if the Disposables see an opportunity? What if they start spreading down from the northern quarter? I’ve seen them lingering around at night in the alleys. They’ve been coming for a while to mug and burgle. Now’s a prime opportunity for them to take what they can.”

      “The streets are under heavy occupation by the City Guards and Con-Cops,” says Lady Orlando. “But, as we know, they’re not exactly helping matters much, given their directive. The sheer scale of their numbers isn’t putting people off, and while many are being willingly taken to this new reconditioning facility, many others are being rounded up for their crimes and shipped to the REEF. Artemis is taking people left and right. If they’re not willingly giving in, he’s snatching them up by force.”

      I think for a moment, imagining the streets I grew up in so under threat, so squeezed of life.

      “I want to go and get them,” I say. “Brenda won’t last long with all this going on, and nor will the kids. They need to be given sanctuary…”

      “We have no provisions for that, sis,” says Zander. “Not for all of them. If we gathered up every family member and friend of our members here, we’d be too overburdened. In any case, your guardian seemed adamant that she wasn’t going anywhere. She’s keeping strong for her kids.”

      I know that about her. She’s stubborn, and not likely to run away from a fight. And Tess, too, is sure to be supporting her. I’ve seen neither of them since I left for the High Tower on my mission. I wonder if they know what happened. I wonder if they think I’m dead.

      I put the question to my brother. He tells me that he assured Mrs Carmichael that I’d be safe. I suppose, even then, he knew he was all set to break me out.

      “And what about Drum?” comes a further query from my lips. “And Sophie and Rycard?”

      “They’re still in the underlands,” says Zander. “Rycard has been helpful.”

      “And Drum? Has he been given a gun and a uniform yet?”

      “He’s joined up as part of our reserve forces, keeping a watch on the underlands.”

      “So, a sentry post then?”

      “More or less.”

      I don’t like it. If the Stalkers break through, he’ll be the first in the firing line. But what can I do? I have no power to tell him what to do. I have no power over anything here. I have to shield my mind from such feelings, mute the fear I feel for my friends.

      I have to be a soldier here, and follow orders.

      I have to comply.

      So, instead of kicking up a fuss as I usually would, I merely nod and say: “OK.”

      “And, how close are they to discovering your hideouts?” asks Adryan.

      Lady Orlando and Zander share a look.

      “They’re close,” says Zander. “We’re currently at Level 3 in our state of emergency.”

      “And that means?”

      “It means we’re ready to move at any moment. We have to be mobile and flexible. We have routes out of our main locations in the underlands that will give our people passage north beyond the city. But, few places are safe right now. With so much attention on us, some have chosen to return to Outer Haven…”

      “You’re kidding?” I say.

      “They think they’ll be safer there, more anonymous.”

      “And how do you police all that?” questions Adryan. “If these people know the routes into the underlands, then they’re risks to you if they’re found.”

      “You’re right,” says Lady Orlando. “They are. But we only allow people out if they’re adamant about leaving. In such a case, Zander or another of our manipulators will erase their memories of this place and set them out there with an empty head. Mostly, that alone serves to put them off the idea.”

      “But,” adds Zander, “it isn’t the worst thing. Yes, we’re trying to save people here, but with everything that’s been happening, it’s not easy taking care of so many and giving them refuge. We have to prioritise those who can fight.”

      The idea doesn’t sit well with me, but I can’t deny its logic. When the entire city is under threat, difficult decisions need to be made, and caring for the old and infirm who cannot contribute is a burden that, I’m sure, the Nameless could do without.

      “And, where beyond the city do the tunnels lead?” I ask.

      “There’s an old mining facility far to the north that we’ve been retrofitting for use as a sanctuary of sorts,” says Lady Orlando. “It will be safer for our people there. Getting there, however, won’t be so easy. It’s a long, long trek. As you’ve now met Rhoth, you’ll know the sorts of people who await us out there.”

      “He wasn’t so bad,” I suggest.

      “And he’s the best of the bunch,” cuts in Zander. “The Fangs mostly occupy the territory to the west of here. However, to the north, it’s the Bear-Skins and Skullers who dominate. They’re more feral, and far less cordial. And aside from them, Shadows crawl the lands north of here. We only have means of getting our people there on foot. It will be a buffet unless they’re properly protected, and right now we can hardly spare the manpower.”

      “Sounds like a catch-22,” murmurs Adryan. “What level do you need to reach in your state of emergency before you send people to the mines?”

      Zander glances at Lady Orlando. She’s been sipping on her whiskey with a consistency that reminds me very much of Mrs Carmichael.

      “Level 4,” he says. “It’s just a matter of time…”

      The room falls to silence. My mind swims with everything I’ve heard. Yet still, there’s much more to be said.

      But not here.

      Looking towards the clock, ticking quietly above the fireplace, Lady Orlando speaks.

      “It’s time, Zander. Go ahead and let them know.”

      Zander nods and moves straight to the door. Lady Orlando addresses us.

      “You asked earlier if we’re mobilising, Adryan,” she says, looking to the door and the large gathering beyond. “The assembly you saw in the church will help us determine just that. Come, we have a meeting to attend.”
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      Following Zander through the door, I hear his voice calling out for attention as the hundred-plus members of the Nameless all turn to see Lady Orlando emerge. A hush descends as she creaks in on her skinny old legs, and Adryan and I follow behind, moving off to one side as she scans the gathering.

      I do the same, and in the background see a couple of familiar faces. The first is middle-aged, topped with a balding dome and with sleek eyes hidden behind spectacles. I recall his name: Walter, the chemist who helps create the suppressor drugs that hybrids use to conceal their powers.

      It was he who Mrs Carmichael used to meet and fetch the drugs from; the drugs she fed me to keep my powers from manifesting. I wonder, now, what my life would be like had I never discovered the truth.

      If I hadn’t been involved in that attack by the Fanatics at Culture Corner, then I wouldn’t have been up on that stage in Inner Haven, on display for the whole city to see. Zander would never have recognised me, or found me, and I’d have continued on thinking I was just another normal girl.

      I wonder, too, how much impact I’ve had. How much I’ve actually contributed. Perhaps, by failing to kill Cromwell, I’ve done more harm than good. Perhaps it would have been better for everyone if I’d never been unearthed.

      Looking at Walter, I find his beady eyes looking right back. A warm smile lifts on his face, and a little nod of respect draws down his chin. I slide my eyes to his left, and see his bodyguard alongside him: Astor, the Hawk who, as far as I know, may also be a hybrid, staring right at the front, right at Lady Orlando with an intense glare that many of the people here employ.

      And there’s a tension in the air as the hush falls. People who had been sitting against the walls, or on old rotting pews, stand and gravitate to the front, to the little stage where Lady Olando stands.

      I find myself stepping off and out of the spotlight. Adryan comes too, leaving only Zander alongside Lady Orlando, a pace back to her right.

      “Good afternoon everyone,” she begins. “And thank you all for coming here today. As we are all well aware, times have grown desperate, and we find ourselves at a crossroad. As of right now, we are at a Level 3 emergency. I don’t have to tell you what will happen should we reach Level 4. Today, here, right now…we must consider our next course.”

      She allows a short break for her words to sink in. Everyone watches, waiting for her to continue.

      When she does, she opens up one arm and spreads it across the room.

      “All of you here have something to contribute. All are leaders within our cause. Some have recently joined. Others have been with us for many, many years. But we must all play our role in the war to come. And war it is, ladies and gentlemen. There’s no getting around that now, no hiding from it. The city is at war, and it is down to us to find a way to end it.”

      Again, a silence.

      Again, no one speaks.

      All wait for her to do so.

      Her eyes turn down to me.

      “We all know Brie,” she says. “We all know that her mission was unsuccessful. We all know, too, that she did everything she could to see it through. I failed her. We failed her. And it’s up to us to make this right. The opportunity to slay the snake in secret is gone. Artemis Cromwell knows we’re coming, and has been spreading his forces through the city. It is becoming a stronghold, and we are far outnumbered in strength of arms. We have to out-think him, ladies and gentlemen. We need to out-think the collective wisdom of all of the Consortium. That is our task.”

      As she speaks, I find eyes inspecting me. They come and go, glancing before turning away. The weight of my failure, laden on my back for many days, is beginning to ease. Lady Orlando is helping to spread the burden, spread the responsibility.

      And now, she’s turning all eyes away from me. She’s turning them to the future.

      They centre on someone at the rear. I follow her gaze and see a small woman, fairly young and perhaps in her mid 20s, with slit-like green eyes, sleek red hair, and a petite frame that makes her look totally out of place among the soldier-types occupying the space around her.

      Lady Orlando addresses this young woman directly.

      “Kira,” she says. “What’s your latest report?”

      The fox-like woman speaks with a smooth voice. She appears completely undaunted by the gathering, by the state of tension in the room.

      “The city is brimming, as you say, my Lady. In the last few days the patrols of Con-Cops and City Guards have exploded. Roadblocks are being set up. Anyone acting out of turn is being taken in. It’s fully under occupation.”

      “And the people?” asks Lady Orlando.

      “The people consider it for their safety,” says Kira. “The spokespeople for the City Guard are calling it a peace-keeping force, intended to make sure that the rioting is kept to a minimum with the lack of clean drinking water. Yet, they’re getting more desperate by the day, and more bold. It’s all playing into Director Cromwell’s hands, my Lady.”

      “Yes,” says Lady Orlando, addressing us all again. “Each day that passes, more slaves submit, willingly or otherwise, to Artemis’ doctrine. Our allies are shrinking. Soon, there will be so few to oppose him, so few to join our uprising. We will be strangled out of here. You all know how desperate this is. Kira is our eyes and ears in the city, but many of you have seen it for yourselves. Now,” she says, laying it on thick and turning to another part of the room, “what are your thoughts on this, Beckett?”

      A hundred people turn to the left corner. A gruff looking man stands there, tall and broad and decked out in rugged armour. He has a patchwork of stubble on his chin and similarly short hair to match, with a grimace of a mouth and narrow eyes in between.

      He looks to be in his early 40s, and his voice suits him. It’s short and direct, and deep enough to boom from the rear without needing to be raised.

      “My thoughts, my Lady, are to strike soon and strike hard. His forces are scattered. He has little idea as to the strength we possess. We cannot let him find out, and we cannot let things escalate. Now is the time to gather our strength and attack.”

      Lady Orlando looks to Zander, who takes a step forward to her side. Among men and women much older than him, his voice carries respect and obedience. His power exceeds all but the most gifted hybrids, of whom there are many in this room.

      “Do you concur, Zander?” asks Lady Orlando.

      He sways his eyes around and room. They land on the man called Beckett.

      “I do. Beckett is one of our most experienced leaders, and one of our strongest too. I defer to his greater wisdom and knowledge of this city. I don’t believe we can wait.”

      There’s a murmur of agreement through the room. Looking upon the gathering, I see a swell of strength and power. An ensemble of hybrids, cast out from the city and forced to fend for themselves, to live in the shadows. Biding their time for this moment.

      A moment that they have no choice but to seize.

      Beckett speaks again.

      “My Lady, we have been raising our numbers these last few weeks. Many hybrids have come to us from the wilderness, just realising the power within their blood. Cromwell has given them no choice but to come to us to fight. We have never been stronger than we are right now.”

      Lady Orlando turns to Walter.

      “Is this true, Walter?” she asks.

      The chemist nods.

      “Yes, Lady Orlando. I’ve been getting far fewer people coming to me for drugs these last few weeks. The hybrids are beginning to realise that they cannot live normal lives in Outer Haven anymore. Their gifts are returning, and manifesting. It’s as Beckett says; Cromwell’s doctrines are forcing them to come to us. If they don’t, they fear they’ll be found out sooner or later…”

      “But how many are able to fight?” asks Lady Orlando. “We need warriors. A hybrid is only valuable if he’s able to utilise his powers on the battlefield. Otherwise he’s just another body.”

      “We’re working through that now, my Lady,” booms Beckett. “We have our best people training and equipping them. But you’re right. We need proper soldiers if we’re to strike at Cromwell’s heart. His Stalkers will cut down anyone who isn’t up to the task.”

      “Numbers, Beckett,” says Lady Orlando.

      Beckett considers things for a moment.

      “We have at least a hundred powerful hybrids, perhaps another fifty if I’m being generous. Beneath that, we have hundreds more capable of fighting, weaker hybrids and Enhanced defectors. Then, there’s the rest.”

      “And the elite?” she asks, switching her eyes to Zander.

      Zander shares a look with Beckett. I can tell that the soldier is at least part Hawk, but will certainly be gifted with other enhancements too.

      “If we’re talking about those who can match the best Stalkers in a fight, maybe twenty,” says my brother.

      Another murmur ripples across the room. There’s some confusion as to whether that’s a good number or not.

      I find my own voice slipping out.

      “And how many Stalkers does Cromwell have?”

      Lady Orlando’s eyes drop to me, along with several dozen others.

      “Many times that number,” she says. “According to Commander Burns, there are a little over three hundred Stalkers currently in operation.”

      A few words of concern hum through the high-ceilinged church. People turn to each other with worried eyes.

      “And, how much control does Commander Burns have over them?” asks a soldier in the crowd. “Can he just call them off to give us free passage inside?”

      “Regrettably, no,” says Lady Orlando. “The Stalkers don’t fall under Commander Burns’ authority. As Commander, he oversees the City Guard and all aspects of the city’s security, but its day to day running is in the hands of the new Deputy Commander, Quentin Black. Ironically, Leyton had more direct control in his previous position.”

      “Then who oversees the Stalkers?” asks the same soldier.

      “A man by the name of Colonel Hatcher oversees their operation. However, at times like this, it will be Artemis himself who calls the shots. Rycard, you have the inside line. Do you have anything to add?”

      I turn, quickly, to see another friendly face in the crowd, not too far from the front. Rycard stands there, his right eye covered in its patch, his handsome face still scarred and refusing to fully heal. He’ll carry them around forever, a constant reminder of Cromwell’s treachery.

      Before he can speak, Lady Orlando once more addresses the room.

      “For those of you who are unaware, Rycard was a member of the City Guard. He has very recently defected, and is up to speed with all current protocol for the security forces of Inner Haven.”

      Having caught everyone up, she hands the floor to him.

      “Thank you, Lady Orlando. I have little to add beyond what you’ve said. All I’ll say is that Cromwell will certainly be keeping his strongest Stalkers around him at all times. They will be guarding the base of the High Tower, as well as its summit. The City Guards, together with the Con-Cops, number in the many thousands. He’ll be able to use them as canon fodder, while keeping his most powerful bodyguards close. You say you have perhaps twenty elite hybrids, with a hundred or so in total. I don’t want to dampen any spirits, but I don’t see that that will be enough to break his lines…”

      His voice of doom leaves a silence behind. It seems as though many others are thinking along the same lines, opening a pathway for a few negative opinions to be expressed.

      “What will it even accomplish?” calls out one man in a manner that suggests he’s been itching to speak. “If Cromwell is killed now, can Burns just step in and take over? Everything’s changed! This was meant to be a secret assassination. It was meant to be a covert switch of regimes. We’re talking about storming the castle here. We’re talking about revolution!”

      Others agree, voicing their support. The room fills with enough voices that Zander has to step forward once more, his voice cutting through the din and calling for silence.

      “Quiet!” he shouts. “Let her speak!”

      The brief tumult fades. The following lull is broken by the poised and calm voice of our leader.

      “Perhaps you’re right,” says Lady Orlando coolly. “Perhaps we’re no longer looking at just a simple change in regime. Plans change, ladies and gentlemen. We wanted to merely install a Director who would be sympathetic to our cause. That chance may be gone. But the end goal remains the same. Artemis needs to be eliminated…”

      “And what if someone else steps into the void he leaves behind?” calls out another woman, her voice squeaking from the shadows. “What if we’re just trading in Cromwell for another despot. They’re all the same up there! If we can’t install Commander Burns, what’s the point?!”

      Once more, the room begins to rumble, and Zander’s roars douse the growing flames.

      Lady Orlando remains composed.

      “The point, Heather, is to change the course of history. We’re all aware here of the threat that the people face. It isn’t just the Unenhanced. It’s not just your friends and families in Outer Haven. It’s about saving everyone, the Enhanced included. Artemis has long held designs for the Savants alone. His mind, his programming, is bent on the concept of eugenics. He sees the Savants as the saviours of this planet. He considers emotion to be weakness, to be evil. He and all who follow him need to be destroyed for the sake of humankind. It really is that simple, Heather.

      “Now, I appreciate all of your opinions and concerns. However, I will only condone constructive comments. Rycard has made a good point, and one we must consider. However, we cannot allow this forum to descend into a rabble. We must stay focused. Time is against us.”

      Her words - authoritative, calm, logical – are enough to cool the tongues of those in the room. Yet there’s clearly a division appearing. Many simply don’t believe that we can win.

      It’s written across their faces.

      It’s splattered through their minds.

      I can see it all, feel it all. The swell of negativity and doubt has been quietened. But it still remains, gnawing from within.

      “We don’t have a choice.” It’s Zander, taking over from Lady Orlando. “But there may be another way…”

      He turns to Lady Orlando. They lock eyes for a moment. She nods her consent, suggesting that they’ve discussed something before, something he’s about to share. His eyes return to the crowd.

      “The High Tower isn’t as invulnerable as everyone thinks. It has a weakness that we can exploit.”

      I turn to Adryan, standing beside me. We spent hours going over the schematics of the High Tower and all its security protocols. No weakness revealed itself. None at all.

      “What weakness?” I ask, turning to my brother and voicing my concern. “Adryan and I know the layout inside out…”

      “It isn’t a weakness of the interior, Brie. It is a weakness of nature.”

      I frown.

      Nature? What does that mean?

      “The Savants think purely by logic,” he says, his voice filling the hall. “That is their nature. In order to outfox them, we need to think outside of the box. We need to do something that they would never expect. Something…terrible.”

      I don’t like the tone of his voice. He’s unsure about what he’s saying.

      “The High Tower is mostly impenetrable,” he goes on, his voice slow, methodical. “As Rycard rightly says, penetrating through the base might be impossible. And if we do, we will suffer great losses that we may not be able to afford. But…a direct attack may not be our only option.” His voice lowers. He takes a breath. “There is a vulnerability beneath the building, however, that may present an opportunity.”

      Heads begin to turn, looking to each other. A heavy silence swamps the room. My brother glances at me with a guilty eye, before continuing.

      “We may…be able to kill many birds with one stone,” he says. “We may be able to destroy the entire structure…”

      His words empty into the room and hang for a few moments. No one speaks.

      Destroy the entire structure.

      Blow up the High Tower…

      I look to Adryan, whose face has fallen into a frown. He stares forward at Zander, at Lady Orlando. Others do the same.

      I do the same.

      The silence is finally broken by our leader.

      “I know it sounds awful,” she says. “But destroying the High Tower might be our only means of victory. Lives will be lost...innocent lives…but many more will be saved. They will not see it coming. They would never expect us to condone such an action. And that…that is why it might just work.”

      The room remains silent. The concept begins to settle in the people’s minds. I look to their faces and sneak into their minds. Some consider the idea appalling. Others find it appealing. Yet those that do are consumed by guilt at the thought.

      And Adryan? A man who’s spent his entire life living in that building?

      I look to him and don’t need to read his mind. His expression is enough to show me that he considers the option unpalatable.

      And as I look at him, he speaks.

      “You can’t,” he says. “There are thousands of people in that building…they’re innocent. They know nothing of Cromwell’s plot.”

      “No, they don’t,” says Lady Orlando. “They are merely slaves to his system too. But in war, Adryan, there is always collateral damage. We must give this idea serious thought. It may be the only way.”

      “It is the only way,” comes a voice from the crowd. I turn. Others do too. And it’s to Rycard that they look.

      There’s a grimace on his face, a curl of hatred that won’t go away. He’s been twisted by his injuries, his soul turning black.

      “You’ll never get to Cromwell with what you’ve got here. You don’t have the manpower. He’ll see any direct attack coming. Destroy it, my Lady. Destroy the High Tower. Burn them all.”

      Adryan starts shaking his head. Others do the same. But there are others who nod, some guiltily, others with a little more fervour.

      But his words shock me. He’s turned bitter, willing to see hundreds, thousands of innocent people die for the sake of killing one man. And not just the Savants in the tower, or the City Guards who defend it – men and women that he once called his colleagues – but the Unenhanced who have married up too.

      Women like Mary and Lucy, so kind-hearted, will be locked in that building as it crumbles, unable to escape the inferno.

      As Rycard speaks, the room begins to rise with a hundred voices. Voices of agreement and voices of dissention. Voices calling for calm and others shouting for sanity. And in that tumult, I find myself walking away.

      Walking away from all of this.

      This talk of murder and death.

      This talk of genocide.

      If this is truly the only course of action, then I know I can have no part in it. Because if we go through with it, then we’re no better than the man we’re trying to depose.

      And we’ll already have lost our humanity.

      So away through the crowd I walk, moving for the rear door. And reaching it, I open it up and slip out into the misty air, and turn my eyes to the city in the distance. To the very building that is now under dispute.

      But I’m not alone. From behind me, Adryan comes. He stands beside me and looks at his old home, and our hands link together.

      And with the church roaring nearby, we just stare in silence. Lost in thought, lost in doubt.
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      The first words I say come after an age.

      They come from somewhere deep, some profound place in my mind. A place of dreams and ambitions. A place where anything is possible.

      “Let’s leave this place,” I whisper.

      I’m still staring forward at the High Tower, glittering through the mist. I can see Adryan look down at me through my peripheral vision. But still I just stare forward.

      “And go where?” he asks.

      Slowly, I turn around on the spot, looking off as far as I can into the opposite direction. Through the old ruins of the town. Through the woods around us. Through the hills and mountains and over the rivers and streams.

      “Somewhere,” I say. “Anywhere…”

      I speak without hope or expectation. I speak without belief. The words just come, like a daydream. A daydream I’ve had so many times before.

      A daydream that, deep down, I always knew would never come true.

      “Out there,” says Adryan, nodding forward. “After everything we’ve seen?”

      I’m not thinking of that. I’m not thinking of the dangerous tribes, or the beasts, or the Shadows that lurk beyond. I’m not thinking at all of anything real. I’m just speaking, allowing myself some cathartic release, as the church continues to shake with the sound of a hundred arguing voices.

      But here, it’s quiet. Here, it’s peaceful. A place for silly dreams that will never come true.

      “Genocide,” I whisper. Reality is dawning. The respite provided by my imagination is closing up. “They’re talking about genocide…”

      Adryan nods. He takes a tighter grip of my hand. My eyes are drawn to his.

      “We could go,” he says, nodding. “We could take our chances.”

      Is he saying it for me? Does he really believe it?

      He can’t. His Savant mind would never allow such a thing.

      Already I feel the daydream slipping away. It was never real.

      I turn back to the High Tower, away from the unknown. Back to the place that dulls my heart, dulls my spirit.

      “I won’t be part of it,” I say. “I won’t help.”

      “They wouldn’t ask you to,” says Adryan. “Your brother wouldn’t…”

      “My brother…” A scowl of disappointment curls on my lips.

      How can he wish for this? How could he live with himself if he saw it through?

      “You’ve done your part, Brie,” Adryan tells me. “And so have I. Let them figure it out, let them do what they need to…”

      I shake my head, seeing in my mind’s eye the towering structure being eaten by flame. Seeing it crumbling to the floor, crushing the thousands who reside within.

      “You don’t believe that, do you?” I ask. “You wouldn’t let them…”

      “We don’t have a choice,” he answers quickly. “I…I hate the idea. But I see the logic in it. I see the bigger picture, as ugly as it is.”

      A sigh drifts from me. I hate that I see it too, that I understand what they’re saying. But there has to be another way. This cannot be the course they take.

      The fires of a revolution cannot be lit like this.

      “If only I’d completed my mission,” I lament. “Look where we are now. Whatever happens, thousands are already being killed and reconditioned. None of this would have happened if it wasn’t for…”

      “Don’t, Brie,” says Adryan sharply. “It’s not your fault.”

      “I…I know. I’m not blaming myself. I’m just...” I shake my head and let my chest deflate. “I don’t know. I’m just disappointed. We could have saved so many lives. We could have changed the world.”

      Adryan takes my shoulders and turns me to him. He draws me into a hug, sensing that that’s what I need.

      “We tried,” he says softly. “We tried our best.”

      I hate the thought. If our best isn’t good enough, then what’s the point in trying at all? What was the point in any of this?

      I slide from his arms and he lifts my chin. Again, he repeats what he said before.

      “We could go,” he whispers. His eyes look again to the world behind us, to the great unknown. “We could find somewhere peaceful. Live simple lives away from all this.”

      I smile weakly at his words. He’s never uttered such a sentiment. I’ve told him before of my desire to explore, to escape this city. His ambition has never been the same. All he’s ever wanted is to free Haven from the grip of Cromwell, to see all its people cooperating, working together for a brighter future.

      And yet, here he is, willing to leave with me. Willing to leave for me.

      I reach up and take his cheek in my palm. The lightest of touches draws his face in, and our lips lock in a gentle kiss.

      And in that moment, with all these emotions flowing through me, some words escape me that I never intended. Words that I never thought I’d utter.

      “I love you,” I whisper, so quiet as if I’m afraid to bring to life my feelings. A little girl, timid and shy.

      I dip my eyes, too frightened to look into his. Across the street, the noise in the church fades into the background, and all the world turns silent.

      A second passes. Then two.

      My eyes rise again and, nervously, I look into his.

      I see a smile on his face. His lips part, ready to speak. They delay a moment, and then he says: “I…love you too.”

      I can’t help myself. Against my better judgement, I enter his mind and see confusion. I see me, my face prominent in his thoughts. But it’s not quite me. There’s something different. And as I look, I see my features alter slightly, turning into someone else.

      And then I see it.

      Amelia. His first wife. The woman whose abduction and death set him on this road, to this moment.

      He’s still thinking about her. He’s still in love with her.

      And me? I’m just a residue of that. A reflection.

      Nothing more.

      I turn away, and blink hard as a tear gathers.

      “Brie…” whispers Adryan. He lifts my chin.

      “You don’t have to...” I start.

      I don’t finish. I don’t even know what I’m trying to say.

      I steady my emotions, and shut away the foolish girl. Foolish for telling him how I feel. Foolish for feeling that way in the first place.

      And foolish for even considering running away, leaving this place.

      I turn back to the city, and a fresh resolve fills me. My friends are there, my family. Mrs Carmichael. Tess. Abby and Nate and the others at the academy. Drum down below us right now, at his sentry post, fighting the good fight.

      Fighting for what’s right.

      I can’t run from that. I can’t hide from it.

      I will never abandon those I care about.

      Those I love.

      Those who love me.

      Who really love me…

      And as the debate continues to rage within the church, I know that, one way or another, I still have a part to play. As long as there are those I care about in the city, I will always be here for them. I will always do what I can to help them.

      And turning away from Adryan, I look to the church, and begin marching back towards it.

      Like Commander Burns told me when he revealed who he really was.

      There’s more to be done out here. And I still have a role to play.

      I just have to figure out what it is…

      

      
        
        THE END

      

        

      
        The Enhanced will continue in the next book, Renegade.
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      I sit in the dim light of Lady Orlando’s quarters, right up against the windowsill. Beyond the murky, stained pane of glass, the blurred lights of the High Tower continue to stare at me.

      And I stare right back.

      The fire flickers behind, passing its warmth into the room. Yet there remains a shudder to my bones that won’t shift.

      I’m alone.

      Away through the door and down the short corridor, the main hall of the church has grown quieter. The raucous roars of debate have subsided. Many of those who had come here beyond the city to discuss what to do next have departed. Only a handful of the more senior members of the Nameless remain.

      But not me. I don’t want to lend my voice to the debate. It seems inevitable right now that the decision will be made to destroy the High Tower, kill all those who reside within it.

      To bring this entire war to an end in one fell swoop.

      But will it?

      Will destroying the High Tower bring the people of this city together? How can such an act of wanton violence do anything to seal up the rifts that have developed between the people?

      I shake my head as I gaze at the tower under question. As I imagine the many thousands inside it right now, their fate being considered so heartlessly by the supposed leaders in this cause.

      Rebels.

      Revolutionaries.

      That’s what they call themselves. But is that true? If they topple a building full of innocents, aren’t they just murderers? Aren’t they just as bad as Cromwell himself, presiding over the deaths of so many with such detachment?

      But then, Lady Orlando – Cornelia – is indeed a Savant herself. She’s viewing this from a place of dispassion and objectivity. She may feel more than most of her kind, but she’s still able to separate her muted emotions from the decision making process.

      Not like me.

      So, I choose to not participate. I’ve made my thoughts known simply by my absence. When I stormed out of the church as the debate began, Zander was quick to notice me leaving.

      When I re-entered, I didn’t stay. I walked straight through, up onto the stage, and back down the corridor to where I am right now. I blocked it all out and took myself away, leaving the rest of them behind to haggle over this war.

      Adryan stayed back, leaving me to get some space and time alone. That’s another thing I’m happy for. Only an hour or so ago, I’d professed my love for him, and seen merely a reflection in his eyes. A reflection of the love he still holds for his first wife, Amelia.

      His real wife, Amelia.

      I’m not his real wife. Our marriage is a sham, a convenience. A union designed to get me close enough to kill Artemis Cromwell, a mission I failed to see through.

      Now, I suppose our marriage can be annulled. In fact, given how I’m a spy and he’s a traitor, I’m guessing that the good folk down at the Council of Matrimony are already striking our marriage from the books.

      He’s no longer my husband.

      Whatever happens, Inner Haven will be changed forever, and our false union won’t stand. I am a single girl once again.

      Right now, my thoughts can’t dwell on him. And they can’t dwell on what my brother and Lady Orlando and the other leaders are concocting either. My part in this is a simple, single one: to make sure those I care for are safe; to give them sanctuary when the whole world begins to fall down around them.

      Already, it’s starting. The girl called Kira, described by Lady Orlando as the Nameless’ eyes and ears in the city, made it clear that the whole of Outer Haven is coming under occupation.

      Soon enough, it will be too hard to get Mrs Carmichael and Tess, and the rest at the academy, to safety. They’ll stay there to the bitter end, stubborn as they both are, until they’re eventually taken for reconditioning, willingly or not.

      In fact, given my escape, and our rescue of Adryan, I have my suspicions that Cromwell is going to start using my loved ones against me. Even now, he might be gathering them up and using them as bait. Luring me into another of his terrible traps.

      All I have to go on is what my brother told me – that, a couple of days ago, he went to check in on Mrs Carmichael and found her in good spirits. That she is adamant that she’ll stick around in the city she knows and not abandon the kids who, according to Zander, cannot be given sanctuary here.

      I understand his reasoning.

      We all have people we care for. Were every member of the Nameless to go rushing off to gather up their friends and family, we’d be completely overburdened and overrun. The only way of saving them is to save everyone.

      And apparently that means destroying the High Tower.

      I look at it again, shining through the haze, and a numbness engulfs me. I turn away just as quick and look upon the flickering fire instead, crackling gently in the background as the odd spark is spewed from a piece of dry wood.

      I stand and gravitate towards it, and find myself scooping up a glass of whiskey from the little side-table. My body is warmed by the fire. My throat is warmed by the liquor. I take a seat on an old wooden chair and let my ears fill once more with the subdued voices down the corridor beyond.

      Then, the sound of a creaking door lifts in the quiet night, followed by a few slow footsteps. They stop outside the Lady’s quarters. A moment later, the second door is opening and my hus – Adryan – is staring upon me.

      He steps in and shuts the door. His face, once so pristine, is etched with a network of lines that tell of his recent experiences. There’s a veil of pain and discomfort over his eyes that may never be drawn off, deep scars now cut into his body and mind.

      We both need a wash, and a change of clothes. Mine have adorned me since I was taken in by Cromwell, held captive at the summit of the High Tower after my aborted assassination attempt. His are different, a grey jumpsuit that was thrust over his body as he was kept in a cell at a far more horrific place.

      I see the stains of blood through the cloth. Some might be the blood of the wolves that attacked us on the road, slaughtered by Zander as they snapped at our heels at the base of that tree. Most, however, is his own, seeping from the wounds inflicted during his torture.

      I wonder just what his body looks like now beneath his clothes. From the brief sights I’ve got of it in the past, I know it’s well honed and athletic, a pristine frame to match his pristine face.

      No longer.

      His body, like his face, is permanently etched.

      “Have they made a decision yet?” I ask as he steps in.

      I want to break the silence, the tension. There’s something different between us now. I feel numb to look at him.

      “They’re getting there,” he whispers. “Perhaps they have no choice after all.”

      I turn my eyes away from his and back to the fire. There’s something comforting about it. A natural force without prejudice or agenda. I’m beginning to hate the whims of men.

      “I argued against it, Brie,” he says, trying to assure me of his humanity. “I’m just being…realistic.”

      I nod, but don’t speak.

      He comes towards me, expecting to draw up my eye. I don’t lift my gaze. I can’t look at him right now.

      “Brie…” he whispers.

      His hand slides across my upper arm. I still don’t look at him. Then it’s to my chin that his fingers come, pulling my eyes up.

      “Brie,” he says again. “What’s wrong?”

      A huff spills from my lungs.

      What’s wrong?

      Everything’s wrong.

      I drop my chin again. My glass tips down my throat, and the whiskey tumbles. It doesn’t burn this time.

      It soothes me.

      “I…I do love you, Brie,” comes his voice.

      His words bring a grimace to my visage. It fades just as quickly. I don’t care about all that right now. None of that matters in the face of all of this.

      At least, I wish that were true.

      I wish my heart wasn’t aching like it is.

      His body drops to a knee, so that he’s right there in front of me.

      “It’s hard,” he whispers. “You just…you remind me of her. Of Amelia. I can’t help that. But it doesn’t mean I don’t…”

      “Stop,” I say, cutting through his voice. “Just…stop, Adryan. It doesn’t matter. We don’t matter right now, OK.”

      A new silence fades into the room. Beyond it, the voices are heard again.

      “I just want you to know,” he says. “I don’t want to see you hurt.”

      “I’m not hurt,” I lie, still unable to look at him. “I’m just…tired. And dirty. And…”

      “Scared?” he asks.

      I nod.

      “For your friends?”

      My lungs empty. “For everyone,” I say.

      “I understand. You have lots of people you care about in the city. It must be hard. I suppose I’m lucky. I only care about one person. And she’s right here with me.”

      Now my eyes do turn to his, silver and soft and yet written with that pain that may never fade. I look at them, and feel a desire to enter his mind and see what he’s really thinking.

      But I don’t.

      I don’t want to see the truth. I don’t want to know.

      I consider so briefly the option of altering his thoughts. I could rewrite his memories, dampen and dull those of Amelia, force his thoughts of love and affection to centre only on me.

      I could do it all, change him to be how I want him. Make him fall madly in love with me and forget his first wife ever existed.

      I could, but I couldn’t. I won’t. I’d never do such a thing to him. Not him.

      He reaches out with his hand and cups my cheek. I feel him trying to draw me in, his lips moving towards mine. I pull back and turn away, looking at the fire once more.

      “It’s OK,” he says. “I understand.”

      He stands and takes a step back.

      I feel horrible. I just want to be alone.

      “There are showers,” he says, his voice firming up, hardening. “Your brother said there are fresh clothes for us too. Come on, Brie. Let’s get ourselves sorted.”

      The idea forces me to move, to rise up from my stupor. I feel filthy, inside and out. I need to purge myself of it all.

      So I follow him down the corridor and back out into the main church. And as we pass across it to the right, and another door, I look to see that the gathering has grown small. That the voices are no longer in debate, but in quiet and cool discussion. That heads are nodding as one, and people taking their turns to speak.

      I see agreement and consent. I see a plan being drawn up.

      And as we pass, eyes follow. Lady Orlando’s. Zander’s. I see Walter there too, and Rycard, and Beckett and Kira, and several other members of the Nameless whose voices are deemed important to the task.

      All look at me briefly before turning away. But I only see them in a flash, out of the corner of my Hawk-eyes. Because I refuse to look at them right now.

      And moving through the door, Adryan leads me to the washing area. Several shower cubicles line a wall, with compartments filled with fresh clothes against another.

      I move towards one of the showers and pray that the water is warm. Opening the door, I hear Adryan open his. Just as he does so, I glance across and see him unzipping his jumpsuit, letting the top half fall. And as he does, I get confirmation of what I feared.

      Confirmation of a body scattered with scars. Of a once beautiful frame painted in burns and cuts and blisters. Some will fully heal and disappear. Others will become blemishes on his body that will never leave him.

      Like Rycard, his face now burdened forever, Adryan’s body has been morphed and mutilated.

      And seeing him in such a state breaks my heart.
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      Adjoined to the main church hall are sleeping quarters, fitted out with a minimum level of comfort and used by the leaders of the Nameless when they gather outside of the city.

      As far as I understand it, for the most part it’s only Lady Orlando, and a few others, who maintain a permanent vigil here. Mostly the elderly advisors of the rebel forces who can’t, for one reason or another, take an active part in the fighting in Outer Haven.

      Mercifully, I get my own room. There are a few small, single rooms used for the permanent residents, and other larger dorms occupied by the rest when they take up temporary position here. Given what Adryan and I have been through, we’re given precedent over the two free, private rooms that remain unoccupied.

      After a shower that does a great deal to invigorate me, I dress in a fresh batch of dark, rugged clothing – far more the type I’m used to – and happily discard the blue clothing of Inner Haven that I’m very happy to say I’ll never have to wear again.

      Adryan leaves me at the door to my room. His is next door.

      “Goodnight then, Brie,” he says, a little stiffly.

      I offer the same in reply.

      As he turns and moves to his door, my mouth opens and shuts without uttering one of the many things I want to say to him.

      Mostly, it’s the sight of his brutalised body that lingers in my mind, now hidden behind his own outfit of dark jeans, shirt, and leather jacket. It’s a far cry from the smart suits I’ve only ever seen him wearing, and the blood-stained jumpsuit that’s found itself discarded alongside my blue clothing.

      Like me, he’s only too happy to see those items burned and expunged from his memory.

      I don’t think it will be that easy.

      Despite feeling as weary as I ever have, I find it difficult dropping off. The bed is perfectly comfortable, and the night quiet and peaceful. Yet, there are images in front of my mind that won’t leave me alone, keeping me from slipping into slumber as I lie there, facing the ceiling and trying to distract myself with more pleasant thoughts.

      I don’t know how long it’s been when the door knocks quietly. My chest flares a little with the thought that it might be Adryan.

      “Yes,” I say.

      The door creaks open and a far slighter silhouette greets me. Lady Orlando hovers on the threshold.

      “You weren’t sleeping, were you?” she asks.

      I shake my head and croak out: “No.”

      She doesn’t ask if she can enter. She just walks in and shuts the door. Then she moves to the foot of the bed and takes a seat. The light inside is almost non-existent, at least for her. I can pick up her face with my abilities easily enough, but it must be nigh on pitch black for her.

      She doesn’t object to it, or put on a light. Perhaps she prefers the darkness.

      “I wanted to speak with you about the meeting, Brie,” she says. “You have a say in this like anyone else. You chose not to contribute. What are you feeling?”

      Her greying eyes hover on mine, picking them out in the dark.

      “Tired,” I mutter.

      She forces a smile onto her face. She knows I can see her, even in this light.

      “I can imagine. We don’t have to talk about this now, if you don’t want.”

      She starts to stand.

      “It’s OK,” I say, stopping her. I let out a breath. “I suppose I’m just trying to catch up with everything,” I say. “A lot’s happened recently.”

      “That makes sense. You’ve been through a lot for a girl of your age. It takes its toll.”

      “Yeah…”

      “And you must be worried about your friends,” she continues. “I know you want to get them to safety, Brie. That’s important to you, isn’t it?”

      I nod in the dark.

      “But I understand,” I say. “We all have people…”

      I stop, and a silence falls. The rebel leader breaks it.

      “You met people in the High Tower during your time there,” she says. “Good people. Innocent people. And you have a good heart, Brie, a strong emotional core. It is a great asset at times. But during war, it isn’t. I know just what your thoughts are on our plan. I know you will never agree to it. But perhaps you will understand…in time.”

      “I understand,” I say immediately. “But you’re right. I don’t agree. I don’t think that killing thousands is the best way to bring a city together.”

      “It isn’t just about Haven, Brie,” asserts Lady Orlando. “It’s about the future. Artemis is going to be putting plans in place, right now, to ensure that his doctrines are carried out regardless as to whether he’s killed. I’m afraid things have gone beyond him now…”

      “So what’s the point?” I ask. “What’s the point in killing him?”

      “It’s not just about killing him. It’s about killing them all. The entire Consortium. All those under his command. There are dozens of high profile officials who are now becoming a threat. The original plan to assassinate Artemis and replace him with Leyton Burns might well have worked. We had secrecy on our side. We might have shifted things ever so slightly and let Leyton recalibrate the entire inner workings of the Consortium, and the High Tower, and the whole city for that matter. That chance has now gone. Artemis needs to be killed, but his death won’t be enough now. They all need to go.”

      “You mean…all of the Savants? All of your people?”

      Her voice deepens. “They aren’t my people anymore.”

      I look into her fading grey eyes in the darkness. I begin to slip inside, but find her turning quickly away. Shielding her thoughts. Shielding her memories.

      What is she hiding in there?

      “Brie,” she continues, her eyes now facing away at the door. “You have earned the right to speak your mind and be included in this conversation. However, this is war, and I am at the head of this cause. I am not looking for your blessing. I just want you to see the value in what we’re doing. Can I count on you for that?”

      I leave it a few moments before whispering quietly: “Yes.”

      It’s not a lie, but it’s not the truth either. I can’t make any promises here.

      She stands from my bed. The removal of her weight, so light and frail, barely causes the soft mattress to move.

      As she reaches the door, I find my mind swirling elsewhere.

      “Lady Orlando,” I say. She turns. “Is it true that there are other people out there?”

      “Where, Brie?”

      “Beyond the city. Hundreds of miles away. Thousands. Rhoth said that the world isn’t as dead as we think.”

      “It isn’t,” she says. “That’s what I’m talking about, Brie, when I say we’re fighting for the future here. There’s much more out there than the people know.”

      “And you? What do you know?”

      “I know that we’ve been isolated here for far too long. But we’re not alone. Far from it. There are many others across the globe. Haven isn’t the only light in the darkness.”

      Her words end the conversation. After a second’s silence to make sure I have no other questions, she slips from the room without saying goodnight.

      And with fresh thoughts of the world beyond this place populating my head, I drift away into the depths of my mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            141

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake to the sound of loud knocking.

      Before I can answer, the door opens up and Zander walks in. He’s armed. Heavily.

      I blink the sleep from my eyes, and squint at the harsh light pouring in from the doorway.

      “What’s going on?” I croak.

      “Get dressed,” he says. “I’m taking you into the city.”

      “What…”

      I’m having trouble catching up.

      “Just get dressed, Brie. I’ll see you in the main hall.”

      The door shuts, blocking out the light. But I’m awake now, awake and fully refreshed. I grab my watch from my bundle of clothes on the floor and find that it’s early morning. I’ve been out for a good stretch.

      I pull on my clothes and exit the room. Entering the hall, I find it mostly empty. A few soldiers linger, guarding the place from intrusion. Others gather around a set of tables in one corner, poring over maps and documents. Among them I see Beckett, one of the main leaders of the rebels, directing matters with the stern authority of a high profile military commander.

      Over by the door my brother awaits me. He’s not alone. Beside him, I see Rycard, his once affable disposition stripped from him. I quickly move up to join them.

      “Rycard,” I say. “How are you?”

      “As well as can be expected,” he answers. “And all thanks to you, Brie, and your brother.” He dips his head to Zander. “You two saved my family. I’m in your debt. Always.”

      “You’re paying that debt already,” says Zander. “He’s been helping us, Brie, as you know.”

      “I know,” I say.

      I don’t have much else to add. During the meeting last night, Rycard made his opinions very clear about the Savants and the proposed plan to destroy the High Tower.

      Burn them all, I recall him saying.

      It’s amazing how some experiences can twist a person’s soul. Lady Orlando. Adryan. Rycard. All have turned against their own people. It’s only the leader of this cause whose reasons for doing so remain so opaque.

      “Good,” says Zander. “Shall we?”

      We begin moving to the door, manned by a guard called Burton. He opens it up and watches us pass through before bolting it tight.

      The morning air is fresh and crisp. There’s barely a tinge of green to the mist, the lands here mostly clear. I suck in a long gulp of air and taste only the tiniest hint of the poison in the air. I might be getting used to it.

      “So, we’re going to the city then, are we?” I ask. “All of us?”

      “Yep,” says Zander. “We’ll need to check with the scouts to see if the routes are safe. You wanna see Drum, right?”

      “Yeah, of course!”

      “Well, hopefully you’ll get your chance. He’s on sentry duty in the northern passages.”

      A smile scoots up my face as we cross the road and reach the old barn opposite the church. Inside, the secret route down into the underlands starts, the short ladder down into the depths turning the world dark once more.

      The fading light affects none of us, blessed as we all are with Hawk-eyes. Rycard may only have one remaining, but it’s sufficiently useful to let him see through the shroud of darkness. The rest of his abilities, however, aren’t quite what they were.

      “So, you’ve been helping the Nameless?” I ask him as we go.

      It’s an open question. He nods and offers a short reply.

      “I’ve been giving them intelligence,” he says. “I have no allegiance to the High Tower.”

      “You made that clear last night,” I mutter.

      His good eye darts at me.

      “Don’t judge me, Brie,” he bites. “I just want my family to be safe.” His voice softens. “And…thanks to you they are, for now. But now it’s my turn to fight to keep them that way.”

      I don’t want to get into a debate with him about morality. I don’t want to tell him that he’s not talking about fighting, but genocide when he so happily condones the plan to topple the High Tower. It’s obvious that I’m in the minority here.

      Frankly, I just want to be kept out of it.

      “So how is Sophie, anyway?” I ask.

      His face brightens a little in the dark passage. That twinkle that I used to see across his face returns to his left eye.

      “She’s…readjusting,” he says. “The conditions down here don’t exactly fall in line with her, ahem, delicate sensibilities.” He lets a smile lift on his face. “But she’s safe, and so is Maddox.”

      “That’s good,” I say. “Is she in the main chamber?”

      “Yeah. She’s been trying to keep busy down here, but it’s been quite a career shift going from training girls who want to marry up to serving food at dinnertime. But, she’s not complaining, obviously. Others have had to make more significant adjustments.”

      “There’s a lot of that going around,” I say. “So…how is the eye?” I add tentatively.

      “Still busted,” comes his quick reply. “But I’m alive. A lot of others aren’t. I’ve got nothing to moan about.”

      I kind of agree, but kind of don’t. There’s always someone worse off than you, but that doesn’t mean your own troubles should be discounted.

      He isn’t the type to complain about his lot out loud, though. Instead, he’s able to do so by putting all his support behind the idea of killing thousands.

      We all have to vent, I guess, I think to myself with no lack of sarcasm.

      We don’t take long to reach the main caverns, lit with their many fireplaces where the people gather around in their assigned places. By the looks of things, the population here has begun to swell. Certainly, it’s busier than when I stayed down here several weeks ago during my training.

      Zander informs me of the reason; that those with latent Enhanced powers have begun to gather to offer their services. Across Outer Haven, many hundreds have been living in secret, many of them hybrids using the suppressor drugs to conceal their abilities and live relatively normal lives.

      Now, such a thing isn’t possible, and the risk of being discovered by one of Cromwell’s many slaves has magnified by a significant degree. Their only choice now is to join up and fight, or else run the very real risk of being discovered and executed, or else reconditioned to join Cromwell’s cause.

      Already, rumours of exactly what Cromwell is up to have begun to propagate through the hybrid ranks in the city, as well as those long opposed to his doctrines. If only the general public could be convinced of such a thing, then they’d stop from handing themselves over into his unwelcoming arms.

      As it is, the truth remains shrouded and only visible to a small percentage of the people. Those who try to speak out in public are quickly cut down. One particular man – a doomsayer who had been preaching around the western quarter – was quickly immobilised and taken away.

      The same has happened elsewhere. Raids against known detractors have become common.

      The message coming from the High Tower is simple: you’re either with us, or against us.

      They’re growing more bold, and perhaps more rash. The stakes have been raised, first by Cromwell, and then by us. Now, it’s over to him once more, and he’s quickly trying to incapacitate anyone who might stand in his way.

      As we move through the caverns, the sense of tension and imminent threat is very clear. There’s a hustle, even in the early morning, that tells me the entire place is mobilising, the people ready to leave at the drop of a hat.

      If Lady Orlando raises the emergency threat level to 4, then the people will have no choice but to empty out and leave the city. Evacuate to the retrofitted mines many miles away to the north. Battle the wilderness and all its dangers, from toxic fumes and deadly beasts, to the many lethal tribes and Shadows that stalk the vast stretches of land between here and there.

      Truly, it’s a perilous journey that will inevitably lead to a significant loss of life. Were the powerful hybrids of the Nameless to accompany them, they’d have sufficient protection to get there mostly unscathed. But such a thing isn’t possible at a time of war, and for the most part, they’ll be largely unguarded during their journey.

      It’s a grim choice to make. Stay here, and perhaps get slaughtered as the Stalkers come pouring through the breach, or leave and face the perils of the wild.

      Lady Orlando’s call. Only she can make the decision.

      Whatever the case, it’s obvious that the people are ready to up sticks and run if the alarms start to blare. Despite the early hour of the morning, they’re all up and mingling, doing what they can to help, just waiting for the word to spread through the underground city that the game is up, and it’s time to go.

      Faces are stretched in worry. Eyes are tight, their lids half closed and covered in falling brows. There’s a general murmur in the air, a constant whisper of rumour.

      I wonder what’s going on up above?

      I wonder how close they are to finding us?

      I wonder if my friends and family are safe out there?

      All such questions are asked, debates posed. Many more join them, and will continue to do so as the hours march on and the day turns to night. Only then will people get some respite from the worry as they sleep.

      Or perhaps not, their dreams now taking charge of the assault.

      It’s the world that these people inhabit. One of constant concern. One of waiting with no way to determine the course of the future, or even their own lives.

      That is the case for most. For those like Sophie, unable to fight, only capable of taking care of her son and performing some of the menial tasks that need doing. Tasks that, when all is said and done, won’t make a difference to the eventual outcome.

      Others, perhaps, might be able to do so. The hybrids here who are just discovering or rediscovering their powers. Those who can lend their hands to the war in a direct fashion, taking up arms and pointing them at the enemy.

      But, as I’m now well aware, and as most here will be too, victory cannot be achieved through strength of arms alone. We’re not going to be able to march out there with our full force of hybrids, defector Enhanced, and regular Unenhanced who have joined the cause, and win.

      No chance.

      Do that, and we’ll get completely and utterly annihilated.

      Not only does Cromwell command a force of Stalkers that far exceeds our own hybrid numbers, but he’s got thousands of City Guards and Con-Cops to boot. And that’s to say nothing of the rumours of other ‘super-soldiers’ he’s supposedly developing at the REEF.

      No. We can’t win by conventional means.

      It just isn’t possible.

      And walking through the caves right now, that’s starting to properly dawn on me. The hopelessness of what we’re facing. The sheer scale of the task ahead.

      And as much as it pains me to even think it, I can see just why the leaders of the Nameless are thinking very seriously about destroying the High Tower.

      In the end, there may be no other way.

      We don’t get much time to stop as we go. I merely scan the place and take in the surroundings, searching all the while for Sophie or Drum. I see neither of them, and as we venture towards the passages leading up towards the streets above, Rycard takes his leave.

      “I’ll see you later, Zander,” he says.

      The two young men nod to each other and the half-Hawk sets on his way, moving off into the crowd in search, perhaps, of his wife and baby son.

      “He’s not coming with us?” I ask.

      “Not now,” I’m told.

      “And what are we doing exactly? I thought you said we were all going to the city together?”

      “Well, we’ll meet with Rycard later on. First, I thought you needed a break from everything. You’ve had a pretty torrid time of it, sis. I thought it would do you some good to see your friends.”

      “I don’t get it. You mean, we’re going to the western quarter? To the academy?”

      He nods.

      I turn my head up the passage.

      “Are you…sure? I mean, is it safe for me…for us? They’ll be looking for me, won’t they?”

      It doesn’t ring true. It’s not like him to take such a risk.

      “We’ll be careful,” he assures me with a little wry smile. “Honestly, I reckon the academy is the last place they’re going to be looking for you. They know you got away, and they’ll expect you to stay outside of the city from now on. You can be sure of that.”

      “Hmmmm…”

      “And anyway,” he continues, “you’re not that special. Cromwell caught you. You got away. He’s probably forgotten all about you by now. He’s got bigger fish to fry than my little sister!”

      “Um, little? We’re twins, bro.”

      “Yeah, but I was born first.”

      “How do you know that?”

      He shrugs.

      “I just…was,” he laughs. “Now stop thinking so much. Kira has been doing some scouting for us, and we have our spies around. The academy is clear, Brie, and we can get there no problem. Just, don’t get comfortable. You can say ‘hi’ and have a quick catch up, but that’s all. We’re not going to hang around.”

      “You won’t come in?”

      “Ah, I doubt Mrs Carmichael wants to see me. No, I’ll keep watch outside. Now come on, let’s get going.”

      I’m still not sure as we continue on up the passage. Frankly, it seems awfully risky and dangerous for us to go sneaking into Outer Haven at a time like this. Then again, I guess we’ve done it plenty of times before, all those weeks ago when we met down in the underlands to train.

      And, something tells me there’s more to this than just letting me catch up with my friends. My brother is nothing if not sly, and he’s probably got some secret agenda that he’s not letting me in on.

      The idea of seeing them, however, does appeal to me. So risks be damned, let’s go for it!

      We creep on up the passage, inching higher through the dim light and moving away from the mobilising men and women under the sanctuary of the Nameless below. Here, there’s a single tunnel I’m aware of, one that leads to a specific exit point to the northern quarter that is so well concealed I’m not surprised the Stalkers and Con-Cops have yet to discover it.

      There are several others too, however, that I don’t know about. At certain points, the passage diverges, splitting into several other narrow routes leading left and right and up and down.

      Some are merely decoys, a long trip to nowhere. Others provide the first stage to other secret tunnels that, eventually, come out in other hidden spots around the north of Outer Haven.

      Zander’s mind is like a map. He knows every inch of this place. He could close his eyes and place his hand to the rock, and know just where he is from its unique touch and shape.

      In fact, he’s one of the very few who know of all the secrets the underlands provide, of the entire network that exists here. Very few others are entrusted with that information. Only the most powerful hybrids and leaders of the Nameless are trusted to know of the precise whereabouts of the entrances to these secret caves.

      Yet, for all their cunning, they won’t be hidden for long. Above us right now, Cromwell’s cronies are canvassing the streets in an endless bid to find their way in. And at each possible entrance, sentries have now been positioned to give clear warning of when and where a breach might take place.

      Above the ground, too, the Nameless have their spies. Those like Kira, blessed with super-senses beyond the capabilities of all but the most powerful, spend their days creeping around in the shadows and keeping watch over all the goings on above ground.

      And there are other electronic allies in this fight too. The skies above Outer Haven have always been peppered with the sentry and security drones that keep a watch on the world below. Now, according to my brother, many of these drones have been captured, reprogrammed, and put back into service, surveying the world for the benefit of the Nameless and not those they’re fighting against.

      Back in the church, in a room I haven’t yet seen, there’s an entire area of screens and equipment being constantly monitored by a specialist team of intelligence personnel and technicians.

      Their remit is simple: watch the skies and watch the streets. And they’ve been doing so diligently, night and day, since all of this began weeks ago.

      Now, if an attack comes, they’ll have some warning of it. It might just be enough to save lives.

      It’s a staggering operation, and once more brings to my mind the scale of it all. The Nameless, as Rycard once told me on my first visit to Inner Haven, have people ‘everywhere’. And those who were only once considered sympathisers are now having to make a choice: join up, or turn away.

      And many are committing.

      One of them is an oversized friend of mine. He committed through necessity. He did so to pay his debt to the man he killed in that terrible accident. He joined up to fight and do his part, the clumsy, shy boy I once knew now quickly becoming a man.

      I see him sitting at his post, eyes strained and gun gripped to his fingers. He’s with another, a more seasoned soldier, a mentor of sorts to quickly bring him up to speed.

      We find him at a quiet crossroad in the passage, a ways down from the more dangerous sentry posts close to the streets above. Hearing us come, his eyes turn and take a moment to take me in.

      Then those giant tablet teeth of his appear behind bountiful lips, and without thinking he stands on trunk-like legs and begins bounding like an excited hound towards me.

      “Brie!” he calls as his giant frame looms and his equally sized arms engulf my comparatively tiny frame.

      The air is momentarily lost from me – a hazard of the trade with Drum – and I struggle to breathe out a reply.

      Only when he lets me go, remembering his own staggering strength, do I get to speak.

      “Hey, Drum,” I say with a glowing smile. I can’t help it, not in his presence. There’s something about him that lights my day, however dark it might be. “You’re moving up in the world.”

      I nod to the gun now slung over his shoulder, and the guard behind him, watching curiously.

      He nods himself, more hurriedly than me.

      “It’s a start,” he says. “Maybe I’ll get to fight soon. Properly fight.”

      I hope he never has to. I glance at Zander, who knows just what I’m thinking.

      “I’ll give you two a few minutes,” says my brother. “Drum, I’ll take your post. Take a break and catch up. But make it quick,” he adds authoritatively.

      “Yes, sir,” says Drum, standing to attention as Zander moves up the passage.

      “Sir? That sounds weird,” I say.

      “Yeah, you see him as your brother. I see him as a warrior. And a leader.”

      “I can see that,” I say. I take his hand and pull him to the side to take a seat against the passage wall. He does so, and our very differently shaped bodies come eye to eye. “Now, Drum, tell me what’s been going on.”

      “Me? Not much. I’m just down here. It’s you who has the stories, Brie!”

      He’s not exactly wrong. Yet, they’re stories I’d rather not relive.

      His bright eyes, however, call for me to give him the basics. I do so both to spare myself having to mentally trek through it all again, and to spare Drum the precise details of what’s been happening. Frankly, some of them are horrific. He’s best not knowing.

      And I’m best not reliving them.
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      I stay with Drum for an all-too-brief time. So short, in fact, that the brevity of my tale was necessary, for the time Zander allows us.

      Which isn’t very long at all.

      It is long enough, however, to realise just how committed to all of this Drum actually is. When asked about it all, his words seethe and his nostrils flare, and the tone of his voice turns to little more than a growl.

      It’s clear he’s heard numerous stories here of the happenings above ground, both in the city and at places like the REEF. Like me, he’s been getting a condensed education on just what this city is and the reality of life here.

      It’s filled him with an added motivation to fight beyond the desire to atone for the life he took. To fight for ‘all of the oppressed’ as he says, a phrase that has probably come from some training commander down in the underlands.

      I can’t deny that I don’t like it. I don’t like what war does to people.

      Drum, always so innocent, so quiet, a gentle giant in every sense of the word, has matured in his brief time here into a fledgling grunt, a soldier, a rebel.

      It’s not what I wanted for him. In fact, if everyone I know and care about could be spared all of this, then that would be just fine by me.

      A girl can dream, right?

      But, I have to stop trying to control everything. There are times when I hear myself in my head and realise just how insufferable I must be to those around me. When my brother is trying to arrange and manage a war, and I’m there moaning about my friends and morality and all that junk, he must just roll his eyes and wait for me to shut the hell up.

      It’s a constant battle I face. Half the time I’m telling myself I’ll commit to Zander and do anything he asks of me. He’s earned that for what he’s done.

      The other half, however, is questioning it all once again. As soon as I think I’ll get my head down and do what needs to be done, something else comes up, another moral dilemma, that has me lifting my chin once more and spouting my negative nonsense.

      In the end, it would probably be better for everyone if I just leave. Sometimes I truly believe that. The way my mind is so capricious, so prone to hopping from one side of the fence to the other, I might just be doing more harm than good around here, infecting people with my regularly sour mood.

      Seeing Drum speak the way he is, that’s how I feel. But who knows, in five minutes time my stupid, fickle brain might have done a U-turn and come to some other conclusion.

      I just wish, sometimes, it would shut up and leave me alone.

      Leaving Drum isn’t so hard this time. I’m sure I’ll be seeing him again soon, although there’s never a guarantee of that at times like this. I wrap my arms around his wide waist and tell him I’ll send his love to Mrs Carmichael and Tess, assuming, of course, that they’re present at the academy if and when we get there.

      “You’re going to see them?!” he asks.

      “Just popping in to say ‘hi’.”

      “Well, bring them down here with you. It’s not safe up there anymore.”

      “It’s not that safe down here either, Drum.”

      He grips the handle of his weapon tighter, and narrows his gaze.

      “I’ll protect them,” he mutters, trying to be defiant.

      I fail to realise how condescending I sound when I pat him on the arm and say: “I know you will.”

      In the past, he might not have excavated the insult, even though that’s not how it was intended. He does now.

      “I will,” he grunts, standing up taller. “I can fight.”

      I’m about to patronise him again. Not on purpose, of course. It’s just the way we’ve grown up. Drum’s always been that boy you pat on the head and say ‘well done’ to when he’s completed the most simple of tasks.

      Perhaps that, like so many other things, is changing too.

      So, I just leave him with a nod, and a promise that I’ll pass on his love. And with a slight frost filling the passage, my brother and I set on our way once more.

      We take a new route that I’ve never travelled. I could walk these tunnels and passages, and pass through these caves and caverns, for weeks and never retrace my steps. Such is their enormity, the place a maze of a million possible routes.

      As we go, we pass other sentries. Zander gathers what intel he can from each, although the theme is generally the same.

      “All quiet, sir,” they say. “We hear rumblings up above but nothing more.”

      Those rumblings will be the sounds of vehicles, carting Con-Cops and Stalkers around the streets above. And perhaps drilling too, and occasionally explosions, as new areas are found and excavated, like anteaters clawing at the labyrinthine homes of their favoured prey.

      This is a similar story. We are the ants to the Consortium’s eater, and it’s only a matter of time before we’re all gobbled up.

      We eventually reach the streets after being given the assurance that it’s safe from the guards posted at one of the many exits. They’re more seasoned, and clearly hybrids by the manner in which they carry themselves. Obviously, the more powerful among us are being used on the frontline.

      Coordinating with our spies out in the city, as well as the technicians back at base looking at the security feeds, we’re given the all clear to creep up to the dark world of the northern quarter, exiting from a typically well-concealed tunnel.

      I have no bearing on exactly where we are, the journey beneath the earth sufficient to scramble my sense of direction. Yet the sound in the air suggests we’re not as far north as usual, the buzz of far off voices, cars, and the hum of activity telling me we’re closer to the inner districts of the north.

      Zander confirms it, telling me we’re not too far from the Conveyor Line. Then he reaches into one of his many pockets and draws out a hat and pair of contact lenses. He’s tells me to put them on.

      The hat I find easy enough. The lenses, however, are quite uncomfortable.

      “They’re to shield your eyes from facial recognition tech,” my brother tells me. “Generally, it focuses on the eyes, so those should keep any prying drones at bay. The hat will help too.”

      “And what about you?”

      “I’m not on any database.”

      “You’re sure about that?”

      He nods.

      “Anyway, it’s just precautionary. Keep your head low and things should be fine. Green eyes suit you, by the way…” he chuckles.

      “Green?!”

      I turn to a puddle on the floor and kneel down to check out my reflection. It’s a stark change, from glowing hazel to a muted green. And no, it doesn’t suit me. It just reminds me of the sickly fog that I’ve encountered far too many times before.

      With my hair bunched up and hidden in my cap, and my rugged outfit more befitting of a man than a woman, I do rather resemble a boy rather than a girl. I even set a different look to my face to finish the image, drawing on the acting practice I got in the High Tower when trying to imitate the Savants.

      It might be necessary. Let’s not forget that, across these streets, I’ve achieved partial celebrity status ever since appearing at the ceremony in Inner Haven not too long ago. By now, most will have forgotten me, but all it takes is one keen-eyed local to spot me, and my cover might just be blown.

      So, yeah, the hat and contact lenses are certainly useful, and with the scowl I add to my face, I should be incognito. Certainly, Zander thinks it’s a good enough job, unable to stifle a laugh at my appearance.

      It’s strange being back in Outer Haven. Yet, as we draw nearer to the inner districts of the north, it begins to become evident that the place isn’t like it was. Here, where the population was always thin, there’s barely a person in sight. When we climb onto the Conveyor Line and work our way to the west, I notice the same thing.

      The place is quiet. Even now, during the mid morning when the streets would usually be busy, there’s a lack of footfall. Some will be staying in, too afraid to go out and clinging on to the rations of clean water they have. Others will already have given themselves up willingly for reconditioning.

      Down several streets, I see cordons of City Guards and Con-Cops set up, security barriers intended to ‘keep the peace’. At certain places, aid stations are also available, passing out limited supplies of water to give the illusion that they’re actually here to help.

      The truth is very different. And as we go, Zander informs me that the promise of more rations and greater security is guaranteed for those who sign up for reconditioning. That these aid stations are little more than a tease designed to lure people into the trap, and turn them to Cromwell’s cause.

      We step off the Conveyor Line at a specific station in district 6 of the western quarter. In his head, Zander keeps a map of the best routes to take above ground, as well as below, his intelligence officers and spies informing him of the ideal passage to get from A to B without encountering security barriers or patrols.

      I begin to see why he was so confident we’d reach the academy so easily. If you look hard enough, there are plenty of ways to sneak around up here without drawing attention. And as we move further west and towards district 5, the numbers on the street begin to swell a little, offering us further cover as we go.

      And before too long, we’re approaching the northern end of Brick Lane, and my eyes are spreading down towards the narrow street with its little shops and alcoves and the locals who inhabit them.

      I turn to my brother.

      “We’re certain it’s safe?” I ask. “That it’s not being watched?”

      He nods.

      “Completely.”

      “How long do I have?”

      He checks his watch.

      “No more than 15 minutes. Don’t get too comfortable, Brie. I’ll be hovering around here, keeping a lookout.” He taps me on the temple. “If you need me, give me a shout. Otherwise, I’ll meet you back here at 11.15.”

      I check my own watch to see that it’s in line with his. Then I confirm it and, filling my lungs, take an unusually nervous step towards the academy half way down the road.
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      I’ve walked this path a million times before, but never like this. My eyes dart from beneath their lenses, moving from person to person to examine them, make sure they’re not some spy of Cromwell waiting to spring a trap.

      I keep my head low as I go, and hurry my step until I’m at the threshold, my hand hovering over the door handle as I make ready to pull it down.

      I take a grip and twist, but find the door locked. Unusual for this time of day. Only at night does Mrs Carmichael ever bar the way in.

      Then again, this isn’t just a normal day. And it isn’t just a normal time.

      I’m forced to knock, my knuckles rapping gently. Beyond the wooden façade I hear the sound of light footsteps. Then, a voice squeaking through the intercom.

      “Who’s there?”

      I recognise the unbroken words of Nate.

      “Post,” I say, keeping my own tone low. For some reason, I don’t want to say my name out loud out here.

      “Postal drones have been ordered to drop mail at the communal bank down the road,” says Nate.

      “I have a personal letter for Mrs Carmichael,” I say.

      There’s a short delay.

      “From who? Who is it?”

      “Hear my voice, Nate,” I whisper. “It’s me.”

      Another delay. Then the sound of bolts and locks being undone. More than I remember there being.

      The door opens, and Nate’s little frame appears. His quizzical gaze takes me in as I quickly slide through the doorway. He keeps looking at me as he shuts the door and re-does all the locks.

      “What’s the deal with your eyes, Brie?” he asks.

      “Lenses,” I answer. “I’m hiding.”

      I quickly take them off and put them into the little capsule Zander gave me.

      He nods.

      “I get it.”

      It takes a few more moments for him to secure the door. It appears that other locks have been added since I was last here.

      “Been having trouble?” I ask, referencing them.

      “A bit,” says Nate. “Everyone is. Is it the same in Inner Haven?”

      He thinks I’m still living there I guess. The last time I saw him, and saw this place, I was being given an impromptu farewell party, put on by Tess and Mrs Carmichael. That same night, my best friend gave me the laminated and restored picture of my parents, something I thought I’d lost at the time.

      It pains me now to think that I no longer have it. The last time I saw my parents’ faces, they were sat on my lap staring right up at me as I sat chained to that chair in the High Tower. It slipped off when I went to the bathroom. I don’t even know where it is now…

      “Brie?” asks Nate, bringing me back into the room.

      I widen my eyes and smile.

      “Oh, it’s um, better over there,” I say. “So, has there been lots of looting? Have people tried to break in?”

      He nods and scowls.

      “Brandon,” he grunts.

      “Brandon? Why would he break into his own home?”

      Brandon the Bully, as he’s otherwise known. The resident tormenter of the younger kids, and even some of the older. He wasn’t short of a few words of insult for Drum when he was here, despite being several years his junior and about a quarter of his size.

      “He left,” Nate tells me. “Joined up with some gang, took a few others with him. One of my friends went too…” he mutters.

      “Sorry…he joined a gang?” I ask, perplexed. “What sort of gang?”

      “I don’t know,” says the young boy. I forget sometimes that Nate’s barely into double figures. A lot of what’s going on is probably lost on him. “They’re, like, a criminal gang,” he adds.

      I want to ask more, but realise that time is ticking fast, and I’m very much on the clock. One final question passes my lips.

      “And how’s everything else? Anything odd been happening around here the last week or so?”

      He scrunches up his nose as he thinks.

      “Everything’s odd,” he says. “But, um, there was this one person. They looked like they were from Inner Haven. I caught a glimpse.”

      “Who? What were they wearing?”

      “Light grey. It was a man in a suit. He had dead eyes.”

      “A Savant,” I whisper to myself.

      Nate hears me, and nods.

      “Yeah. He spoke to Mrs Carmichael about something. And Tess I think as well.”

      Probably Agent Woolf’s replacement, following up on her inquiries. Come to think of it, I still haven’t had the displeasure of seeing my old nemesis again…

      “OK, thanks Nate. Is she in her room?”

      “Always,” he answers. “No one goes out anymore.”

      “And Tess?”

      He looks towards the stairs.

      “She helps run the place now. With Mrs Carmichael. We do what we can.”

      He, like Drum, appears to have aged in recent weeks.

      “It’s good to see you, Nate,” I say. “I promise, I’ll be back soon.”

      He smiles.

      “You too, Brie.”

      I turn towards the spiral stairs and begin the short ascent up to the second floor. It’s troubling, but not overly surprising, to hear that Brandon has absconded from this place and joined up with some criminal fraternity. He was always a bad egg, and had enough sway over some of the other kids to drag them down with him.

      Hurrying up, I find the place quiet, not a soul in sight out in the hall or along the corridor as I rush towards my old guardian’s room.

      I check my watch as I reach the door. It’s 11. 04. I’ve only got about 10 minutes left.

      I knock loudly. As soon as I hear the first signs of Mrs Carmichael’s voice calling me in, I open up and taste the smoke. It’s strangely pleasant and comforting to see that she hasn’t given up on her vices. And on her desk, a half drunk glass of whiskey sits.

      “Drinking before midday, Brenda,” I say with a smile. “Things must be really desperate.”

      Through the cloud of smoke she sees me. She needs to squint to make sure she’s not seeing a ghost.

      “Well I’ll be,” she says, trying to hide her smile. She lifts her old bones from her chair. We greet in the centre of the room. “How are you, darling?” she asks, engulfing me in a hug.

      I hardly need to reply. I hardly can, my words choked somewhere halfway down my throat.

      “Your brother came to see me,” she says when I don’t answer. Not doing so, though, is answer enough. The strength of my grip on her back is sufficient. “He told me everything…”

      I pull away and check my watch again. Another minute has passed.

      “He saved me,” I say. “He’s outside now.”

      “Brie, you shouldn’t be here. It’s not safe. What are you thinking?”

      “It’s not me, it’s him. He brought me here to see you.”

      “Why? You’ve got bigger things to be doing than thinking about me. Or any of us.”

      “Brenda, there’s nothing bigger to me than you, than here. I’ve done my part. I’m not a soldier.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      I nod forcefully, thinking of the rebels’ plan.

      “I’m sure.”

      Behind me, I hear the creaking of a door and the light sound of footsteps. I swivel on the spot and see another face I never thought I’d see again. Her blonde hair flows down her neck, unwashed for days. Her eyes hold bags, the same as our guardian’s. Her complexion is a little more pale than I’m used to seeing.

      The light inside her has faded along with everything else.

      But as she looks at me, some of it returns. Her lips peel open and show her lovely teeth. Her blue eyes shine in the corridor, glinting at the sight of me.

      And I know that my expression is just the same.

      Neither of us speak. As one, we step towards one another, slowly at first before rushing straight into each other’s arms. I grip her as hard as I did Brenda, as hard as I did Drum, and feel her fingers press so hard against my back they might just leave a bruise.

      We embrace for a good half minute. A good portion of my allowance here at the academy. But every second is worth it. I love this girl more than any other.

      Eventually, our arms relax and we slip away from each other. Mrs Carmichael comes out to usher us into her room. I check my watch again and see that it’s 11.07.

      Tick tock.

      As Mrs Carmichael shuts the door, I see Tess quickly moving in and pouring two more small glasses of liquor. I feel like I want to refuse but don’t. As she hands me a glass, mercifully only filled with a small serving, I wonder just what she knows.

      I never explained to her what I was, what I was doing, why I married Adryan and went to Inner Haven in the first place. I wanted to, for so long I wanted to, but I never wished to put her in danger. Here, in the academy, only my guardian has been kept in the loop.

      But there’s something to Tess’s face that tells me she knows. Her reaction at seeing me was stronger than it might be were I just returning from Inner Haven for a visit. As far as she knows, just as with Nate, I’m currently living in the High Tower with my Savant husband, safe and sound and well catered to during this difficult time.

      I look into her eyes, flash into her mind. And as I do so, I realise the truth.

      She does know.

      I turn to Mrs Carmichael.

      “You told her,” I whisper.

      It’s only a partial accusation.

      She nods.

      “I…” she starts.

      Tess breaks in.

      “She half told me, Brie,” she says. “I worked most of it out myself. Ever since your life started to change, I knew something was different with you. I forced it out of her.”

      Mrs Carmichael nods.

      “She deserved to know,” she says. “When your brother came and told me what was happening with you…I couldn’t bear it. I had to talk.”

      “It’s OK,” I say, calming her words. “Really. I’m…happy you know.” I turn to Tess. “I wanted to tell you all along. It was so hard, Tess. I just wanted you to be safe.”

      “I’m not sure anyone’s safe anymore,” she says.

      She raises her glass, forcing us to follow.

      “To Brie,” she says. “My best friend and sister. It doesn’t matter what else you are, you’ll always just be the girl I grew up with.”

      “Hear hear,” says Mrs Carmichael.

      Our glasses are clinked and whiskey drunk.

      I check my watch. 11.09.

      “How long do you have?” asks Mrs Carmichael. Her eyes narrow, glazing over in some strange fashion.

      “Barely five minutes,” I say. “I just wanted to see you, show you I’m safe. I wish you could come with me, but Zander says…”

      “We can’t go anywhere,” cuts in my guardian. Her voice has taken on a strange quality. Monotone. Slightly robotic.

      I look to Tess. There’s something behind her eyes too. Some odd spell.

      “Are you…OK?” I ask.

      A false smile lifts. She nods. And behind her, my guardian begins shuffling around to the side of her desk. She opens a drawer and picks something out. I don’t see what. She comes back towards me, shielding it.

      “I have something for you, Brie,” she drones.

      I feel my eyes narrowing, my brows falling. I look to hers and see a mist forming in her mind, as if the poisonous green fog has found its way into her brain.

      I turn my gaze to her hands again. She’s close now, a metre away.

      “What do you have in your hands, Brenda?” I ask, my words infused with a sudden panic.

      Tess moves around behind me. Even my Hawk-eyes are unable to keep track of them both. I twist my neck to look at her, and see her eyes flickering, a confusion rampaging through her cognition.

      And then, turning back to Mrs Carmichael, I see a glint of light flash behind her palms, catching from the glowing bulb above. She takes another short step forward.

      And a knife comes hurtling at my stomach.
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      My hands drop to protect me just as the blade is thrust forward. I step back at the same time in shock, but find Tess blocking my path. Her arms immediately wrap me up, taking my own in their grasp, the five inch dagger just slipping to my side as I lunge to the left, taking Tess with me.

      In my head, I’m calling out for my brother.

      Help! Help!

      I shout without thinking, but the link between us is strong. It finds him immediately, fusing into his mind.

      I call only briefly, before my eyes flash on my guardian’s. The battle continues to rage within her head, that strange mist impenetrable and impossible for me to see through.

      As she comes again, my body begins to vibrate with a sudden tension, my muscles priming and charging up. Just as the tip of the razor-sharp blade closes in on my gut, I find my Dasher powers activating, my limbs buzzing and vibrating enough to dislodge Tess for a moment.

      She slips to the right as I go left, moving out of the path of Brenda’s blade. It glides past me again, missing my flesh by inches.

      But not Tess’s.

      I watch in horror as the knife cuts right into her abdomen, creeping in a couple of inches. She lets out a yelp of pain as I slam my hand down on Mrs Carmichael’s arm, pulling it away and letting the knife hang free from Tess’s gut.

      I push hard at my old guardian, and she tumbles off into a collection of boxes against the wall, hitting them with a raucous thud.

      And down below, I hear another: a boom shaking the foundations of the building.

      I turn to Tess and see her gazing at the knife protruding from her body in shock. I take a grip of it and pull, sliding it from her flesh, and let it drop straight to the wooden floorboards with a clang. It comes easily, slicing its way out, bringing a pour of blood along with it that quickly drips and gathers on the ground, seeping into its cracks and crevices.

      A second squeal of pain falls from Tess’s mouth.

      But despite the pain, she bends straight down as I try to place my hand on the wound, and takes possession of the knife. Her eyes, blank and yet wild, turn on me again.

      Weakly, she tries to stab me with the blade, her shaking hand lunging at my chest.

      I block the thrust easily, and slap the weapon from her grasp. It clatters onto the floor again and my boot comes down heavy on top of it.

      “Stop!” I shout, as if they’re able to.

      They aren’t.

      There’s something in their head, some terrible order implanted by my enemies. A secret plot to murder me if ever I found myself back here again.

      Looking into Tess’s eyes, I see the same mist that clouds Brenda’s. I can’t see past it, can’t get into her head and alter her thoughts.

      But someone else can.

      From behind me, the banging of footsteps comes, and the door swings open wildly.

      Zander quickly takes in the scene: Mrs Carmichael tossed to the side, dazed and trying to stand; Tess, her stomach cut open and pouring blood; me with my foot locking the blade in place on the floor, my hands covered in crimson, my eyes manic as I try to work out just what the hell’s going on.

      My brother doesn’t need any time to do the same. He works it out in an instant.

      He slams the door shut just as Nate comes hurtling down the corridor after him. The boy begins hitting the door as he reaches it.

      “Get rid of him,” growls Zander as he takes a grip of Tess’s face and begins working his magic, tending first to her mind and then to her wound.

      I go to the door and inch it open. Nate stands there looking terrified.

      “Who is that man?! I couldn’t stop him! He smashed through the door!”

      I step out of the room to calm him, shutting the door behind me.

      “It’s OK, Nathan. Calm down, he’s a friend.”

      He’s panting heavily, trying to look past me at the door.

      “What’s happening in there? I saw…I saw blood!”

      “Just an accident,” I say. “Nothing to worry about. Tess is having a nosebleed, that’s all. Now go back downstairs and make sure the main door is shut. Can you do that for me?”

      “It’s broken,” he says. “That man broke it.”

      “OK, well just do what you can. And if anyone asks, tell them it’s all OK. Do you understand, Nate?”

      He takes a moment to compose himself. He’s unable to. More questions tumble from his tongue.

      I stop them with a flash of my eyes, entering his mind to set the order. His questions immediately stop. His eyes glaze over and then come back to life. And without another word, his entire body relaxes and he turns to go back down to the main hall.

      I watch him go for a brief second before returning to the room.

      I find Tess lying now on Mrs Carmichael’s desk, and the old woman herself propped up in her chair. Her eyes are half closed and weak. Tess’s are the same, flickering as Zander begins searching quickly for a medical kit.

      I grab it for him, knowing of its location, and he starts seeing to Tess’s wound.

      “Do you know what you’re doing?” I breathe, looking on as he begins wiping away the blood.

      “Take this,” he says, handing me a towel. “Put pressure on it. She’s losing blood, but the wound’s not fatal. It’s hit nothing vital.”

      “How do you know?!”

      “Brie, just do it!”

      As he sets about searching through the medikit, I do as I’m ordered, pressing hard against the injury as the blood continues to bubble up and seep between my fingers.

      I look into my best friend’s face, grimacing in pain and yet no longer with the wild desire to stab me, kill me.

      “What did you do? Did you get rid of the order?” I ask as my brother draws out some medical staplers.

      He pushes my hand away, the towel now soaking red, and starts pulling Tess’s flesh together and stapling up and suturing the wound. He answers as he works.

      “The order’s gone,” he says. “From both of them. They’ll come around soon.”

      He speaks matter of factly, as if my guardian and best friend trying to murder me is just another day at the office.

      “Who could have…” I start, my breathing still heavy.

      “It wasn’t them, Brie,” says my brother, looking to me with his keen, hazel eyes. “Never think it was them.”

      I nod silently, still staring at the wound as Zander quickly welds Tess’s flesh back together. Then he begins adding some antiseptic healing cream, pasting it on in thick doses.

      He works quickly and efficiently, grabbing the dressing from the medical kit and patching the gash up. Within only a couple of minutes, he’s completed the job.

      “It might leave an untidy scar, but nothing worse,” he says. “I’m just glad it wasn’t you…”

      “Zander!” I say. “She’s my best…”

      “Yeah, I know. Your best friend. But you’re my sister.”

      He turns to look at me. His eyes are stark.

      “We can’t stay here for long. We’re already overdue,” he says. “Someone might have reported the break in. I wasn’t exactly quiet when I crashed through the door.”

      “Yeah, how did you do that exactly? There were about half a dozen locks and bolts…”

      “I Dashed,” he says. “Busted my shoulder up pretty good but, whatever. It’ll heal.”

      “Let me take a look.”

      I move in and remove his jacket and shirt. His shoulder is already bruising and swelling badly. I skim my eyes over the rest of his upper body and see several scars and old wounds littering his flesh. It’s not to the same proportions as Adryan, but fairly close.

      “Jeez, Zander,” I say.

      He follows the direction of my eyes.

      “It’s nothing. Old war wounds. Apply some of that cream, will you?”

      I grab the anti-inflammatory healing cream from the table and begin spreading it over his shoulder. It barely computes in me how much force he must have put through it to crash through the barred door. Nor the fact that using his powers in public like that might just have garnered the attention of the nearest City Guards and Con-Cops.

      “What did you tell the boy?” he asks as I rub the cream in.

      It must be soothing, but doesn’t remove the scowl from his face.

      “That it was an accident. And to go and secure the door.”

      “And he’s trustworthy?”

      “Definitely. And, anyway, I put an order in his head.”

      As we speak, Tess begins to stir. Her flickering eyes build up some pace, and her lids start to creep open a little wider. They centre immediately on Zander, standing bare-chested ahead of her.

      For a moment, as her eyes widen, she doesn’t speak. Then she seems to remember herself and mutters: “What happened?”

      She tries to sit up. Zander bounds towards her and rests his hand on her shoulder, pressing her back down.

      “You had an accident,” he says softly. “It’s OK. You’re all patched up now.”

      “An accident?” she murmurs vaguely.

      She doesn’t remember.

      “Yeah, Tess, you slipped over and, um, cut your stomach,” I say.

      Her brows hover lower, and her eyes turn to the floor. It’s covered in blood.

      She recoils and her hand rushes to her mouth.

      “That’s mine?!”

      “It’s fine,” whispers Zander. “Just relax. Relax now.”

      His words soothe her. Her heavy breathing subsides.

      Zander turns to me. In my head I hear him say: We have to go.

      I don’t want to. I’m not even sure I can.

      How can I leave them like this?

      He’s reading my thoughts. His voice comes again: You have to, Brie. We can’t stay here. It’s too dangerous now. They’ll be fine without us.

      Tess seems to notice the silent exchange.

      “Are you OK, Brie?” she asks.

      My eyes are still bleaker than I realise.

      “Yeah, fine Tess. Just fine.”

      Mrs Carmichael starts to stir now. Tess notices her too. It looks like the truth is starting to dawn on her, some fragment of what happened edging itself to the surface like the tip of a terrible iceberg.

      Zander’s face falls to her.

      “I’m Zander, by the way,” he says as he begins to pull his shirt back on. “Nice to finally meet you, Tess. I’ve heard lots.”

      Her eyes are drawn back to his. They stare with a similar measure of affection as when she met Rycard, first at his rippling abdomen, and then at his eyes.

      She has a thing for hazel eyes. A thing for Hawk-eyes.

      “Was it you?” she asks. “You saved me?”

      She looks at the bandage on her stomach.

      “I wouldn’t say ‘saved’. Nothing life threatening, Tess. Try to stay off your feet for a few days if you can. It’ll heal up nice and quick.”

      He starts moving to the door, jacket in hand. Her hand takes his, causing him to turn.

      “Thank you,” she whispers, tears starting to dampen her eyes. “Thank you so much…”

      A warm smile lifts his lips, and he drops one eyelid into a wink.

      “No problem. Now, we really have to go.”

      “Already?!”

      She turns to me and I step in, giving her a quick peck on the forehead.

      “I’ll be back again soon,” I say. “I promise.”

      Zander hovers towards the doorway. He’s waiting for me, but I don’t want to leave. I want to take them with us. All of them. Tess, Mrs Carmichael, Nate and Abby and everyone here. I don’t want to leave them…

      “Brie!” growls Zander. “We have to go.”

      I delay a second longer, and his hand reaches out and grabs me.

      And out of the door I’m pulled.
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      We tumble down the corridor as a whole slew of questions and concerns begin prodding at my brain. First and foremost is my concern for Tess and Mrs Carmichael’s safety.

      “They’ll be fine,” shouts Zander as we run. “The wound wasn’t that bad…”

      “No! Not the wound. Someone has clearly got to them. Nate was telling me about this Savant who was lingering around, probably a Mind-Manipulator. He must have put the order in their heads to kill me when they saw me again…”

      “It happens, Brie,” says Zander as we reach the spiral staircase.

      I stare down to see Nate nervously standing beside the door, trying to put it back in place. It’s not going to be easy. Zander’s all but smashed it off its hinges.

      “But what if they come back? What if they find out what happened and that I was here? What if they take them all away to be reconditioned?”

      My questions tumble, one after another. Zander has no time to deal with each, so just summarises his thoughts with a simple: “We have no choice.”

      “No choice?! We have a choice! We can take them, now…”

      He stops, halfway down the stairs just off the first floor, and turns on me. The backs of his eyes are lit in flame. He means business.

      “Brie, level 4 is imminent, and they’ll probably be safer here than in the underlands or even the mines. And you know your guardian. She won’t leave this place. Neither will Tess. They have the kids to take care of. You think they’re just going to abandon them?”

      “No…but we take them too…”

      I know what he’s going to say.

      “We can’t take them too! We can sneak around easily enough, but leading a whole troop of youngsters to the north? You’re being emotional, and you’re not thinking this through. We need to go, right now. We’re the ones in danger here, not them. OK?”

      I don’t answer. His words are settling, and settling fast. My emotions are getting the better of me again.

      “OK?!” he repeats. He’s not going to let it go until I agree.

      I draw in a breath and nod, somewhat reluctantly. But I understand.

      I know he’s right.

      “OK.” I say.

      “Good. Now let’s get the hell out of here before this entire mission falls apart!”

      We continue on down to the main hall. Zander orders me to put on my contact lenses once more as we go, which I do. I reposition my hat, too, to ensure my face is appropriately shrouded.

      I see a few other kids in the hall, staying back to the shadows. They look in in fright, clearly not knowing who Zander is and failing, at first, to recognise me. Then one girl calls out my name, and I’m forced to stop. To delay again.

      Abby comes bounding over from the door leading to her dorm. Her little face is a vision of surprise and joy.

      “Brie!” she shouts. She rushes up to me and throws her arms around my trunk. “You’re back! Are you back for good? Is this your new husband?”

      She looks at Zander, who’s clearly unimpressed by this latest setback.

      “Brie,” he growls, stepping towards the door. Nate looks at him sceptically, and adopts a posture of defence. “We have to…”

      “I know, I know,” I say. I look at Abby, her eyes like little shining stars. “No, he’s not my husband. And unfortunately, I’m not back for good. Not yet, anyway. I wish I could stay, Abs, but I can’t. I’m in a real rush.”

      “But…”

      Her face turns from joy to misery in the sort of way only a child can manage.

      “I’m sorry, honey,” I say, kneeling down and taking her cheeks between my palms. “I have important things to do. But I’ll be back. I promise.”

      I smile and her face evolves again, somewhere halfway between disappointment and acceptance.

      “Good,” I say, seeing the change. I lean in and kiss her on the cheek. “Take care of the place for me while I’m away, OK? Remember, you’re my little sidekick.”

      Her eyes relight. Her little teeth reappear.

      “I’m your sidekick,” she repeats. “Queen-Brie and Abtastic!”

      My eyebrows lift.

      “You’ve thought of names? I’m impressed.”

      Beside the door, Zander grumbles: “Brie…”

      Yes, yes, I know, I call out telepathically.

      “You like them?” she beams. “Queen-Brie…like the queen bee!” A cute giggle escapes her. “I’ve been drawing a comic too,” she continues. “Like the ones I read. It’s called The Adventures of Queen-Brie and Abtastic. Will you read it?”

      “I’d love to,” I say, smiling. “Keep working on it. I’ll read it next time. Promise.”

      I kiss her cheek again.

      And before my resolve weakens, I step away from her, and the other kids hovering in the background, and away from Nate too, still eyeing Zander suspiciously by the door.

      I lay my hand on his shoulder and say: “Good job, Nate. Don’t go to Mrs Carmichael’s room for a little while, OK. Wait for her to come down. She’ll see to fixing the door.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that, champ,” mutters Zander.

      He and Nate share a look. By association with me, my brother appears to get some seal of approval.

      “It’s OK,” the little boy says. This little boy who, only months ago, wouldn’t say boo to a goose. Now he’s staring daggers at a man who has just barged through a secure door and into his home. A man who, clearly, isn’t just any normal man.

      Nate really has grown.

      Those are the last words I hear or utter in the academy. Stepping through the door, now merely propped awkwardly against the frame, we take a look up and down the street to ensure that there are no patrols in the area.

      We appear to have gotten lucky, the commotion doing little to draw the eye. I suppose that could well be a symptom of the times. All over the city, break-ins and other disturbances will be a common occurrence.

      Looters and other opportunists will be taking advantage of the current state of the city, stealing and burgling and pillaging what they can. Gathering into gangs like the one Brandon and his cronies have joined, mere kids barely into their teens seeing the city as some sort of playground.

      A very dangerous playground.

      I suppose, to such people, the rewards and risks need to be weighed against each other. During a time of crisis, men can make something more of themselves. They can elevate their position if they’re willing to take the risk, stepping into the criminal underworld and staking a claim.

      If caught, the likely punishment is reconditioning. Right now, that probably doesn’t seem so bad. And for these men and women, and even children, who have so little to their name, the threat of reconditioning isn’t one to fill them with fear.

      In the end, if your life carries so little joy, then what do you have to lose? Reconditioning can, in fact, be a release. Something to wipe the slate clean and give a person a fresh start in a new world.

      Memories gone. Poverty and isolation and loneliness erased. A person who has nothing can suddenly have it all. A purpose, albeit a terrible one. A social structure to join and adhere to. Food and shelter and all the essentials that they need.

      Many here, especially when the days are so dark, will be thinking just that. And with Cromwell’s growing propaganda and promises that those who join up will be given a place in his future, so few people have the luxury of choice.

      And right now, neither do I.

      So away from the academy I go. I want to stay but I can’t. I want to spend more time with my friends, but I can’t. I want to nurse Tess back to health, sit and drink whiskey with her and Mrs Carmichael and tell them exactly what’s been going on in my life, and find out exactly what’s been going on in theirs, but I can’t.

      All I can do right now is follow my brother as we creep up Brick Lane and away from my home, from those I love and wish to protect. Not knowing when, and even if, I’ll ever really return.

      And as we go, I wonder if that’s just why Zander was willing to bring me here today. Whether his plan all along was to show me the city as it exists right now under occupation, show me the state of the academy and the feeling of concern and fear that’s etched into every youthful face within.

      Bring me here to feel the dread that hovers in the air. To let my blood be infused with that endless tension, bubbling just below the surface, threatening to explode into a war that will claim tens of thousands of lives.

      And among them, those I care about will lie. Dead. In heaps of corpses littering the streets. Casualties of a war that, perhaps, can be avoided.

      Avoided by destroying the nest of injustice that lies only a few miles from where we are now, towering above us with its pristine edifice and shining exterior. A beacon to so many.

      A vision of a more prosperous world. A more prosperous future.

      Maybe, rather than just bringing me here to see my friends, that was the plan. To get me on board. To make me realise – properly realise – that genocide is the only way.

      That unless we strike first, more and more good people will turn themselves to the darkness, lose themselves to the nothingness that awaits them in the grip of Cromwell’s palm.

      Maybe Zander realises that he wants me alongside him, wants me playing a part, wants me to agree with the plot that’s unfolding.

      If anything, I consider that the latter will be most prominent in his mind. He’s really only just found me, and I him. He doesn’t want to put me in danger, but at the same time, he doesn’t want me to huff and turn away from him either, turn away from this rebellion I’ve been assimilated into.

      Right at the core of it, perhaps he just wants to show me that there really is no other choice. That he and Lady Orlando and all the rest, presiding over the destruction of a tower that will kill thousands, aren’t bad people. They’re just products of their environment, products of their time.

      Products of a war that they’ve fought for years.

      I haven’t. I’m new to this. I’m bringing a fresh perspective that no one wants to hear. A perspective that doesn’t belong in the province of war, a place where death is just a numbers game, where sacrifices are inevitable in pursuit of a greater good.

      I’m beginning to see that. I’m beginning to realise that my voice, calling out for morality and echoing the childish emotions that stew inside me, isn’t relevant here.

      I had a voice before, when I was tasked with ending this war before it spread. My place at the centre of the plot to assassinate Cromwell gave me undue position amongst the rebels.

      But that position is gone. And aside from my siblinghood with one of their most prominent members, my voice no longer carries any weight.

      It is dull, empty, ignored. Only Zander wishes to hear me out, persuade me of the good in what they’re trying to do.

      He’s doing that because he’s my brother, my twin. And he loves me.

      But, who else cares? To the rest, I’m an annoyance. An irritation. A pesky bug buzzing in front of a face, unable to be swatted aside.

      And, in many ways, that’s just how I want it. I never wished to be part of this. I never wished to be included in such decisions. I don’t have the mind for it, or the constitution.

      I know my limits, and I’m just about reaching them.
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      I turn my mind off once more as we reach the end of Brick Lane. Under the cover of my contact lenses and cap, I keep my head low under orders from my brother as we creep off through the streets in what appears to be a preordained direction.

      We’re not travelling the same path we took to get here. We’re heading northwards, veering east. It would appear our trip to Outer Haven isn’t yet concluded.

      Clearly, Zander has more work to do. Bringing me here was just phase one.

      I don’t get a chance to ask him where we’re headed until we take refuge in an alleyway near to one of the central routes on the Conveyor Line. Scouting from the shadows, Zander needs to make sure the coast is clear before we hop aboard.

      During the lull, I question what’s next.

      “Eastern quarter,” he says, without offering further explanation. “We’ll circle around the Conveyor Line and then work through the industrial districts.”

      I don’t pose any questions, especially regarding the safety of us continuing to stay within the city limits. My brother knows his stuff and I’m just along for the ride.

      After a few moments of scouting, he deems the Conveyor Line ready for use. As we work out onto the street, it becomes evident that there are enough people around to offer plenty of cover here. Still, the numbers of security personnel are also fairly high, working around in their patrols and perched in their lookout points at places that most normal people wouldn’t see.

      We both can, of course. Our Hawk-eyes are quite sufficient to catch the tiniest bit of movement up in the rafters, to spot the City Guards positioned at various points across the lofty reaches of the city, surveying it all from on high.

      Then there are the drones, which offer a similar function. They’re more visible, buzzing around the streets a few dozen feet off the ground, a constant hum of activity that, for the most part, just blurs into the white noise of the city, and gets gobbled up by the bright neon lights that cast their glow upon the western districts.

      Many are postal drones, swishing here and there and delivering messages and other physical items. They’re nothing to worry about.

      Many others, however, are charged with the task of scanning the streets below for some sight of known agitators and insurgents. I am certainly within that number, so the contact lenses are fairly useful in shielding my eyes. The cap too, set low on my forehead and shadowing my face, is doing plenty to shield me.

      Zander doesn’t need to worry quite so much. His jaunts into Haven have exclusively come under the protection of cowls and hoods and other such items that have made him inconspicuous. And while Cromwell knows of his existence, he isn’t aware of what he looks like.

      Really, it’s far more likely that I’ll be spotted than him.

      Yet, those worries don’t seem to bother my brother. It’s as though he’s got some strange foresight, some ability to glance into the future and determine that we’re going to be just fine out here in the heartland of the enemy.

      The heartland of the enemy…what a strange thought given this used to be my home.

      He doesn’t have such an ability, of course. No one does. Yet, what he does have is a team of highly skilled intelligence technicians at his beck and call, working night and day to determine the safest possible routes through the city; surveying security patrols and drone movements; enabling us to sneak first to the west, and now to the east, without being spotted and detained.

      It gives us the upper hand as we move to the Conveyor Line, jump aboard, and cling to the poles as it cuts a path through the inner district of the west, then north, and finally brings us to the east.

      Stepping off at a predestined junction, we slip into the crowd and continue our path towards the towering structures that dominate the region. A region I know well from my outings here when I’d climb atop the tallest warehouse I could find and gaze from my high vantage towards the mountains in the northwest.

      Now, of course, I’ve been a hell of a lot higher. And a hell of a lot closer to those mountains too. The simple act of sitting up there, with my regular, Unenhanced eyes, gazing out at the distant mountains and forests, seems so innocent now.

      Nothing’s innocent anymore.

      The warehouses remain in operation for the most part. Despite everything that’s going on in the city, production continues through necessity, and it would appear that subsidies of clean water are being provided for those who operate here.

      It makes sense I guess. The residents of Inner Haven rely on the food production that goes on here, and so aren’t exactly going to let that be affected by the state of suffering in the rest of Outer Haven.

      Passing by a couple of warehouses, I get a glance inside the walls and security fences. Within, I note the strange mood that appears to have engulfed the place. There’s an order and rhythm to the workers that sets my teeth on edge.

      Yes, it could just be that such people are efficient at what they do. But, in my mind, I can’t help but imagine that many, if not all, have already been reconditioned. That I’m looking upon an army of slaves, no longer free to think and act as they might like, bound by the reprogramming that Cromwell has put them through.

      Perhaps that’s true, perhaps not. Maybe the workers in these plants and factories and warehouses have always been those taken in and reconditioned by the Consortium. It wouldn’t surprise me at all. Tucked away here in the east, hidden from the lively residential regions to the west and south, few would even know.

      Or care.

      We continue on in silence, moving further east, further back towards the quieter regions that always populate the perimeter of Outer Haven. The entire time, Zander continues to move with total concentration, a state of mind that has me keeping my tongue at bay and not bothering him with useless queries.

      His eyes stay narrow as we go, our path uninterrupted. His men have done their work well, and his ability to recall the tiniest of details, and his supreme knowledge of the streets and their secret paths, have allowed us to arrive without any further hindrance.

      Arriving at a factory that remains in operation, pumping foul air into the sky and clattering with an endless cacophony of metallic noises within, we work our way to the rear, sneaking through narrow lanes and reaching what appears to be a barred and unused door.

      It looks so weather-beaten and derelict that anyone would suspect it hasn’t been used in many years, covered in rust and with vines and weeds creeping around at its base. Reaching it, Zander does a final check to make sure we’re in the clear, before moving his hand right past the door handle and towards its old façade.

      He knocks, quietly and with a distinct pattern, on the rusted metal. Beyond, over the sound of the factory, I hear the patter of his knock descend down into the earth, echoing beneath the factory and into some subterranean place.

      We wait a few minutes in silence. I wonder just what’s going on before, suddenly and to my complete surprise, a sound of grinding brick and cement issues from the left, a metre or two away from the door.

      I let out a little huff of confusion and see my brother turn to me with a grin.

      Then, the brick wall to the side of the door belches out a little puff of smoke and opens up just a crack. And from that crack, a voice comes.

      “Zander?”

      “It’s me,” says my brother.

      The door opens further, moving inward, and the face of Rycard appears.

      “Are they all here?” comes my brother’s voice.

      Rycard nods.

      “Good. Then let’s go.”

      We step forward and into the darkness. Rycard gently shuts the secret door behind us, and I look upon an old metal staircase, descending into the depths at a steep and vertigo-inducing angle.

      Following my brother, I keep my hand locked tight to one of the cold, metal railings to stop from tripping – at regular intervals, the stairs are uneven, bent by time – and even force Rycard to reach out a hand to steady me at one point as we descend.

      “What is this place?” I ask.

      My voice echoes into the darkness, replacing the sound of my heavy breathing.

      “A meeting point,” whispers Zander in reply. “It’s a place that gives us access to Inner Haven.”

      “You can get to Inner Haven from down here?”

      I’m surprised, but I shouldn’t be. On several occasions, the Nameless have crept into Inner Haven unseen. It would appear that this is where they do it from.

      My question doesn’t get a reply. Just a nod from ahead as we continue down, going deeper until the basement walls of the factory turn to earth and rock, and we enter into less formally built rooms and caverns that have clearly been cut for a single purpose – infiltration.

      Now, the sounds of the factory have been dulled above, dampened by the thousands of tons of rock that creak and groan above us. Instead of the obvious assault to the ears, however, there’s a constant rumble, an incessant earthquake that causes the earth to shiver and sprinkle down little helpings of dust and grit from the ceiling above.

      It doesn’t feel altogether secure, and the sight of the odd bundle of rocks to the left or right as we move down the passage suggests that cave-ins are a regular hazard down here.

      There’s one in particular that we have to climb through.

      Ahead, the tunnel beneath the factory seems to end abruptly. As we get nearer, I notice that it has been blocked by rocks, the ceiling above having dropped its heavy load on the path below.

      Within the blockage, however, a small gap has been fashioned by those who navigate this perilous route. It’s barely big enough for a large man to work his frame through, with a few rocks moved to the side to provide passage through its dangerous jaws.

      Being the dainty young thing that I am, I have less trouble than the others at sneaking through. Someone like Drum, however, would never make it.

      My heart burns as I crawl through the gap. Each time some large piece of machinery in the factory above has a little grumble, the entire place shakes with a little more force. If that happens at the wrong time, and a single rock shifts out of place, game over.

      No one’s powers, not even Zander’s, could stop you from being crushed by the onslaught.

      Reaching the other side, I take a heavy breath as I drop my feet back onto the floor and turn around to help Rycard shift his frame through. As he exits the tiny space, I turn and see a gathering of what appears to be explosives set on the right and left, joined together by a thin wire.

      Zander sees me looking.

      “Failsafe,” he mutters. “You see that button…”

      I look to the wall and see a little button at the top of a wire, linked to the explosives.

      “Yeah.”

      “If ever you’re being chased down here, give it a tap. The entire chamber we’ve just passed through will collapse behind you. Of course, it’s a last resort sort of thing, so hopefully won’t ever have to be used…”

      “And this little gap? You made it yourselves?”

      Zander nods.

      “You can never be too careful.”

      Yeah, perhaps not. But somehow I can’t but think that having explosives down here in such an unstable passage is a recipe for disaster.

      But what do I know?

      Relieved to get through, we continue on and soon reach a door. Once again, Zander goes through the necessary protocols, tapping away with the secret knock, and the door unbolts and opens up to receive us.

      My eyes take in the scene.

      Several people stand in discussion around a table. The walls are half rock, half brick and mortar, and partially hidden by boxes and other supplies of arms and armour. The ceiling hangs low, uneven in places and fixed with random light fittings that allow those without Hawk abilities to see down here in the darkness.

      There’s a discussion going on, a tense one. It doesn’t seem to end with our arrival, the half dozen or so people around the table still talking in hushed but intense tones.

      We walk in, past the main guard who gives us entry, and Zander turns to me.

      “Brie,” he says, “there are some people I’d like you to meet.”
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      The people around the table continue to talk as Zander runs through the introductions. Only when each are required to meet me do they stop and stretch out a quick hand, raise a smile, and then turn their eyes back to their work.

      First up is a man I recognise from the previous night: Beckett. I never got to officially meet him during the meeting for all the leaders of the Nameless.

      Gruff and only partially groomed, he turns his sleek eyes to mine and offers a strong hand. A single shake is all he needs. He seems like that kind of guy. Efficient. Impatient.

      “Beckett is our most senior commander in the field,” says Zander. “He’s a powerful hybrid. Part Bat, part Hawk, part Sniffer, part Dasher. He’s almost got the full set.”

      “Wow,” I remark. “So, your parents were both hybrids too?”

      He nods sharply.

      “Father was a Hawker – Hawk and Dasher. Mother was a Sniffer and Bat. We’ve got some stupid amalgamation for that too.”

      He doesn’t tell me what it is.

      “So you’ve got pretty good senses then,” I say, stating the damn obvious. “I guess that’s useful in the field?”

      “Very,” he says. Or, growls really. His voice seems to be a perpetual bark, a symptom of his job as well, I suspect, as a lifetime spent with a cigarette in his mouth, of which there is one now.

      I guess being a Sniffer, I’d have thought smoking would be a no-no given his heightened sense of smell. Clearly not.

      “Beckett leads much of our forward military efforts,” says Zander.

      Beckett huffs.

      “Military efforts. More like covert operations. That’s all we ever do. We don’t have the manpower for military efforts.”

      “He also takes some getting used to,” grins Zander. “And he never, ever smiles.”

      Beckett’s scowl intensifies, and so does Zander’s grin.

      “Anyway, this here’s Kira,” continues Zander, moving to the next attendee at this secret meeting. “You’ll have seen her last night too.”

      “Sure,” I say, extending a hand.

      Kira turns up from the table and takes it with a smile. Like Beckett, she’s got extremely sleek eyes, green as the toxic mist that continually assaults us, and red hair that makes her stand right out from the crowd. You’d think that wouldn’t be a good thing given her vocation as a spy.

      Still, she has a range of abilities that make her extremely efficient at her job. Dasher, Hawk, Bat and Sniffer by all accounts. An equally awesome set as Beckett.

      “So, you’re the eyes and ears out in Inner Haven, right?” I ask.

      “That’s my role,” she answers with her smooth, velvety voice. There’s a joviality to her that I enjoy. A far cry from Beckett, that’s for sure. “I’m good at sneaking around, and can see pretty far. The best eyes in the business,” she adds with a little prideful smirk.

      “Debatable,” says Zander provocatively.

      “You wanna go, do you?” she asks.

      Beckett raises his eyes and shakes his head. Clearly this is an on-going point of contention around here.

      “Hey,” adds Kira, turning again to me. “Maybe little sis will give us all a run for our money soon enough. We girls have the better eyesight, you know.”

      I like her immediately.

      “Totally agree,” I say.

      “And what would you know?” asks Zander. “You’re just a toddler....”

      Both Kira and I glare at him. He’s forced to stand down.

      “Nice to meet you, though, Brie,” says Kira before we move on. “Good to have another girl about the place.”

      As she speaks, her eyes switch ever-so-subtly towards another girl a little way down the table. Girl, though, would be entirely inappropriate as a description of her.

      Female, yes. Girl, absolutely not.

      She’s colossal. Surely imbued with some old Brute blood. Not the size of a proper male Brute, or even Drum, but for a woman, she’s enormous. A towering six and a half feet at least and, if I was to compare her to anyone by her general size, it would probably be Rhoth.

      She’s similarly structured too, her shoulders broad and trunk wide, with an aesthetic look to compliment her intimidating size. Her hair is long on top but shaven at the sides, flowing back and stuck close to her scalp by some sort of ointment. It’s a fairly bright blonde, almost white, and there’s a scar ranging from her chin to her left eye that suggests she, like many others here, have been in the wars.

      It’s to her we go next, Zander approaching with a little more formality.

      “Brie, I’d like you to meet Freya,” he says. “She’s our resident explosives and munitions expert. She can get us anything we need, given the time.”

      A set of meaty fingers come my way, gobbling up my little hand. Her shake is almost sufficient to lift me right off the floor.

      “Good to meet you, Brie,” comes a deep voice that has no place outside of a man. She smiles through etiquette, revealing a poor set of teeth. They come and go in a flash and her stern, austere façade returns.

      “So, um, are you a hybrid too?” I ask.

      I can’t help but do so with a few more nerves scattered among my words.

      She shakes her head.

      “My father was part Brute,” she says. “My mother, for all I know, was just a woman. I never met her, but have no other powers like the rest of this lot. So, she must have been just a normal woman.”

      I don’t pry. I want to, given my natural and sometimes overbearing inclination to seek the truth, but don’t. Not with such a sensitive subject. And not with such a formidable woman.

      “She’s a good soldier,” says Zander. He clearly has some respect for her. “Probably the best I’ve worked with, given she’s got no useful enhancements for combat.”

      “You mean, Brute blood isn’t useful?” I query. “I thought it made you tougher. You know, tougher skin, thicker skull, etcetera.”

      “Well, yeah, there’s that,” says my brother. “But a pulse round is going to cut through just about anything but the best armour, whether there’s a Brute underneath it or not.”

      “And normal bullets?” I ask.

      “Depends where they hit,” booms Freya. Her finger taps to the side of her left eye, its cool blue colour somehow going well with her white hair. It’s to the scar she’s referring.

      “That was from a bullet?” I question.

      “Yeah,” she says. “Lucky it only grazed me. Could have been worse. I kinda like it.”

      She smiles again briefly. It disappears just as quick, as though she wants to relax but wont’ let herself. As if her appearance has crafted her this part as a stern and joyless woman, when in fact there’s a brighter soul buried underneath.

      “It suits you,” I suggest.

      I regret the words until that smile flashes again. And with it comes a little nod of acknowledgement and sisterhood that she probably craves.

      In that instant, I think of Rycard, and turn to see him across the room in discussion with a guard. His scar is similar, only on the other side of his face. And, of course, it cuts right through his eye and not to the side of it.

      It just goes to show that life is a game of millimetres. Another few to the right and Rycard would have maintained his Hawk-vision and would have stayed with the City Guard. Sophie and Maddox, too, would never have ventured with him to the underlands, never have joined the Nameless.

      Such small things can lead to such large changes. You never quite know where some slight deviation in your path might lead you.

      We leave Freya to her work too, and move on to a final person of interest for me to meet. This one hangs low under a skinny, tall frame, his ferrety features in shadow and partially hidden beneath a set of large glasses. He seems to be mumbling to himself as he looks through a series of papers and schematics.

      “Alfred,” says Zander, drawing him from his own little world.

      The man looks up in fright, his eyes dark behind his spectacles and hair black and lank, thinning in places and hanging down the sides of his face. There’s a gauntness to his cheeks, sunken and smattered with the occasional sprouting of hair, as if puberty never quite took hold with him and gave up halfway through.

      His voice is another indicator of such a thing. It’s timid and shallow, and high pitched in places. He looks to be about 40, although could very well be younger.

      “Y-yes Zander,” he says. “W-hat can I d-do for you?”

      Clearly, he has a bit of a stammer too.

      “Just introducing you to my sister,” says Zander. “Meet Brie.”

      His eyes hover to mine but can barely connect for more than a split second. Instead, they choose to focus around my chin and neck as he bows a little and sends out his skinny digits, tipped with heavily chewed nails.

      “Nice to meet you, Alfred,” I say, shaking his hand. Unlike the rest, his shake is feeble and weak, an unpleasant experience.

      I slide my hand from his grasp as soon as I can and wait for Zander to take over the conversation.

      He duly does so.

      “Alfred here is the go-to guy when you want information. It can take a bit of time to get it out of him, but he’ll give it up in the end. Right, Alfred?”

      He slaps him on the back, and the man collapses forward to the table before righting himself.

      “R-r-right, Z-Zander…” he stutters.

      My brother turns to me.

      “He may not look like much, but the guy’s a genius. And he isn’t even a Savant, not a full one anyway. He’s got a photographic mind and, if Kira is our eyes and ears in Outer Haven, he’s our brain.”

      “So, he’s the one who tells you the best routes through the city?” I ask.

      It’s kinda bad that I don’t even note how we’re talking about him as if he’s not there. He’s just that sort of guy, lurking in the background.

      “Him and the guys running security back at HQ. We have the drones we’ve reprogrammed and then Kira and her team. They work together to make sure we don’t miss a beat out there, feeding us the info we need. It’s a pretty slick operation.”

      “Yeah, seems like it. So, is that everyone?” I ask, looking around. “Anyone else to meet?”

      “Well,” says Zander, glancing to the side of the room. “You know Astor, obviously.”

      I follow his gaze and see the bodyguard of Walter, the chemist, going through some of the supplies of weaponry and armour in the room. He seems to be checking them for faults and possibly doing some inventory.

      “Right, yeah. No Walter though?”

      “Not here, no,” says Zander. “Walter tends to stick to the HQ and the black market. Although, it’s been much harder running the latter in recent weeks, as you can imagine.”

      “Sure, yeah. How can I forget my first time there.”

      And only time…

      That was, in fact, where I met Walter and Astor. I’d gone to meet the chemist in order to track down Zander, only for a bunch of Stalkers and Con-Cops to come and raid the place. In the end, Zander came along and saved the day.

      He’s done so many times since then.

      “So I assume there have been more raids recently?” I continue.

      “They’re almost constant,” says Zander. “That’s part of the reason why so many hybrids have come forward. They’ve been unable to get their suppressor drugs, and have no choice but to join up. In a way, you could say it’s working in our favour. Giving us more men and women to fight.”

      “And what was that last night?” I ask. “At the meeting, someone said something about these hybrids being trained…”

      “Yep. That was Beckett I think. We’ve got some of our top hybrids training them, but they’re unlikely to play a part quite yet, unless they have to of course.”

      He turns again to the little collection of people. Besides those I’ve met and those I already know, there are three more, all soldier-looking types. I assume that they comprise part of the ‘elite’ force of hybrids under the command of Beckett and my brother.

      A quick introduction of each reveals their names to be Marler, Quinn, and Hilton.

      Each carry the features typical of their kind, all of them with Dasher powers as well as other Enhancements. In battle, no matter how many abilities you have, unless you’re part Dasher then you’re unlikely to last too long.

      Once the final introductions have been performed, Zander gives Beckett a little nod and we all gravitate towards the central table. On top of it are maps and schematics and notes of patrols and weapons and other supplies. It is clear that this is where the main planning is being done for the assumed assault on the High Tower.

      The participation of Freya, an explosives expert, and the amount of explosives stockpiled in one corner, suggests that the plan of destroying the home of the Savants is one that’s been long-gestating.

      I suppose it’s quite clever really. Last night at the meeting it seemed as though the plan was one that was being considered as a last resort. And, well, that last resort has quickly arrived.

      In reality, though, it’s obvious enough to me that this was always plan B, and that were I to fail to assassinate Cromwell, this was going to be the next course of action.

      In fact, it’s quite possible that this was the preferable option all along. Something tells me that simply killing Cromwell and installing Burns might not be what Lady Orlando was after. That maybe, in the end, she wants to take the city for herself…

      As we gather around the table, it’s Beckett who speaks first.

      “Right, so we all welcome Brie as part of our group. Given her power set, she’s a strong addition to the team.”

      I glance at Zander. He looks right back, before turning again to Beckett.

      I try to speak to him telepathically but find the link severed.

      Beckett continues.

      “We were all there last night during the meeting. The plan was debated at length but there was only one conclusion that was going to be drawn. The High Tower must be destroyed, and it must be destroyed soon. All of us assembled here have a role to play…”

      I look again at Zander. He refuses to look back.

      I can’t help it. My voice cuts in.

      “Um, I have no role to play,” I say.

      Beckett turns to me with eyes cut from stone.

      “Excuse me?” he says sternly.

      “I, er…I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but I’m not playing a part in any of this. I don’t agree with this plan.”

      “It makes no difference whether you agree or not,” barks Beckett. “You’re a soldier now and these are the commands that we’ve been given. Lady Orlando has green lit this course, and now we will see it through. What are your objections?”

      All eyes fall to me. I glance around the room.

      “Well…I…don’t know…” I stammer, doing my best impression of Alfred.

      “You don’t know? That’s not much of an objection, is it? Speak plainly, we’re all friends here.”

      I have no idea what to say. I’m not sure I’ve ever been looked at the way Beckett is looking at me now. His eyes are burning hot.

      “I just don’t agree with destroying the whole place. None of you have been there. I have. The people aren’t in on all this. They don’t deserve to die…”

      All my reservations begin to flow again. I revert to the ultra moral, insufferable girl that these people - that soldiers and military folk - probably despise.

      A few sets of eyes roll.

      “And the people in Outer Haven, your real home. Do they deserve to die?” asks Beckett. My mouth opens. He shuts me off. “And what of the people in the underlands, all your friends and family. How about them? Do they deserve to die?”

      I open my mouth again to answer. Once more, he doesn’t let me speak.

      “Of course they don’t,” he continues, his voice running at speed. “Of course, no one really deserves to die, do they? Everyone is oh-so innocent, aren’t they? No, Brie, they’re not. There are many in the High Tower who are ignorant of what’s going on, perhaps that’s true. Or perhaps not. Perhaps they are aware, but just don’t care. But even if what you say is true, and they don’t know, and would object if they did, that’s totally irrelevant. At the summit of that building is every single person complicit in Director Cromwell’s plot. Destroying the building will, by my reckoning, destroy them all in one fell strike of the sword. It is an opportunity that, if it pays off, will not only save hundreds, perhaps thousands of our own men, but also many tens of thousands of innocents across the city as well. You kill thousands to save tens of thousands. That is the terrible choice that people in power have to make. That is the terrible choice you make in war…”

      His words are breathless. They flow with passion and experience and I can’t help but be cowed by their ferocity. Once again, I feel like a tiny little child, stupid and ignorant and emotionally fragile.

      I’m so pathetic that I even feel my eyes growing damp as his words are spat at me. Enough to make me blink hard to avoid properly embarrassing myself in front of this hardnosed assembly.

      Even Zander, usually so forceful, refuses to cut in and defend me, or try to calm Beckett’s words. More likely, he completely agrees with him and knows that I need to hear this.

      But whatever he says, it won’t change my mind. I don’t want to be part of this.

      Beckett gives me an out. His voice begins to cool, and he takes a short break. And then, with the room ringing with his words, he speaks again more slowly.

      “If you truly have your reservations, then I don’t want you on this team. Such weakness cannot be included here. We need only strength and the conviction that what we’re doing is right. Any chink in the armour can be fatal. Now get out of my office.”

      His final words bite and set my heart skipping a beat. I feel so utterly humiliated, my eyes once more threatening to leap with tears. I cough lightly to hide my shame, and clear my throat in a bid to speak again, to defend myself.

      But I can’t. If I speak now, my words will crumble.

      Eventually, I lift my eyes, and see that Zander is at least looking upon Beckett with some displeasure. It’s all he’s doing, though. He, like everyone else, is silent.

      I harden my glare and then pass it to the mission commander, thinking that I’ll try to set some order in him to apologise, or something far worse. Embarrass him like he has me.

      But when I look at him, I realise that my humiliation is complete. He isn’t even looking at me anymore. He’s forgotten I was ever here.

      A creaking sounds over by the wall, and I note that one of the hybrids – Quinn, I think – has moved over to open the door for me.

      I lower my head and perform the walk of shame, just as Beckett’s voice begins to rise up into the room once again, continuing on with his address.

      And when the door shuts behind me, and the sound of his voice is blocked out, I feel my stinging eyes let loose a short flood.

      And only moments later, the door opens again.
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      I wipe my eyes before I turn and find my brother standing before me. He looks at me for a few seconds with a pitiful expression that angers me.

      “Why did you bring me here?” I grunt. “Why the hell did you bring me here?!”

      He comes forward and tries to comfort me. I don’t let him.

      I back off down the tunnel a few steps, raising my hands to hold him at bay.

      “You’re a solider now, Brie…you have a part to…”

      “DON’T,” I shout, my words echoing down the passage behind us.

      Above, the rumbling of the factory seems to quieten, yet the walls continue to rock and roll.

      “Don’t speak like him,” I continue, cooling my voice a little. “I’m NOT a solider. I’m NOT an assassin. I’m NOT a rebel. I’m just…nothing. I don’t want any part of this, Zander. You know I don’t. Why did you bring me here?!”

      My words begin to rise again. Zander awaits the end of my rant, waits for me to expel the humiliation from my body.

      He speaks after a few seconds of silence. A silence that starts to wane as the rumbling machinery a hundred feet above us begins blaring back to life.

      “Beckett wanted you as part of the group,” he says calmly. “He’s my senior. I have to follow orders. He knows you’re like me. We have a combination of powers that no one else does. You know how rare Mind-Manipulators are. And those who also have Dasher powers and Hawk-eyes...that’s unheard of.”

      “But I’m not a soldier.” My voice is almost empty now. I’ve spent much of my anger.

      “You’re more of a soldier than you know. You’ve accomplished a lot. Beckett thought you’d be a useful addition to the team, if only as backup. I didn’t really want you here. It’s not easy for me either. I’d rather you were just back in the church, safe and sound…”

      “I don’t believe you,” I say, cutting in. “I’m not sure I believe anything you say.”

      “Brie…”

      I hang my head. I don’t want to look at him. I don’t want to see the truth in his eyes and deny my insults and attacks. I want to hurt him for not speaking up for me.

      “You can believe me or not,” he says. “But it’s true. Everything I’ve done is because it’s been ordered. I’m trying to tow the line between keeping you safe and getting you to do what others want you to. I wish you didn’t have these gifts so you could just be safe and free from all this. But you do, Brie. You do, and I can’t help that. But you don’t have to now. You don’t have to be a part of this if you don’t want.”

      I lift my eyes up, slowly, almost nervously. His stare at me, wide and unblinking. There’s no lie in them. He really does want me to be safe.

      And he really does love me.

      I feel myself thawing. My anger towards him begins to subside. All the good things he’s done for me begin to creep from the back of my head, stepping into the light.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, my words barely audible above the banging from above. “I owe you so much, Zander. I promised myself I’d do anything you wanted now, after saving me and Adryan. I just…I’ll fight, I promise. Give me a gun and point me in the direction of some Stalkers, and I’ll fight. But I don’t want to help you blow up the High Tower. I don’t think I could ever live with myself if I did.”

      He slips towards me as I speak, gliding so effortlessly and with such speed. Appearing in front of me, his hands fix to my shoulders and his eyes do the same to my own. A grin gathers on his face, cutting dimples into his cheeks.

      “You’re a renegade, Brie,” he laughs. “You fight for what you believe in, whether that’s against the Consortium and Cromwell, or us right here. That’s OK. That’s who you are. I don’t ask for anything in return for saving your life. I’d do it a thousand times over with no reward. Don’t ever think that you owe me for that. Never, do you hear me?”

      I nod, my chin low and eyes wide, looking up at him like a child.

      He seems so much older than me, despite us being twins. He’s been through much more, seen much more, done much more. I’m just a little girl here among these people. I don’t see why Beckett would even want my voice in that room.

      “But I would ask that you help us in this cause in some way. It doesn’t have to be here. I don’t want it to be here. There are other things you can do to contribute.”

      “Anything,” I say, nodding. “I’ll do anything.”

      “Good. Because the fight isn’t just here. It’s everywhere. Sooner or later, level 4 will be instituted, and we’re going to need some of our best soldiers escorting our people to the mines. You are a soldier, Brie. You can help save lives without abandoning your morals.”

      “And you?” I ask. “Do you really believe in all this?”

      “I…I agree with what Beckett said,” he tells me. “War isn’t a simple game. It’s not black and white. It’s not just heroes and villains. Sometimes the good guys need to do bad things, even terrible things, in the name of what’s right. That might just be the price of freedom for our people.”

      Again, I feel stupid. I’m being schooled left, right, and centre by those who actually know what they’re talking about. I nod my agreement and hope never to speak about the topic again.

      Above, a few more rumbles begin to grind down from the factory floor, dislodging some grit and a smattering of stones. I shield my eyes as I lift them up, blocking the falling dust. And as I do, I peer through them and see Zander looking up too.

      His eyes have turned narrow.

      Suddenly, the door down the tunnel opens up and Kira appears. Her eyes are similarly inclined as my brother’s. They stare at each other for a moment, and I notice her cocking her head slightly and listening intently, using her Bat-ears to their fullest effect.

      She moves to the rock wall and lays her hand down too, just as a few more rumbles sound. Does she have another ability? Some super sensitivity to touch that I don’t know about, or that comes with her Bat powers?

      I watch closely as she performs the strange act, and Zander does too. Then, she nods to him and they both look down the other end of the passage, and begin running.

      I stand rooted to the spot, confused, and call out after them: “What’s going on?!”

      And from the tunnel ahead, Zander’s answer comes.

      “These aren’t normal tremors,” he calls. “They’re explosions…”
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      I chase straight after them, covering the ground through the passage at an alarming rate. Before I can even take a gulp of air we’re reaching the narrow gap through the blockage and worming through, before galloping onwards towards the clanking metal stairs.

      Above, the factory continues on with its incessant murmuring, with the occasional addition of something more distinct and powerful, a different type of rumble that shakes the ground a little more firmly and delivers a fresh deluge of dust from the ceiling.

      Up the stairs we go, stopping only briefly at the top so that Kira can set her hand to the wall, prick up her ears, and listen and feel for any nearby disturbances that we should be aware of.

      I know there are none when she nods to Zander and he pulls open the secret brick door, the three of us quickly spilling out into the afternoon sunlight.

      Down the side of the factory we go, passing onto the network of streets and paths that crisscross this huge industrial network. We do so carefully and yet at pace, my brother and Kira combining to ensure that the route is clear as we surge towards the north.

      Clearly, this is an unplanned route, and therefore fraught with danger, yet their knowledge of patrol patterns and security movements are so well ordered in their minds that we’re able to move at pace.

      We don’t, however, have to go too far. Here, in the outer and most northerly districts of the eastern quarter, security is thin. And yet, Kira announces an unusual pattern of footfall nearby, right where the sounds of the explosions are coming from.

      Unusually, too, the blasts aren’t immediately visible but for a single column of putrid grey smoke pouring a signal into the blue sky. They feel like they’re coming from below us, somewhere just underground.

      And then I realise just what the concern is.

      They’ve found their way into one of the secret routes.

      The query rushes up my throat and out of my mouth as we stop behind a wall, close to the commotion.

      Zander answers it. His eyes are slits.

      “We have a passage here, yes,” shoot his words. He looks to Kira. “How many can you hear? Smell?”

      She stops again, now close enough that even I can hear the deep rumble of activity, and reaches to the ground. Placing her palms flat to the earth, I see her nostrils flare and her ears open, her many super-senses combining to provide her with some mystical ability to scan the world beyond without her eyes.

      Those are closed, her glowing green irises hidden and unneeded.

      I’m staggered by her powers. Zander and I can see vast distances, pick out the tiniest of details from afar. She can do that and a whole lot more. By the looks of things, she can glean just as much from her surroundings, and perhaps even more, with her eyes shut, her powers creating a map in her mind of everything around us that we cannot see.

      I ogle her as she operates, until her eyes flash open, her palms leave the dirt, and she thrusts herself back up to her full height. Which isn’t very high.

      “I don’t know exactly, but there are several dozen men down there at least. It’s too loud and confusing because of the blasts to know for sure. Some smell like Stalkers…”

      I’m just a spectator here, my eyes turning from Kira’s face to Zander to gauge his reaction. It’s not good.

      “And they’re stationary? They haven’t broken into the tunnel yet?”

      “Not quite. The explosions are clearing the path. It won’t take long, though…”

      Zander nods and turns his eyes back in the direction we came from.

      “We have to stop them,” he announces.

      He thinks again for a moment, scanning us and seeming to realise that we’re only a force of three, currently unarmoured and poorly armed. Or, in my case, completely unarmed.

      Then, he says: “Come on,” and begins running back, using his Dasher powers as he goes. I see it just in time, and do the same, and together as a three we begin slicing across the earth, scorching a path straight back to the factory and its secret door and the secret plot unfolding within.

      We arrive there in no time at all, reaching the door and slowing as we resume regular speed back down the stairs and through the tunnel. I pant hard, my fitness and durability when using my powers unable to match the others, who don’t appear to be out of breath at all as we go back through the blockage and head for the door at the far end.

      It hangs open, and through the gap I see the team being barked orders at by Beckett. He turns his eyes on us as we arrive, and his voice comes surging.

      “What did you see?”

      The question is directed at Kira. She answers.

      “Several dozen men, possibly City Guards, led by a force of Stalkers. They’re about to breach the tunnel.”

      Zander’s voice joins.

      “We have to stop them,” he announces, eyes switching to each member of the group. “Gather your armour and weapons.”

      Beckett’s hand rises. Those under his command stop.

      “We have the failsafe. Which tunnel is it?”

      “District 10 of the north,” says Zander. “Beckett, we can’t let them through. The failsafe will only slow them, it won’t stop them.”

      “And neither will killing them. More will come and we’ll be overwhelmed. Exploding the tunnel will merely delay the inevitable…”

      “Exactly,” cuts Zander’s voice. “Delay them. That’s all we can hope for. It will give our people time.”

      “He’s right,” booms Freya. “The tunnel failsafe was designed for this specific purpose, but only to slow them down.”

      As she speaks, Beckett swivels straight to Alfred, silent in the back.

      “Get on the comms and get in touch with the sentries at the passage in district 10,” he commands.

      Alfred nods and moves towards a little monitor. He begins dialling in a code as Beckett marches over to him. It takes a few seconds for the connection to be made.

      As he works, I whisper to Zander: “But I thought the failsafe was here in this tunnel?”

      “We have explosives in every tunnel,” he tells me. “Just in case they were found, we’d blow them and block them off. It’s a last resort because it will limit our movement. But now we have no choice.”

      As he speaks, the sound of static begins to crackle and Alfred reaches up to hand Beckett the communication device. He snatches it straight from the technician’s fingers and bellows down the line.

      “District 10, do you read? Do you copy, district 10?”

      The sound of static continues for a moment. Then, through it, a broken voice can be heard, only faint over the top of the continuing blasts.

      “I…read…” says a man. “Who is…

      “This is Commander Beckett. How close are they to the breach?!”

      His words are stressed yet controlled. No one else speaks as we listen for the sentry to speak again. And during that silence, I think of Drum once more. And all those in the underlands, now very much under threat.

      I turn to the wall and see the stacked weapons.

      Zander wants me to be a soldier. I’ll be one right now.

      The voice comes again.

      “Close…sir. What are…orders?”

      Beckett looks again to Zander, then Kira.

      “Several dozen you say?” he asks.

      Kira nods.

      “At least. I couldn’t get a clear read with all the blasts. Too much noise…”

      Beckett makes a snap decision. Or, more likely, merely follows the protocol in place given this eventuality.

      His words bark back down the line.

      “Retreat,” he calls. “Get to safety and blow the failsafe.”

      There’s a short delay.

      Then only half a word is heard, just as the sound of another boom surges loudly up the line.

      “Unders...” says the voice, before it’s cut off for good by a deafening roar.

      We all turn to each other.

      Did he get the order? Did he get killed in the blast?

      Zander, second in command, calls for action once more.

      “Sir, we have to go. If the sentry was killed, they might get down the tunnel before the second line can trigger the blast…”

      Second line? I can only assume he’s talking about the sentries in the rear, deeper into the tunnels, like the position held by Drum.

      “And if we meet more Stalkers than Kira thinks she saw? If we die, it’s game over, Zander,” retorts Beckett. “This team has a job to do.” He seems to have an idea, and turns to Alfred. “Can you trigger the blast remotely?” he queries.

      The technician awkwardly considers it for a brief second before shaking his head. He does so with a fearful look in his eye, as if Beckett will reprimand him for not giving the answer he desires.

      “The b-blasts c-c-can only b-e t-t-riggered…” he begins.

      Beckett cuts him off with a dismissive and impatient wave of the hand.

      “Yes, Alfred, OK. It can’t be done.”

      The weasel of a man recoils further into his shell. He really isn’t suited to a crisis like this.

      “Sir,” says Zander once again, his voice growing sterner, “we have no choice. We have to hold them back and give our men time to set the blast. They’ll be through any moment, and if the tunnel isn’t collapsed, they’ll surge straight through the underlands before we stop them.”

      He stares, and Beckett once more takes the shortest of moments to consider it. I can see his dilemma. He’s been set the task of destroying the High Tower, and doesn’t want to put the mission in danger. But, if our enemies get into the tunnels, it might just be game over anyway.

      I watch him closely as he and Zander enter the short staring contest. Zander could probably flash an order into his head, depending on Beckett’s resistance to such things.

      He doesn’t. He’s too good a soldier to do that, to influence a superior officer.

      Instead, he just prays for Beckett to see sense. I can see it all behind his eyes.

      The Commander obliges.

      His eyes switch to the weapons supplies and armour. Then they return to Zander, but his words address us all.

      “Suit up,” he says. “We’re going into battle.”
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      The little meeting room where the destruction of the High Tower is being plotted bristles with a sudden activity. Everyone present rushes to the supplies of arms and ammunition against the walls and begins pulling on bulletproof vests and jackets, donning helmets, and snatching up pulse rifles and a variety of sidearms and grenades.

      All, of course, except Alfred, who slinks further to the side of the room as the scene unfolds.

      For my part, I have little idea of what I’m doing. So Zander acts for me, sifting through the appropriate items of equipment and tossing them my way.

      Within only a few minutes I’m dressed as the rest, covered in high tech armour that will protect me against a variety of attacks, and holding a pulse rifle as Zander gives me a quick-fire run-through of exactly how to operate it.

      In the end, he just shakes his head to himself, turns it to an appropriate setting, and tells me to “point and shoot.”

      I nod as my finger hovers against the trigger.

      “Ah,” he says, pulling it away. He flicks a little dial on the side of the weapon. “Safety catch,” he tells me. “Flick it up to disable it. Then the trigger will fire. I’ll teach you the rest later.”

      I blink a few times and cast my eyes down at the weapon. Behind my chest, my heart thunders louder than the factory equipment above.

      “Brie, you’re ready for this,” he says. “Stay back and provide cover. I won’t let you get hurt.”

      I nod nervously as Beckett peruses us, his eyes flashing from one to the next to ensure we’re all ready to go. We have to be. There’s no more time to delay.

      “All of us here are part Dasher except for Rycard and Freya. You two will offer support from the rear.” His eyes land on mine. “Perhaps you should do the same, Brie.”

      I feel semi-insulted, as if this is some sort of backlash for my disagreeing with him earlier. More likely, it’s just smart use of his military resources.

      But I don’t take it that way.

      “I can fight,” I tell him. “I want to fight.”

      “No time to argue. You want to be a soldier? Then follow orders, and be one.”

      I look at Zander. He nods to me and his voice appears in my head.

      He’s right, Brie, he says. Offer cover. You’ll be out of your depth on the front line.

      I take exception to the idea, until I glance again at the soldiers gathered before me, each and every one of them seasoned, skilled, and experienced in battle. This team, after all, is formed of the elite.

      I’m hardly that.

      Beckett’s voice rumbles again, joining the cacophony above and away through the nearby tunnels we’re going to protect.

      “Right, follow me, use your powers sparingly until we get there. Keep pace, and keep alert. I’ll scout on arrival and confirm what we’re facing. Brie, you know the way. Follow behind at regular speed with Rycard and Freya.”

      “Yes, sir,” I say.

      He nods at me, helping to seal the minor rift between us, and then opens up the door. And as I stand there watching, all of the strike team activate their powers, shooting off down the passage towards the fight.

      Beckett, Zander, Kira, Astor, along with the other hybrids Marler, Quinn, and Hilton. A team of seven with three more in reserve, heading off to fight against several dozen.

      We just have to hope that, as Rycard said before, Cromwell is keeping his finest Stalkers alongside him. And that Kira’s estimations are accurate…

      As the strike force of seven disappears, Rycard steps forward to take the lead.

      Freya bounds ahead of him, her thick arm cutting him off.

      “Hang on there, half-Hawk,” she booms. “You stay at the rear.”

      He glares at her through his good left eye. His right remains hidden behind the patch that covers it.

      “What did you call me?” he growls.

      “Half-Hawk,” says Freya, stretching to her full height. Rycard’s a tall man, but she towers above him, and has a good few inches on him sideways as well.

      “If you have a problem with me, Freya, spit it out and do it quick. We don’t have time for this.”

      “We? You were a City Guard only a couple of weeks ago. The others might trust you, but I don’t. And besides, what can you do with that one eye. We don’t need a cyclops tagging along…”

      Rycard rises up on his toes to give himself another inch, and shortens the gap between the two. Before they come to blows, I raise my arms and put my body between them.

      “For goodness sake!” I shout. “They’re probably just about to enter the fight out there, and you’re bickering in here. We don’t have time for this crap!”

      I turn first to Freya.

      “Freya, if Beckett, Lady Orlando and Zander trust him, you can. And for what it’s worth, I do too. You know it was me who got him out of Inner Haven, right? He’s trustworthy. End of story.”

      Then I swivel on Rycard.

      “And Rycard,” I start, raising and finger and ready to reprimand him. Then I realise that this is kinda just Freya’s fault and Rycard isn’t to blame at all. I shrug. “Lead the way…”

      He smiles at me and drops his left eye into a wink. And with a little victorious glance at Freya, dances off down the tunnel.

      Before I follow, I look to the giant woman and see a look I don’t expect. I’d have anticipated a scowl. What I get is a little nod of appreciation.

      “Sorry if I…” I begin.

      “No apologies at all. I like strong women.”

      That crooked and rare smile of hers peeks from beneath her lips again. And with it, we turn together and begin bounding off after Rycard.

      We reach the streets in a little longer than I’d like. That owes purely to the difficulty with which Freya clambers through the gap in the collapsed portion of the tunnel. She’d have trouble enough without her armour. With it, it’s nigh on impossible to drag her through.

      In the end, she has to undress, pass her body armour through, and then crawl through the space with a distinct lack of grace. When she finally drops to the other side, her face has gone red and her eyes sheepish.

      No one draws further attention to it, though I suspect that Rycard wouldn’t mind doing so.

      Hitting the streets, the booming sound of subterranean explosions appears to have ended. In its place, however, the clattering of gunfire fills the sky, our strike force having already arrived and determined that they can’t delay their attack.

      We glance at each other from under our masks, and then hotfoot it straight in the direction of the noise. There’s really no need for me to lead the way. It’s distinctly clear in which direction the sound is coming.

      There’s little tact to our approach. No time to sneak or take cover as soon as we’ve moved far enough from the factory to ensure that no one saw us emerge from it. Instead, we run as fast as we can – me without using my Dasher powers – until we’re approaching the sounds of battle and glimpsing the distant signs of red and blue flame as pulse rifles breathe their flame.

      The sky still fills with that grey smog, pouring from the site of the excavation into our secret world, and around it the charred ruins of a tower block settle, providing the backdrop for the battle that’s currently raging and in full flow.

      We stop down the wide street, the place deserted of regular folk and long since abandoned and unused by all but the Disposables and the Nameless creeping around in the shadows. The tower blocks are low and derelict, although for the most part still standing. Only those affected by the recent bombing and now the fizzing gunfire of pulse rifles sit crumbled to the earth.

      And from the earth, the enemy come, spewing from the hole their explosives have dug, some of them caught in a bottleneck as our own elite strike force begin to hurl their own grenades into the mix.

      The sight gives me some hope that the tunnel beneath has been blocked. It looks as though Cromwell’s men are caught between the collapsed tunnel below, and our own forces above.

      I look to Rycard who appears to be thinking the same.

      “They’re locked tight,” he says. “We need to clear them up as quickly as we can. Reinforcements will be inbou…”

      He doesn’t get to complete the sentence.

      From the south, a blaring set of sirens sound, and lights begin to flow amid the grey smoke and billowing clouds of dust, red and blue and lighting up the world like the swirling balls of energy constantly eating away at the building and any flesh they can find.

      Thankfully, it looks like none of that flesh belongs to our men. My Hawk-eyes quickly count the colours and see that seven flashes of light are emanating from our positions outside of the crater.

      Using their Dasher powers, they shoot and displace in a wondrous show of coordination, zipping from cover to cover in order to get better shots at the City Guards and Stalkers taking refuge in the old crumbled building.

      Away down the street, hidden from view, we’re not in a position to help. And judging from the speed at which the entire battle continues to play out, neither Rycard nor Freya would be able to contribute. Here, speed is everything, the Dashers on our side and theirs capable of feats no normal man could compute.

      Watching from afar, Rycard and I scan the scene, the two of us able to keep up through the use of our Hawk-eyes. Behind, Freya can’t even do that, her regular vision incapable of properly following the action. To her, the entire thing must appear a blur, hidden in a cloud of dust and lit only by the pulse rounds and fizzing bullets and growing flames that start to eat away at the surrounding buildings.

      But still, the instinct to help is strong.

      “We have to go, now,” booms her voice over the tumult.

      Rycard shakes his head.

      “We’d only get in the way,” he says.

      “Beckett asked for covering fire,” she retorts.

      “And we’ll provide it. From here.”

      His eyes scan our surroundings, searching for a suitable spot from which to snipe. From here, around the corner of the building, we’re barely in a position to do anything.

      “High,” he says. “We need to get high.”

      In quick motion, he turns and rushes quickly to the front of the building. Kicking through the door, we follow as he bounds up the stairs, moving up floor after floor until we reach the summit up on level 6. There’s another access door to the roof. It’s locked.

      Freya’s boot sees to that without the need for a pulse round. The door cracks and breaks from its hinges, and Rycard arches his eyes up at her with a look that says: ‘I’m glad Brie got between us earlier.”

      We charge up the short flight of stairs and emerge straight onto the roof. It’s surrounded by a low wall, sufficient to give us good cover and a good position from which to fire. Moving to the edge, the battle comes into view again, our vantage letting us take it all in.

      But there’s more. Away beyond the fight below, I see more fire, more smoke. I look to the distance and find little pockets of war appearing across the northern quarter, peppering the city and turning it into a battleground.

      And close by now, those sirens roar, and the fresh troop of reinforcements begin to appear down the streets, hurtling towards the battle.

      They turn our way, ready to pass right below us. Rycard, despite being only half a Hawk, is still able to quickly count and number the vehicles and determine, using his experience, the likely force of City Guards within.

      “Five cars. Three of them City Guards. Two Con-Cops. Five men to each. Twenty five total.”

      “No Stalkers?” queries Freya, stacking her heavy machine gun onto her shoulder. Hers isn’t a pulse rifle, but a minigun of sorts, capable of spewing out thousands of rounds per minute.

      “I don’t think so,” says Rycard. His eyes scan the horizon, noting the many columns of smoke now issuing forth to the once-blue sky. “Looks like they’re busy elsewhere.”

      Freya now sees it. I see her eyes crawl into a scowl beneath her visor, and her square jaw tighten.

      “Thirty seconds, they’ll be here,” says Rycard, once more scanning the incoming force.

      “Brie, aim for the second car, I’ll hit the first. We’ll disable them and block off the others or force them to go around. Freya, light them up.”

      She seems to like the suggestion. Enough to forget her reservations about Rycard and happily take orders from him.

      I swing my rifle to my shoulder and take aim. Crouching low beside Rycard, who does the same, I hear him coaching me through it as the cars pour up the street towards the battle.

      “OK, steady your breathing,” I hear him say. “Make sure your safety’s off…”

      Damn!

      I lose my cool for a second, fumbling about to flick the switch. I settle the gun back into position, the cars now growing close.

      “It’s OK. Settle down,” says Rycard calmly. “Take a breath, aim for the front of the second car. When I shoot, you shoot. Count of three. We shoot on one.”

      My heart bounds within me, pressing at my chest. I hold my breathing as steady as I can, the tip of my rifle following the second car as it speeds down the road.

      “OK, here we go,” says Rycard. “Three…two…ONE!”

      Our rifles spit fire. A ball of red gallops from his, a ball of blue from mine. With the cars about to pass beneath us, the rounds hungrily race towards their targets, hitting in unison right on the front of the vehicles and cutting straight through into the engines.

      The first reacts immediately, spinning to its side and doing a barrel role. The second, close behind, skids to a stop and comes crashing right into the base of the building below. The three following slow immediately, preparing to eject the City Guards and Con-Cops hidden within.

      And now it’s Freya’s turn.

      With a muscular finger clamping down on the trigger of her minigun, she lets rip. The tip of the weapon, dotted with half a dozen holes, lights up as dozens of rounds a second begin to rain down on the soldiers below.

      Standing tall, she swings the gun over the three rear vehicles, chopping them all to pieces as the men within them attempt to escape. They can’t.

      Limbs are lost. Torsos shatter. Bodies are engulfed in flame as the vehicles catch fire and explode. A fog of red flame and blood mixes in with the grim grey as Freya methodically swings the gun from each car to the next, each person to the next, destroying them and sending their parts, mechanical and human, splashing all over the streets.

      It happens so fast and with a ferocity to match the towering woman’s image. I see the light in her eyes shining bright as she goes to work, revelling in the killing, the deaths of these men.

      I look at her, and see a product of war. She’s lived and breathed it, been hardened by it. She doesn’t see the men below as men at all. She just sees them as things that need to die, things standing in our way.

      Rycard, however, appears a little more conflicted. I catch his eyes and enter his mind and see the flash of doubt. He’s wondering right now if an old friend of his is down there. An old buddy from the City Guard, sent here to do what they were trained to do, born and bred to do.

      They know no better. And he’s up here, picking them off like fish in a barrel. Killing his old colleagues as his heart continues to blacken, the ashes of his injury darkening his soul.

      He has no choice. Neither do they. War is unrelenting, unremitting.

      It doesn’t take sides or wish favour on one party or another. It just revels in death and destruction, feeding off the loss of life and the loss of innocence.

      And looking at Rycard, I see a man in transition. His code of conduct, his moral centre, skewed and turned on its side by his experience. He wonders only briefly if an old friend might be down there. But holding his pulse rifle, he fires anyway, his red flame joining the thousands of spitting silver tears crying from Freya’s weapon.

      Such is war. It can turn even the most kind-hearted of men into a merciless killer.

      That is its truest desire.

      That is its truest gift.

      Soon, however, the massacre is complete. After a minute of devastation, Freya’s minigun begins to cool, its spinning barrel slowing to a stop. And Rycard’s rifle halts as well, its many discharges having torn the streets to shreds.

      And the many bodies down there too.

      And as their weapons calm, I turn my mind and my eyes back to the battle down the streets, and peek through the mist to find that that, too, has calmed.

      Only a few guns continue to fire. Only the odd rattle of a grenade shakes the earth.

      And then, suddenly, all is quiet.
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      Displacing from the roof, we quickly rush down the steps, through the door, and out onto the now crumbling streets.

      The entire place is burning, the smell of cooking flesh filling my nose. Carcasses of cars and corpses appear amid the mist, requiring us to step carefully through for fear of trampling over a severed limb or some pool of thick red blood.

      It’s gruesome, the concoction of what I see and smell enough to turn my stomach as we work past the flames and cracked tarmac until we’re free of the morgue of our making.

      Ahead, away down the street, I see a gathering. Several shadows in the fog begin working their way quickly through the crumbled remains of the buildings around them, perhaps checking for survivors or those they need to finish off.

      As we prepare to tumble towards them, Freya cools our heels with a warning.

      “Are we sure it’s them?”

      She can’t tell. Not from here.

      But Rycard and I can.

      We both nod.

      “It’s them,” says the half-Hawk.

      Then we go, moving quickly towards them, weapons still primed in case we should encounter some trap. Before we even get close, I hear words of warning at our imminent arrival, the many super-senses of the ensemble seeing us and smelling us and hearing us before we get too close.

      All of them form up once more, weapons ready to crackle and pop. Then, I hear Beckett’s gruff voice echo through the street.

      “Stand down. It’s Freya…”

      A few moments later, we’re arriving at the scene of the fight. It makes the carnage of our battle look like playtime in comparison.

      The count of dead are twice what we managed, and all dispersed over a much wider area. They lie in crooked shapes across broken walls and piles of brick, covering an entire block of half destroyed buildings. At the core of it all, the dead are most prolific, the entrance to the underlands turning to a death-trap for those who attempted to breach it.

      I find my brother on the edge, looking down into the depths. My arms lock around his body to see that he’s safe. By the sight of our group, all bar one have made it through.

      “Did you all surv…” I start.

      “Hilton,” cuts in Zander. “Hilton didn’t make it.”

      Beckett marches over.

      “A fine soldier. But he’d consider his death a small price to pay for saving all of ours and seeing to the end of theirs…” His eyes turn to the huddled group of corpses in the pit. “The tunnel was blocked off before we arrived,” he continues. “They managed to explode the failsafe and trap them down there.”

      “And the Stalkers?” I ask, scanning for their infamous black outfits. Amid the carnage, it’s hard to make out what’s what.

      “Six,” says Kira, dancing over in her light-footed manner. “Only six of them, but a lot more City Guards than I thought. They’re clearly well dispersed across the city.”

      I turn my eyes and ears again to the faint sounds of fighting in the distance. The war has well and truly started.

      “What is that?” I ask.

      “Other breaches most likely,” Zander says. “This is a coordinated attack. They’ve clearly discovered the locations of several of our entrances.”

      “Yes, and we just have to hope they managed to trigger the failsafes and bury them,” says Beckett. “But regardless, it won’t take them long to dig their way through. We’ve done what we needed to here. We must return to the factory…”

      His orders are heard by all, the other hybrids gathering around and concluding that all enemies have been killed. Collecting once more into a troop, we step back in the direction of the war room, off to the south.

      Above, through the misty grey skies, the sight of buzzing drones appear, following our step. I gaze up and see half a dozen of them at various points within the smog.

      Zander turns to Astor.

      “Take them out,” he grunts.

      Astor nods, lifts his rifle – his is a sniper rifle, a particular speciality of the man – and takes aim. A split second later, all six drones are tumbling to the earth, dropping like flies in a spectacular flash of sparks.

      The precisions and speed of the man’s aim makes me look at him in a different, awestruck, light. I suspect, too, that it was he who sent the sniper bullet that killed Commander Fenby several weeks ago.

      “Good job,” says Zander, before we rush on away from the scene, no longer under surveillance.

      We reach the secrecy of the war room quickly, our journey unimpeded by any patrols. Away in the distance, more sirens ring out, and Kira announces that they’re arriving at the site of the battle already, most likely to secure the area and check for survivors.

      Only once they’ve done that will they resume their excavation. Like Beckett said, it will only be a matter of time before they dig their way through.

      Surging down the stairs, the tunnel, through the blockage, and into the war room, we find Alfred nervously stammering down the comms link. His eyes swivel to us as we bundle inside, armour dripping in blood and ash, and skin drenched in sweat.

      The technician’s eyes are wary behind his spectacles, his cheeks appearing to have hollowed out even more during the last thirty or so minutes.

      Beckett marches straight for him and takes possession of the communicator.

      “This is Commander Beckett. Whom am I speaking with?”

      There’s a delay. He stiffens a little, stands up a little taller. I watch as he takes on board the information, nodding and grunting along, before telling of the events we’ve just faced.

      Then he signs off.

      “Yes, Lady Orlando,” I understand. “I’ll send him right back to you right away.”

      The rest of us watch and wait in silence. The rumble of the factory above is no longer audible. I can only assume that the workday has been suspended given the events occurring across the northern quarter.

      The Commander turns to us.

      “Our mission here needs to be expedited,” he says. “We all know what’s happening out there. I have just received confirmation from Lady Orlando that several of our secret entrances have been attacked. All failsafes have been triggered. We have bought ourselves some time, but not much.”

      He takes a breath, running his hands through his short, damp hair.

      “Emergency level 4 is about to be activated,” he continues. “Our men are sealing the tunnels as much as they can to help delay Cromwell’s forces. They are arming traps that will also give us time. You all know that it won’t last. Within a day or two, one or more of the tunnels will be cleared and the underlands will swarm. We know the protocols. Ours is to stay here and complete our mission. And we have to do it fast.”

      A round of heads nod. Each person here knows the state of play.

      “OK, all of you, straight back to work,” he finishes. “Zander, step over here.”

      The room turns from silent and still to loud and active. Weapons are returned to their places against the wall. Armour is discarded. The men and women of this mission turn straight back to their task as if the massacre of so many soldiers had never occurred.

      I watch from the side, amazed by it all, but knowing I have absolutely no place here. My eyes turn to Zander and Beckett, and I gravitate towards them, listening in.

      “Lady Orlando needs you back at HQ immediately,” says Beckett. “She has a task she requires you to perform.”

      My brother’s eyes find me watching. Beckett’s follow.

      “Brie, come here.”

      I walk over.

      “Your brother is to return to the church,” says the Commander. “He will take you with him. Your role isn’t here, we know that. But you have one out there. Good luck to you both. Zander, I will see you back down here as soon as you’re done.”

      “Yes, sir,” says Zander.

      Beckett moves back over to Alfred, who’s back on the communicator, gathering intel. Somehow, I rather wish I could stay down here now. The idea of going back up top doesn’t exactly appeal to me.

      “OK, sis, shall we?” says Zander with a composure and slight cheerfulness that has absolutely no place after what’s just happened.

      I suppose it’s to help me feel at ease. It doesn’t work.

      I’m still fully armed and armoured. So is he. We step straight back to the door without hesitation. Only Rycard steps towards us before we pass the threshold.

      “You’re heading back?” he asks.

      “I’m taking Brie back. I’ll return soon enough.”

      Rycard’s eyes are hooded, cast with fear. I know he’s thinking of his wife and child.

      “Are the people going to be taken to the mines?” he asks.

      Zander nods.

      “We have no choice now. The underlands are mobilising.”

      Rycard’s eyes turn to mine.

      “Make sure they’re OK, can you do that for me, Brie?” he asks. “You go with them. Protect Sophie. Protect Maddox.”

      He smiles weakly. And I return the look. Then we embrace, our bodies tightening briefly before releasing.

      And just as we step through the door, he says one final thing.

      “Oh, and Brie,” he says. I turn. “Protect yourself too. Be safe out there.”

      I stand tall, hiding the fear brewing inside, and merely say: “I will.”
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      Part of me is happy to be alongside my brother, and him alone. The remainder is terrified to be entering onto the streets without the rest of the gang.

      What they did to that force of Stalkers and City Guards is enough to persuade me that they can do just about anything. Sure, they had the element of surprise on their side, and managed to trap most of their foes in the blocked tunnel, but still, it’s pretty impressive that they dispatched so many with the loss of only one life.

      Then again, losing the life of a powerful hybrid like Hilton is worse for us than it would if the same happened to Cromwell. His most powerful allies outnumber ours by an alarming factor, and it’s clear that his most potent weapons are right there alongside him at a time like this.

      As we reach the exit to the factory and creep through the still hidden door, Zander performs his checks to ensure that the coast is clear. His eyes turn down the alley and to the skies, seeking out surveillance drones, before he leads me straight on and into the midst of the industrial region.

      It appears I was right about the workday being suspended. From the many factories, plants, and warehouses that spread across the vast area, a sea of workers storm, returning to the safety of their homes under the shadow of the growing war.

      A war that for so long has, in fact, been in the shadows.

      No longer.

      From the depths of the eastern, western, and southern quarters, the sounds of battle will be heard. They just have to hope that the fighting is contained to the north, something that I myself am currently praying for given I care about so many in the west.

      It’s easy enough staying hidden as we venture away from the factory. Once more, it’s crucial that we do so without being seen. We move in silence, using our Dasher powers to work our way further to the northeast, growing alarmingly close to the perimeter wall as it appears in the distance against the backdrop of the darkening skies.

      The hour isn’t yet late. It’s only creeping towards the latter stages of the afternoon. Yet above us, the skies have been filled with the fumes of war, adding to the endless pollutants being coughed into the sky from the chugging factories and plants.

      It creates a dark grey blanket that settles below the clouds, layer upon layer of dense and putrid air blocking off any suggestion of sunlight. Given our mission, such a thing is welcome, our forms hidden under the cover of the slate grey skies.

      No one sees us. Zander makes sure of that. Here, the world is quiet, so few workers remaining who might identify us should they be unfortunate enough to catch us unawares.

      Buzzing above the tops of the buildings, however, the occasional drone emerges from the smog. Whether security, surveillance, or even just errant worker or postal drones going about their operations, Zander takes no chances.

      His weapon rises. He pulls the trigger. The machine hits the earth with a metallic clang.

      I even get in on the act. Spotting one before my brother, I instinctively zap it from the sky using my pulse rifle. The blue flame connects with its flank, burning it away, and the metal insect spirals away into the roof of a nearby warehouse.

      Zander seems impressed. And I realise then, if I didn’t know it already, that his approval is something I crave, particularly in this theatre of war.

      Still, he does suggest one thing, taking possession of my rifle and switching the mode to ‘immobilise’. It’s the same one he’s used regularly to kill the engines of cars and knock drones from the air.

      “Takes less charge,” he says. “And it’s less conspicuous.”

      I suppose I have plenty to learn. I barely even know how to handle a weapon.

      The going, despite our abilities, is fairly slow. That’s through necessity rather than desire. We take a wide angle to the northwest, nearing the perimeter and its force of guards, before circling back around until we’re edging closer to one of the few entrances that hasn’t yet been discovered.

      Our pace grows even slower the further towards the fighting we travel. Down long streets and over the tops of distant roofs, the flow of fire appears in the mist. And from the same directions, the clattering of gunfire echoes continuously, telling of the battle that rages on.

      “Is it our men?” I ask. “Defending the tunnels?”

      “Guerrilla tactics,” says Zander. “That’s the protocol in such situations.”

      “Such situations? You mean, you thought a load of tunnels might be attacked at once?”

      “We had plans in place for almost every eventuality. This one wasn’t considered that likely. We didn’t expect a coordinated assault like this.”

      “And so…guerrilla tactics? That means?”

      “It means we have to be clever,” he says, narrow eyes searching for our next route ahead. “They outnumber us by a large degree. The plan if any single tunnel was breached was to first blow the tunnel, then send some of our soldiers to the surface and attack the fringes as they tried to tunnel through the blockage. That would slow them and give our people time to mobilise and escape.”

      “And now that several are being attacked?”

      “It just means that our men will be more widely dispersed. They’ll still be running interference, and trying to slow Cromwell’s men down, but it won’t be as effective. He’ll break through sooner. And now, we have to try to spare some soldiers to escort the people away to the mines.”

      “And…is that where I come in?” I ask.

      He nods solemnly. In some ways, being part of the assault team to blow the High Tower would be safer. I know now just how dangerous it is out there…

      “But not you, obviously,” I say. “They need you for the mission.”

      “Unfortunately, our hand has been forced. We were hoping that we’d be able to get the job done before any evacuation was required. It’s weird. Cromwell’s played everything out so smoothly and slowly over the months and years. And now, after everything, it’s all coming down to this. Minutes count.”

      “Then I won’t waste any more of them with questions,” I say.

      On we go under the darkening skies. We have no choice but to creep close to the warzone, where the concentrations of our enemies are greatest, and the skies fill with the drones that act as lookouts.

      On several more occasions, we’re forced to down a few, disabling them in flight as they whip past us from nowhere and get ready to give away our position.

      Before they can, they hit the earth. One, then two, then three more come and go.

      But it’s the fourth that does the damage.

      We catch it a split second too late, the gunfire and explosions and song of war distracting us as the drone hovers quietly in the broken façade of a high window, it’s usually audible engine hidden by the ambient sounds of the rampaging city.

      Zander’s rifle rises and cuts it down, but only after it’s issued out a warning to a nearby patrol that we were hoping to avoid.

      My brother turns to me.

      “We have to take them out,” he says. “We can’t be followed.”

      They’re already close. I hear voices and footsteps stamping down the street. Behind us through a short alley, the battle for a tunnel is spilling out. We can’t go that way.

      We have no option but to engage.

      Zander snatches my rifle again, and flicks the setting. I watch and take note.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks. “Tired?”

      He’s inquiring about my Dasher powers. They’ve been used sparingly, and so I’m in good order.

      I shake my head and steel my eyes. Mine and his are like reflections. Hazel, shining in the dim light, ready to do what we must.

      “I feel strong,” I say.

      We move straight to the end of the alley. Zander turns his eyes down the street, glancing out in the blink of an eye before withdrawing. It’s not enough for the patrol to see him. But it’s plenty for him to see them.

      “Twelve,” he says. “Con-Cops.”

      I breathe out a sigh of relief. Twelve of anything else might be too much for me. City Guard, with a range of different Enhanced, would surely take me down. Stalkers would see to both of our ends.

      I know we got lucky. We needed to get lucky.

      “OK, sis,” says Zander. “They’re spreading, taking positions. Best we go now while they’re all together. Fire and displace. Use your Dasher powers and Hawk-eyes to aim. You ready?”

      My lungs fill up with putrid air. I nod nervously.

      “Then let’s go. On me. Three, two, one…”

      He doesn’t give me a chance to overthink, something I’m prone to do. He forces me to act on instinct, a state in which I tend to excel. And as he surges down the alley and appears before the patrol, I follow right behind.

      I’m greeted by a sight of identical men and women, separated only by height and frame, forced into this little battalion to battle their old brethren. I see behind the masks their eyes, all dead, showing little surprise and no fear at all.

      Like robots, they too act without thinking. It’s not instinct, but merely the programming they’ve been given.

      See enemy. Aim and shoot.

      The order spreads through them all like wildfire, and as one their weapons lift.

      But they’re not as fast as us.

      Zander’s gun begins to blare and mine follows only a second later. We dash into the open street, sending blue fire their way.

      They don’t take cover or try to shield themselves. They don’t act like a normal human might. They act as they’ve been conditioned to, programmed to, their minds wired to follow a specific course in any specific situation.

      And here, right now, the orders are clear: kill as many as you can, even if you have to die. Don’t defend yourself in place of getting a shot off.

      It’s bizarre to see. As the first couple go down, their chests burned through by sizzling energy, the others don’t run or try to hide. They don’t seek cover. They don’t look at their allies, dropping dead to the floor, their bodies mutilated.

      They don’t fear death at all. They can do nothing but adhere to the terrible wiring in their brains.

      So they stand, and return fire, their regular guns spitting out a swarm of bullets. And as they do, our guns fire again, and we displace, swishing out of sight and to the other side of the street.

      Two more fall as we arrive. The remaining eight have no idea where we are. Only when they see the swirling mist fluttering in our wake, and follow it to our new location, do they begin firing once more.

      The routine is repeated. As the bullets start to zip, appearing to slow as my Dasher powers vibrate and rumble, we fire back once again and displace.

      This time, we appear behind them. Now there are only six.

      We circle them for fun. It isn’t a challenge at all. Three more times we shoot and run, and each time they merely stand there and try to find us. By the time they do, their bodies have been cut through.

      And in only a minute or so, the patrol of twelve Con-Cops lie in a sad heap of flesh in the earth.

      And sad it is. I give little thought to it, given our current predicament, but can’t help but shake my head and grit my teeth at the futility of it all.

      As far as I know, these men and women were only recently turned into these mindless creatures. Drawn in by Cromwell’s lies and promises, seeking only to rid themselves of their fear and find some peace and solace in a world they fear.

      They might have been husbands and wives, mothers and fathers, sons and daughters. Normal people turned to nothing but canon fodder. Uncaringly twisted and emptied of all that they once were.

      And looking at them, I realise that that’s exactly true. I didn’t kill them. We didn’t kill them. Cromwell did.

      They were already dead.
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      Our encounter with the Con-Cops leaves a bitter taste in my mouth. It’s the taste of unnecessary death. The taste of war.

      Zander, having seen and done it all a hundred times over, keeps us moving. For another couple of nervy blocks we creep away from the nearest batch of fighting, and I play our own little battle out in my mind a couple more times.

      And each time, an increasing numbness engulfs me. It won’t be long before I’m able to shoot down my enemies with no feeling at all.

      I know that fighting the City Guard will, above all, be the hardest to reconcile. My conclusion about the Con-Cops already being dead is a favourable one for my psyche. And if ever I’m face to face with a Stalker, similarly detached and bred only to kill, I won’t think twice about pulling the trigger.

      But the City Guard are different. They remain human, regular men and women for the most part, perhaps questioning their place among all of this. We have enough Enhanced within our own ranks to show that many aren’t exactly fond of Cromwell’s doctrines, and there are many others within Inner Haven right now who sympathise with our cause.

      Yet, out here, war doesn’t judge. If I’m being attacked by a force of City Guards, I’m going to have to act accordingly.

      It isn’t my choice to make, I tell myself. This is just war.

      I say it again and again as we move through the city, rewiring my own brain, using my own powers as a Mind-Manipulator to shut off that sensitive, moral side of me, hide it somewhere in the background until all of this is over.

      Because I can’t have any more slip-ups. I can’t take a moment to react when faced with the next threat. If I do, it could be my brother’s life, or someone else’s life at stake. And it will certainly be my own.

      As we go, and I work to forge new pathways in my mind, I begin to step aboard the same train the Nameless are riding. I start to imagine that, with everything I’ve seen, and everything I’ve done, toppling the High Tower might just be the only course of action.

      And the next time I see Beckett – if I ever see him again – I’ll drop my head in deference and apologise.

      “You were right,” I’ll admit. “I was wrong.”

      I need to toughen up.

      The sky continues to blacken. All over the northern quarter now, with the onset of night adding to the gloom, the fires and flares and flashing weapons are more readily visible.

      The entire city is like a lights show, the horizon a mesh of colour. For miles across the northern quarter the war has spread, moving even beyond the tunnels that command Cromwell’s attention.

      Now, others appear to have joined: local people picking up arms, fighting for their homes; Disposables realising that they have a better chance of survival if they add themselves to the fray.

      Scavenging for weapons, prising them from the lifeless fingers of the dead, the forgotten residents of this dark corner of the city are beginning to rise up.

      But our path is beyond it.

      Finally we manage to reach a rare passage known only to a few. Like all the others, it’s well concealed, hidden in the depths of an old building through a network of secret doors and passages that leads into the underground. Into the old subway that used to ferry the residents of an ancient city around below the surface.

      We enter the underlands and block ourselves off from the war, and Zander tells me that only a handful of people have ever known of this exit.

      A private passage intended for only the most secretive of business, it leads out beyond the city via a different route, not merging in with the main network of caves and caverns where the refugees live.

      Knowing this, I allow myself the luxury of breathing regularly for the first time in a while.

      We’re safe, for now. It won’t last long.

      We walk for some time, moving straight to the north, the fighting above growing less distinct until it disappears completely. Only after we’ve covered several miles does Zander tell me we’re about to go topside again.

      And when we do, up we go, climbing a ladder cut into the side of the rock wall and emerging into the silent night in a little patch of woodland miles away from the city limits.

      I gulp in a breath and get no respite. From the putrid fumes of smoke and smog in the city, we enter a world of toxic mist and poison. Yet it’s not dense, and it’s not fatal. Not here.

      “Where are we?” I ask.

      Zander answers by way of leading me to the edge of the little wood, where the city lights glow in the far distance. As always, the High Tower shines brightest, but this time there’s a pool of light beneath it. Red and orange and occasionally blue; the paradoxically beautiful palette of war.

      Then I look the other way, and see the shadows of buildings not too far off. Skeletons mostly, but dominated by the spiral of the church that marks the HQ of the rebels.

      “We’re home,” says Zander.

      There’s no need to creep any longer. We jog out into the night, crossing fields peppered with ruins and stumps of old trees, until we reach the back of the church in that little ancient town.

      Working around to the front, Zander performs the secret knock and the door cracks open. The guard called Burton opens up. Given his position as gatekeeper, I assume he’s an elite hybrid too.

      Like Cromwell, the Nameless probably have several of their finest guarding Lady Orlando.

      The interior is buzzing. People chatter and move from place to place. There’s a mixture of what appears to be battle-hardened warriors and the older luminaries and advisors who serve the rebels. I assume the former work as the latters’ bodyguards.

      Through a door to the right, one I haven’t yet seen open, I notice a bank of communication consoles and high tech security feeds. Several technicians sit in seats as others rush about, trying to manage things out in the city. These are the people tasked with watching the streets from back here, those who work with Kira and her team to allow the Nameless to operate in secret in Outer Haven.

      Their job has changed. Now it appears that they’re passing updates from the various sentry posts around the city, keeping the commanders here updated on the various battles being fought.

      It’s all hectic, an utter madhouse. And among it, trying to help where he can, I see Adryan.

      We catch eyes, and I’m drawn right towards him, some magnetic force sucking away the gap between us until we’re in each other’s arms.

      “I was so worried,” he calls into my ear over the din. “When it all happened out there, you were the first person I thought of. The only person…”

      He pulls away and kisses me. It feels more real, more desperate, than any we’ve shared. A primal urge that engulfs us both in the middle of that room.

      It’s only broken when Zander’s voice filters into my ears, breaking the spell and us apart.

      “Brie, I need to speak with Lady Orlando,” he says.

      “I’m coming too.”

      I feel my hand slipping from Adryan’s, but a smile warms my face. He melts into the rushing torrent of bodies as Zander pulls me away and towards the stage at the back and the door beyond.

      We pile through it and reach the next. There’s no time to knock.

      He opens the second door and I hear more voices. Two of them.

      Ahead of us, huddled over her own private communicator that she used to talk with Adryan when he lived in Inner Haven, she speaks calmly down the line. The measured nature of her voice is a far cry from just about every other voice I’ve heard for the last few hours.

      The other voice on the line is similar. I immediately identify it as belonging to Commander Burns. Lady Orlando doesn’t appear to notice us enter at first. She continues the conversation for several seconds before our movement draws her eyes.

      They blink a few times as they fall on us, brother and sister standing side by side. We must look a rather macabre picture dressed and armed as we are, stinking of battle and blood.

      She waves us in and we shut the door. I hear the tail end of the conversation.

      “You have to move now, Cornelia,” comes Burns’ tinny voice. He’s speaking in hushed tones, as if he’s afraid of being discovered.

      “We cannot. Not until the last minute. We need more protection for the people,” she replies.

      “You have no choice. Artemis is pouring his Con-Cops into the northern quarter. Your men will be overrun. He doesn’t care about losing them. He has thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, in reserve.”

      “And you, Leyton? What control do you have? Can you not stem the flow? You’re the Commander of the City Guard are you not?”

      There’s a bite to her words. A frustration.

      “You know Artemis, Cornelia. He’s taken all control for himself at this time. He supersedes me and there’s nothing I can do. And in any case, the Con-Cops aren’t under my remit.”

      “And the City Guard?”

      “Many are being called into service. But he’s using them sparingly. He’ll use up the Con-Cops before he’ll risk too many City Guards and Stalkers. He’s too clever for that.”

      “That’s what’s happening,” comes Zander’s voice. “The Stalkers and City Guards are working on the tunnels, but the streets are flooding with Con-Cops. He’s using them as distractions to engage our men.”

      “Yes,” comes Burns’ voice again. “Who is that?”

      “It’s Zander,” says Lady Orlando. “Brie has also just entered the room.”

      “Brie…” says Burns. “It’s good to hear you’re safe.”

      “Thank you, Commander,” cracks my voice.

      “Now Leyton, you see the catch 22 we’re in. We’re trying to stem the flow out there but are running thin on men. And now we’re having to form an escort party for the people to get them to the mines…”

      “But surely you have a protocol for this? You’ve had years, Cornelia, to plan.”

      “Leyton, there’s only so much we can do with the resources we have. We considered the threat of a coordinated attack but not to this scale. Our forces are spread thin in order to deal with it, and now we have little choice but to send for outside help.”

      Her eyes flash on Zander’s.

      “Outside help?” questions Burns.

      “Yes. I’ll spare you the details for now. I will talk to you again soon, Leyton.”

      “OK, I understand…”

      His voice is taken by some strange static, a sound I’ve always found unpleasant. It seems as though the line has been cut. But just as Lady Orlando prepares to click off, I’m sure I hear a single breath down the line.

      So does she.

      “Leyton?” she asks.

      And the communicator shuts off.
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      A short silence passes through the room like a gust of wind. As it goes on its way, the gentle din from the main hall of the church behind begins to re-gather its momentum.

      Then, scooping up a glass of half drunk whiskey, Lady Orlando smashes the silence to bits.

      “You can see the problem we’re having,” she blurts out, shaking her head.

      She stands up on her old legs and begins to pace, creaking joints taking her from one side of the room to the other.

      I haven’t yet seen her this animated.

      “We’ve got the tunnels under siege,” she continues. “If one is breached, everyone in the underlands is at threat. All these people we’ve promised to protect and give sanctuary to. But, if we send them out there,” she says pointing to the north wall of her room, “we can’t give them the protection they deserve either. Zander, you know that people will die on that trip. You’ve travelled it several times before…”

      “I do,” he says, moving to the table and pouring his own glass.

      He pours one for me too without asking. I take it hungrily.

      Then he continues.

      “But what choice do we have?” he says. “Thousands are dying in the city anyway, and they’ll all follow in the underlands before too long. If even a hundred die on the road, then it’s still nothing compared…”

      “But it’s not the same, my boy,” croaks Lady Orlando. “We’ve spent years protecting these people, giving them the assurance that they won’t come to harm. I never wanted to send them to the mines without a proper escort, without you and your best hybrids. Even if we give up each of our soldiers in this church, which we can’t, they’ll still be woefully under-defended.” She shakes her head again. “It’s my fault. I should have sent them out there before. I should have removed them from the equation before all of this happened…”

      She arrives at the window and looks at the hazy, multi-coloured mist in the distance. And as she does, I hear her whisper: “Damn you, Artemis.”

      She takes a moment to herself. Another brief lull consumes the room as I consume a portion of my whiskey.

      It feels good after the day I’ve had.

      Then the leader of the Nameless turns once more and moves towards Zander.

      “I didn’t want to ask this of you, but I suppose I must. I require a task of you, Zander. One only you can perform. It’s…a gamble. And it will be dangerous. But I don’t see that we have any other option right now.”

      “Anything, Lady Orlando. Anything at all.”

      She purses her lips, as if reluctant to say what she’s about to say.

      “Your recent contact with Rhoth got me thinking,” she starts. “A few bridges were built between you. I wonder if they might take some significant weight.”

      Zander nods.

      “I understand,” he says, quick to know what she’s asking. “You want me to find him, ask him to help. To provide an escort for our people to the mines.”

      Lady Orlando smiles. Her withered old hand reaches from her sleeve and cups his cheek.

      “Zander, my dear boy, what would I do without you?”

      His fingers grip hers and draw them down.

      “We’ll never have to find out,” he says. “You want me to leave tonight?”

      “I do. As soon as you can.”

      I step forward.

      “I’m going too,” I say.

      Zander’s head is already shaking before he turns to look at me.

      “No, no, absolutely not. You’ll only slow me down, sis.”

      “But…you can’t go alone! It’s too dangerous out there.”

      “I can handle myself,” he asserts. “I know these woods and can travel at speed. With any luck, Rhoth will have returned to the hunting lodge he kept us in. If not, I know of several others where I might find him.”

      “But…”

      “No buts, Brie,” storms his voice. “I have no time to debate this.”

      He moves towards me and kisses my forehead. He does the same thing to Lady Orlando.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Sit tight.”

      And gulping down the last of his whiskey, he marches right for the door and disappears. Through the church, out into the streets, and into the dark night.

      It all happens so abruptly. So fast it leaves a ringing in my ears as the room once again goes quiet.

      Staring at my glass, I see the top of the whiskey bottle appear, filling it back up.

      “Don’t worry about him, child,” whispers Lady Orlando, clutching at the flask as she pours. “He has a knack for keeping himself safe. And others too…”

      I nod weakly as the scent of whiskey drifts up my nose. It reminds me of my guardian. It reminds me of Tess.

      I hate that I have to worry about so many people. When one person seems to be safe, another finds themselves in mortal peril.

      “Do you think it’s safe in the western quarter?” I ask softly, turning to the window.

      Lady Orlando does too, and together we look out at the colourful haze and the shadow of the city behind.

      “I’d say so,” she says. “There’s no reason for the fighting to spread from the north. The west should be perfectly safe for now.”

      I take some solace from her words. I know I can’t waste energy worrying about something I can’t control. They’re in the academy. They have supplies. They should be fine for now at least.

      “Come, sit down. You’ve had a long day.”

      I follow Lady Orlando over to the table beside the fire. It crackles and spits, but in a soothing way. Placing down my glass, I feel an exhaustion clawing through my limbs, my eyelids growing heavy.

      And to think I wanted to go with my brother. I’d barely have made it a mile before passing out…

      We sit for a little while without speaking. I feel no need for words right now, listening only to the distant sounds of war that offer a terrible backdrop to my peace.

      It’s a guilty peace, really. Knowing that there are thousands out there fighting right now. And I’m here, sitting at the top table, relaxing over a nice glass of whiskey.

      I don’t feel worthy of this position.

      I think of those plotting the fall of the High Tower, huddled in that room, readying their explosives, making their final plans.

      I think of my brother rushing through the woods, his lungs burning as he’s hunted by the many beasts that will inevitably pursue him.

      I think of Sophie, down in the underlands, clutching at her baby and trying to keep him calm. Praying that the order is given for the underlands to be evacuated, if only to escape the relentless roar of exploding bombs and rattling guns up above.

      She won’t know, can’t know, how dangerous it will be when she gets out here. But that won’t matter to her now. Right now, all she’ll want is to break free from those claustrophobic tunnels, take her life, and the life of her son, into her own hands.

      Down there, all the people will be thinking the same. The soldiers will be keeping them in, blocking the tunnels out. Some will be impassable now because of the explosives that triggered their collapse. Only when they have their best chance of survival will they be set free.

      There are others I think of too. Those like Mary and Lucy, watching the terrible war unfold from the supposed safety of the High Tower. Sitting there as the northern quarter flashes and burns. Wondering whether their own friends and relatives across Outer Haven are safe.

      My mind churns and draws up a hundred faces as I sit there. Only when I actively work to silence it does my heart-rate begin to relax, and the etched lines across my face recede.

      And sitting there, I turn my mind to Cromwell, and the old woman sitting across from me, watching with those greying eyes.

      And as I think of him, and as I think of her, the words drift from my lips.

      “You knew him well, didn’t you?” I ask.

      She continues to look at me. She has no powers like I do, no way to read my mind. But she seems to know whom I’m speaking about.

      “Artemis?” she says. “Yes, I knew him well.”

      “What happened?” My voice is soft. Slowly, my gaze drifts to hers as the fire begins to flicker and fade.

      It needs another log. But I don’t want to move. I want to hear what she has to say.

      Her eyes glance on mine and I find myself being drawn in. Looking for the answers in her mind and not those spouted by her lips. Seeking the truth that she cannot conceal.

      But she doesn’t allow the connection. She turns away as she feels me enter, shutting off the link to her consciousness.

      “I don’t like that,” she whispers. “I never did. I taught your brother from an early age not to try to read my mind.”

      “I’m…sorry,” I whisper. “It’s instinct. I still can’t control it properly.”

      Her eyes re-open fully and turn back to me. The orange firelight dances on their surface. A weak smile settles on her lips.

      “I marvel at you, Brie,” she sighs. “So gifted. There’s a fire burning bright inside you. It warms me to see you here.”

      She reaches out and places her hand on mine. Her smile grows a little stronger. Then her hand withdraws.

      I don’t know if she’s delaying, or avoiding the topic. I don’t know if I’m prying, overstepping the mark.

      I let her choose. I wait for her to continue, to tell me of her past. I refuse to draw out more than she’ll allow.

      With a shallow breath, the smile fades. An expression that speaks of a thousand memories replaces it.

      “I haven’t spoken of what happened to me for a long time. I wished for years to forget. I may be a Savant, but I feel that pain. It’s deep and constant. It will never leave me.”

      Her eyes flicker and she takes her whiskey glass in hand. She doesn’t drink it, but merely swirls it around, watching and thinking.

      “I had a child,” she says, still swirling. “You know the laws of the High Tower. You know what happens to our children there…”

      “They’re taken,” I whisper, nodding. “Raised by others, never to be yours.”

      “Never to be mine,” she breathes.

      Her eyes shut. It’s as though deep pools of sunken memory are being drawn back to the surface.

      Watching her, I feel her pain. I don’t need to read her mind to do so. It exudes from her every fibre, filling the room with a sombre energy.

      “Director Cromwell,” I whisper. “He was the father?”

      Her eyes stay shut, but her chin drops into a single nod.

      “I was given the name Cornelia Orlando at my birth,” she tells me. “When I got older, I met Artemis. We were…a good fit. I didn’t love him, and he certainly didn’t love me. But we got married, and we had a child. I became Cornelia Cromwell.”

      Gradually, as she speaks, her eyes start to open again, and her words begin flowing with their usual smoothness. She turns back to me, and the lines of pain start to fade once more, replaced by the anger she harbours towards him.

      “But how did that happen? How did you end up out here, leading the Nameless?”

      The weak smile returns to her face. She looks at me closely, reading me.

      “You think it’s my past with Artemis that fuels me?” she questions. She nods. “You’d be partially right. It set me on this path, out here. For a long time, I accepted losing my child. I had no choice in the matter, really. But, eventually, it took its toll. I rebelled, and became a liability. Artemis was rising through the ranks of the City Guard then. When he took charge, you can imagine where he sent me…”

      “To the REEF,” I breathe.

      “I found out,” she says quickly. “I knew I had no choice if I wanted to survive. So I came out here, ran away, started my life over. Ever since, I’ve fought against him from the shadows. I will always fight against him.”

      It makes so much sense now, her desire to see him dead. Yet, there’s more behind it. This isn’t just a grudge match, some vendetta. Her personal links to Cromwell do nothing to weaken or destabilise her position.

      Perhaps once, the cynic in me might have questioned such a thing. But no longer. This is far, far, bigger than her desire for revenge, even though I feel that now. That is merely a bonus, a smiling side-effect of seeing our people freed from his clutches.

      “Who else knows about this?” I ask. “Does Zander?”

      She shakes her head.

      “I never wanted him to know. He never needed to know. My past with Artemis is my own to bear. I didn’t want to burden your brother with such a thing.”

      “And that’s why you don’t like him reading your mind,” I say, thinking out loud. “In case he saw the truth?”

      “You’re perceptive,” she smiles. “But the mind is the most personal space we have. I don’t condone the use of such powers among friends, among family. They might only lead to heartache…and to misunderstandings.”

      Her wisdom chastises me. I’ve been guilty of overusing my powers. Creeping into people’s minds uninvited, always trying to seek the truth whether by permission or not.

      I know I need to learn to stop doing that. To stop trespassing in the sanctity of the mind, the only place where someone is completely alone. I have no right to enter such a personal space.

      I have no right at all.

      “I won’t tell him, if you don’t want me to,” I say. “But I don’t see why you’d hide it.”

      “I have my reasons,” she whispers. “Perhaps soon you’ll understand fully.”

      Her legs creak, and her withered frame rises. Around to me she comes, taking my hand and gently pulling me to my feet. She looks into my eyes with a smile in hers.

      “Now, dear girl, I need to sleep. Please, tell Adryan to wake me with any news. Anything at all…”

      “Adryan?” I ask.

      “Yes, he’s been coordinating with the intelligence team during Alfred’s absence. He really is very fond of you, you know…”

      “I…”

      “You think too much, Brie,” continues Lady Orlando. “You have a powerful brain, but it can take you down paths that you don’t need to go. Adryan loves you. I know he does. Don’t doubt it, my darling. Don’t doubt the past.”

      “The past? I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You do. Of course you do. You think he only sees Amelia when he looks at you. That isn’t true. The day she was taken, the day his life changed, it scarred him deeply. It changed him forever. But it changed him for the better. He’s a different man now to what he was then. The man who loved Amelia is gone. This man, this Adryan, loves you.”

      I frown.

      “You spoke with him? About…us?”

      “Only very briefly. But I wouldn’t need to. The mere mention of your name causes a change in him. When the fighting started, and he knew you were in the city, I saw his face morph. He wanted to go and try to find you, bring you back safe. He’d do anything for you, Brie. If that’s not love, I don’t know what is. And I’m a Savant,” she finishes with a tired and knowing grin.

      I look to the door, and imagine Adryan beyond it, rushing around and doing what he can. It must be tough for him, losing his purpose. Such a thing is ingrained within all Savants. They’re given a role and expected to excel. His role as a spy in Inner Haven is over. And here, his worth is limited.

      But I smile as I imagine him. I smile because he’s brave, and loyal, and willing to do anything to save the people of this city. To save me.

      That he’d pick up a gun and go into the city to try to find me, knowing he has no gifts, no powers to defend himself against the servants of Cromwell.

      And it’s to the door that I go, walking with the rebel leader. She stops me at the exit and looks into my eyes, inspecting the exhaustion written within them.

      “You need to rest,” she says. “There’s nothing more you can do tonight. You can have the same room as last night.”

      I don’t argue. I feel ready to drop.

      And my bed is very much calling.
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      My final task before getting some shut-eye is to find and speak with Adryan. I wander down the corridor like a zombie, still caked in blood and soot and ash, and enter into the hectic hall once more.

      After being in Lady Orlando’s quiet quarters, it’s enough to quickly enliven me, the sight of so many rushing bodies, and the sound of so many chatting voices, helping to give me a second wind.

      It makes me realise, too, that tired as I am, everyone else here is probably feeling just the same. But there’s a war to fight. There are people to protect and manage. Few of them will let the pathetic pull of sleep draw them away.

      Wandering through the crowd, I know I have nothing to contribute, though. I’m not a leader. I’m not an intelligence officer. I’m barely even a soldier.

      Unless I go back down into the underlands to help, or into the city to fight, I’m pretty much worthless around here. In the end, my powers make me a weapon. And unless there’s someone to aim it at, there’s little I can do.

      I reach the front end of the hall, dodging people as I go, and turn into the security room with its bank of monitors and screens and surveillance equipment. Inside, I find who I’m looking for: Adryan stands beside a technician, bending down to converse with the seated man and get updates on the latest batch of fighting somewhere in the middle districts of the north.

      He doesn’t see me until I reach him and tug on his arm. A smile dances onto his face.

      “Lady Orlando is getting some sleep. She said to let her know of any important developments. Anything at all.”

      The smile is gone. A more serious expression takes over. This is war, after all. No time for smiles and joy and anything like that.

      “OK. Thanks, Brie.”

      I look across the bank of monitors and the many technicians sitting before them.

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      His eyes scan me.

      “Nothing here,” he says. “You should wash, get some rest. Tomorrow’s going to be a big day.”

      He’s turned somewhat formal again. It’s the right way, the only way, to act at times like this.

      “And you?”

      “Oh, I’ve got plenty to be getting on with here,” he says. “You go, seriously. You’ve had a rough day by the looks of things.”

      The reference is clearly to my current state. My physical appearance, quite appropriately, matches my current mental condition. I have, after all, killed quite a few people today.

      That thought is going to take some getting used to.

      I decide that it’s best to agree. Nodding, he leans in and kisses my filthy cheek.

      “I’ll see you in a bit,” he says.

      Then he turns back to the technician and resumes his conversation.

      I re-enter the hustle and bustle of the main hall and aim my step towards the corridor stretching away in the far left corner. The church, rather than being a single structure, is linked to others via little routes to the left and right, allowing the Nameless to move around without having to venture outside.

      In this case, the washing and eating and sleeping quarters are off to the left. I don’t quite know what’s away to the right.

      I head left now, move down the corridor, and return to the showers I used the previous night. Stripping out of my armour, I step under the cool spray and try to rid myself of all the pollutants that have seeped into my skin over the course of the day.

      Some, I know, won’t come out so easily. They’ve gone beyond the skin. Deeper. Into the flesh. Deeper. Right down into my bones and the core of my spirit.

      As deep as possible.

      It’s the sort of day that changes a person. Like the day that Amelia was taken. That changed Adryan. Like the day of the Fanatics’ attack on the market. That changed Rycard.

      We all have that one day. Sometimes, people have many, an incremental build up that rewires you from the inside out without you ever really stopping to think. Because you don’t think. It’s not a conscious decision to change. It’s a natural process based purely on your experiences.

      And this is mine.

      I’ve been changing, of course, for weeks now. Physically changing. Mentally changing. Changing the way I look upon the city and the people within it. It’s been a gradual process, and now, I’m very different to how I was before all this happened.

      But even so, today is different. It feels different.

      And I think it’s because I’ve killed people.

      Only hours ago, I took care of six Con-Cops. I shot them dead and watched their bodies torn apart. I did it without even thinking. It has now become instinct.

      Before that, I’d taken aim at that car full of City Guards. I’d disabled it, and perhaps killed an occupant or two in the process. I don’t even know. Freya took over from there, cutting the entire platoon up with her minigun.

      She seemed to enjoy it. And that kind of shocked me.

      But not long after, there I was, killing six men and women. And it didn’t shock me. It was natural. It was instinct. It was war.

      And it’s changed me.

      More than my eyes being able to see so far. More than my body being able to move at such speed. More than my mind being able to enter others and bend them to my will.

      Killing has changed me more than all of that. It’s altered something at my core, deeper than these superficial powers that now inhabit me. And the strangest thing of all is that I know, when faced with my next foe, I’ll kill them too.

      I’ll kill a dozen more. A hundred more. I’ll kill whoever stands in my way in the name of this cause, in the name of war.

      Kill a person of your own accord, you’re a murderer. Kill a hundred in battle, you’re a hero.

      Go figure.

      My musings drain me as I shower. When I step out and re-enter my dirty clothes, picking up my armour and weapons, I stumble towards my room in a slight daze. I reach my assigned room and say a prayer of thanks for having my own space.

      For having some measure of solitude at a time like this.

      I drop my armour, put my pulse rifle and sidearm and grenade belt against the wall, and drop onto the bed.

      And with a swirling tornado of thoughts in my mind, I slip away into nightmares of the day. Nightmares that will probably play out again and again until the day I die.

      It’s gunfire that dominates. Gunfire and muted explosions. At first, as I drift away, it’s merely the soundtrack of the city, of the current battles playing out.

      Then, as I fall into sleep, my subconscious takes over, replaying the highlights of the day again and again. Bodies torn apart. Limbs flying across the street. Streams of blood, oozing and meandering gently down the roads and into drains.

      I see it all again. I smell it all again. And all the while, the gunfire chatters endlessly, nibbling at my ears like a plague of rats.

      It seems to grow louder. Within the chatter, a single shot fires, clearer and more thunderous. Then another comes, followed by several more.

      But not just louder. Closer.

      Here.

      My eyes snap open. In the darkness of my room, my Hawk-eyes blink and draw in the available light. I shake the cobwebs of dreams from my head and listen.

      And then, clear as a cool autumn morning, I hear it again.

      Gunshots.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            156

          

        

      

    

    
      I bolt from my bed and scoop up my handgun. Instinct instructs me as I rush for the door and pull it open. I glare down the corridor and see that it’s quiet.

      Another gunshot, further away this time.

      I rush down the passage, turn left, and continue on until I burst into the main hall. It’s still busy, but less so than before. Some people have given in, gone to get some rest. Shifts have been assigned to keep people fresh.

      Those that are here have wide, anxious eyes. They’re all looking towards the other side of the church, to the right hand passage leading away from it.

      I move towards the apparent source of the commotion, and turn to see that the first door towards Lady Orlando’s quarters is open. As I pass, I look down the short corridor and see two guards standing outside the door, fully armed and with eyes alert.

      I move straight on as I see Adryan emerging from the crowd of frightened faces. His isn’t the same. He tumbles right towards me.

      “What’s going on?” I shout.

      He shakes his head.

      “I don’t know. I heard gunshots just now…”

      As he speaks, there’s another. It rattles from the distance, starting a short succession of others.

      “Stay here. I need to go.”

      I don’t wait for any response from him. I rush off away and down the corridor, without knowing where it leads. I go so quick he can’t follow, scanning ahead, listening closely, following the path until it leads me towards a door and a short flight of stairs.

      I reach them and arch my eyes down. It appears to be a cellar. I see a pair of legs lying still and tumble down to find that there are two bodies lying in pools of blood. Two more of our soldiers slumped into an awkward bundle on the floor, knives gripped to their palms and embedded in each other’s chests.

      I pass my eyes over the room in confusion. There’s a chair fixed to the floor, chains attached to it. The place looks like a prison cell. There’s no way out.

      And then a terrible truth dawns.

      Agent Woolf. Is this where she was being kept?

      Is this her doing?

      I turn on my heels and dart back up the steps. At the top, the corridor leads away to the left. I follow the dimly lit path and find another two bodies curled up awkwardly, their faces written in pain and torment.

      I have no choice but to skip over them, dashing straight towards the exit. The security door sits ajar, hung skewed on its hinges. I kick it open, holding my pistol aloft ahead of me, and find myself stepping into the night.

      It’s dark, so very dark. No more gunshots sound in the gloom. I turn my eyes to the dirty track and see signs of footsteps written into the earth. I follow them, using my Dasher powers to speed my way towards an open space beyond the ruins of the old town, passing the foundations of forgotten buildings and the remains of rusted cars.

      Soon, more shadows appear ahead. Shadows of trees to mark the start of the woods. My eyes stick to the trail of prints as I move on, a hundred metres from the church. Then two hundred, nearing the tangled woods and its many beasts within. The shadows of the trees clear, and other silhouettes join: bushes and stumps and collections of rock.

      But one, in particular, draws my eye.

      A body.

      I’m there in a split second, panting hard as I disable my powers and skid to a halt. My gun remains primed and my eyes alert. Carefully, I approach the body and see a familiar face, half embedded in the mud, the ooze filling one of his dead, half-open eyes.

      The other stares forward, empty. I lean down and reach for his neck to check his pulse, knowing of the answer before my fingers greet his skin.

      Burton, the gatekeeper of the church, is no longer part of this cause. No longer part of this war.

      Burton, the gatekeeper, is dead.

      I turn my eyes forward again and stand, but see that the trail has gone cold. I see no prints now, the woods concealing the escape of the killers. My fists curl and a swift breath of deflation escapes from my lungs.

      This has the markings of Agent Woolf all over it.

      I bend down and conduct a closer inspection of Burton’s body. I turn him over so that he’s facing up, and suddenly, from his lips I hear a final sound, an escape of air.

      It shocks me, and I reach again for his pulse. I feel a single beat, and watch as his eyes flicker.

      “Burton!” I say, trying to revive him. “Burton, can you hear me?!”

      I have no experience of such things. The only medical knowledge I have is how to deal with cuts and bruises. Not this. Burton’s body is riddled with holes, each of them bubbling with blood.

      Another trickle of air escapes him.

      “Burton,” I say again. “Who was this? Agent Woolf? Who helped her?!”

      His lips move, and I lean in. And with his final breath, I hear these words…

      “You have spies…and…so…do…we…”

      I lean back, slowly, and look into his eyes as they fade once more. His words were not his.

      They were Woolf’s.

      And just as his eyes and mind fades, I flash into his dying brain, still just about operating even as his body gives out.

      I sneak inside and see it all. See Burton, standing at his post, vigilant as always. See him hear the shots ring out, and immediately pour forward towards the long corridor to the right, and Woolf’s cell beyond.

      See him shout orders for Lady Orlando to be protected as he goes, rushing away as more gunshots rattle.

      He reaches the end and looks down into the cell. The two guards there, knives in hand, and with terrible orders sent into their minds, plunge the blades into each other’s hearts.

      I feel Burton’s confusion.

      I feel his fear.

      He turns to the corridor leading away and rushes on. He has Dasher powers, and surges straight for the opening. The other guards are already dead.

      Out he goes into the night, and I find he has Hawk-eyes too. They glare into the distance and see two forms running away towards the trees. He paces after them, catching them quick.

      He holds out his gun as he reaches their backs on the edge of the wood. The arms of Agent Woolf and her ally are raised aloft. The ally is slim, tall, his hair short and black. No other features are clear in the night, except his outfit. He looks like one of the Nameless.

      “Hold your hands behind your back. Do it gently!” commands Burton.

      Agent Woolf follows the order. Her hands begin to descend. The other man doesn’t. They stay aloft. And I hear a chuckle gurgle from his throat.

      “You laughing?! You’re laughing are you, you traitor?!” shouts Burton.

      He turns the gun on the back of the man’s head. His finger gets set to pull the trigger. And just as it squeezes tight, and the bullet rings out, his target seems to disappear.

      Gone.

      Burton’s eyes flash left, right, behind him. The man moves with explosive pace, unable to be caught even by Burton’s eyes.

      Frantically, he searches, but to no avail.

      And then, suddenly, the air fills with gunfire, and the scorching bullets fill up the gatekeeper’s body.

      He drops to his knees, and in a flash, the man materialises before him and takes possession of his gun.

      Agent Woolf walks forward, smirking. She kneels down as the man says: “We must go, Romelia.”

      “We will,” replies Woolf.

      But before she leaves, she looks Burton right in the eye, and flashes the final order into his mind, the final words for him to speak.

      You have your spies, and so do we…

      And with that, they’re gone.
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      I don’t find out the time until I get back to the church. It’s still early morning, not yet five. Dawn is a ways off.

      Out by the woods, several guards are now gathering up Burton’s body and preparing to bring it back. The other four dead soldiers are also being seen to.

      No search party is being arranged to hunt down Woolf and her ally. Under orders from Lady Orlando, and despite several men vociferously demanding to go on the hunt, the commands are to stay put.

      “We can’t spare the manpower,” she announces solemnly. “Especially not now.”

      Gathered in a corner of the main hall, I give my account of what happened, and what I saw in Burton’s head. It quickly becomes clear just who the culprit was: one of the soldiers tasked with watching over Woolf. A man named Rafe, a gifted hybrid with the powers of a Dasher and Bat.

      “I don’t understand it,” calls one of the soldiers. “Rafe was loyal. A good soldier. He’d never…”

      “He didn’t have a choice,” cuts in Lady Orlando. “Woolf must have got to him somehow.”

      “But how?! She was on drugs to suppress her powers. And she was wearing a damn mask to cover her eyes! How could she have done this?”

      No one has a proper answer. Only suggestions.

      “A lot’s been going on recently,” says Adryan. “Perhaps someone forgot to give her a dose? Or maybe her body has grown to repel the drug. I know just how powerful Woolf’s mind is.”

      He looks at me as he speaks, and memories of his strong fingers around my neck flutter through my head. Not too long ago, she’d managed to get him to try to kill me with little more than a glance. And she’d taken complete control of his faculties at the same time, allowing her to control him via verbal commands.

      If she can do that without breaking a sweat, she can probably do a whole lot more.

      “But even if her powers were back, how could she control Rafe without seeing him with her eyes? Don’t you have to look into someone’s eyes to control them?” asks another soldier.

      The question is aimed at me.

      I nod, although my knowledge and experience is limited.

      “As far as I know, that’s how it works,” I say. “Certainly for me. But who knows, maybe Woolf can issue some voice commands. Maybe just enough to get Rafe to remove her mask briefly. That’s all it would take, and then she’d have him…”

      “And his powers?” continues the guard. “You said he almost disappeared in front of Burton’s eyes. That’s not possible. Burton was a Hawk. He should have seen him move! I don’t get it.”

      “She must have augmented him, I guess,” I suggest. “Maybe she was able to unearth his true potential or something using her powers?”

      “You people can do that?” questions the guard. “Why wouldn’t your brother do that with all of us?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he can’t. Maybe Woolf is more gifted. I don’t have the answers…”

      “OK, OK,” comes Lady Orlando’s calming voice. “We need to consider the ramifications of this. Woolf will now know of our location here, as Rafe already does. They will try to re-enter the city as soon as possible and get that information to Director Cromwell. If that happens, he will know we’re here, and will immediately send out a force to destroy or capture us. Needless to say, that cannot happen. Ideas, people?”

      “We need to inform the underlands and our sentries across the city,” says Adryan immediately. “And spare who we can to keep a watch on the gates. It’s the only way that they’ll get back into the city. Which way were they headed?”

      His eyes turn to mine.

      “To the west, the same direction Zander went in.”

      “OK,” continues Adryan, his sharp mind tackling the issue. “The nearest way into the city from here is the northern gate. She might make for that. I suggest we get some soldiers there immediately. They’ll be slow. Woolf has no powers beyond her mind, and even with Rafe alongside her, they won’t be able to move at pace. Guard the exterior of the gate, and block off that option.”

      Lady Orlando nods her approval, and looks upon Adryan, impressed.

      “The second option for her will be to make for the western gate, which is the way they were travelling,” continues Adryan. “It will take her a while to get there, and we know how dangerous the woods are. It’s quite possible she won’t even make it. To my mind, this was an act of desperation and nothing more.”

      “I agree,” says Lady Orlando. “We must take this threat seriously, but logical thinking dictates that we have time on our side. Did Rafe have any method of communicating with the city on him?”

      “No, my Lady, not to my knowledge,” says a guard.

      “Good. Then they will provide no warning. We will try to get some of our men to the woods beyond the western gate, just in case.”

      “And you said that Zander went that way?” asks a young, blond haired soldier. “Can we call on him to cut them off?”

      “No,” says Lady Orlando immediately. “He’s engaged in an important task and cannot be distracted. But that does remind me, Brie, to ask you to contact him telepathically and see if you can get through. I’d like to hear of his progress.”

      I nod.

      “Yes, my Lady,” I say. “I’ll get on it in a moment.”

      “Good. OK, Adryan, go to the comms room and make sure the underlands are aware of what’s happened. And arrange for two small troops to watch the northern and western gates from the outerlands side.”

      Adryan nods and moves off.

      “The rest of you, back to your posts,” she continues. “Morning will be coming soon and the battle still rages. We have lost five good men this evening and had another taken from us. Let’s make sure we don’t lose anymore.”

      The group disperses, leaving me with a final query for Lady Orlando’s ears only.

      “What about Commander Burns?” I ask. “I know he doesn’t have total control of the City Guard right now, but can he not put out a shoot to kill order or something, in case Rafe and Agent Woolf reach the gates?”

      “It’s…possible,” she says. “I’ll try to speak with him and let him know. However, it’s not easy to make contact right now. We still need to maintain his subterfuge up there.”

      “But we won’t if Woolf gets back. She’ll know all about Burns now.”

      “Indeed. You’re right. We will do what we can, Brie. Now please, find somewhere quiet and see if you can get in touch with your brother. Come to me right after.”

      I do as ordered, and make my way quickly back to my room. I must have slept for a decent enough stretch, albeit one peppered with nightmares and hardly refreshing.

      Still, the adrenaline is pumping, and I’m not expecting to sleep again for some time. Yet I need to relax, to settle my mind in order to open up the pathways.

      I do so, sitting still on my bed, taking a few deep breaths, trying to rid my mind of all that’s just happened. I picture my brother’s face, and find the connection blocked.

      There’s nothing. It’s blank.

      I try again, but have no luck.

      And as a result, a carousel of terrible images runs through my mind. Terrible things that might have happened to him.

      I thrust them away, stand up, leave the room, and rush my way straight back to Lady Orlando. I find her in the hall, speaking once more with Adryan.

      She immediately knows I’ve failed to make contact.

      “Ah, I suspected as much,” she says. “The toxic woods make such things difficult. I’m certain he’s fine,” she adds, seeing the flutter of worry in my eyes.

      And despite my reservations and worries, I’m certain of it too.

      My brother is always fine.
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      The next few hours are a nervous wait.

      So much is happening right now that it’s hard to keep up. All over, the agents of Cromwell appear to be closing in, and every hour that the people stay in the underlands is another that takes them closer to being discovered.

      I find myself pacing a lot, moving around the hall and listening for updates, and intermittently returning to my room for some peace where I attempt, once again, to speak with my brother.

      The latter yields no fruit, and the former keeps my mind occupied. From the comms room, Adryan continues to pass on messages to Lady Orlando, who spends her time issuing orders and making decisions.

      By the time dawn comes, and the sky begins to brighten with a new day, it’s being reported that a couple of the tunnels are close to being cleared. Our men are so thinly spread, and there are so many Con-Cops flooding the streets, that it’s becoming almost impossible to slow or impede Cromwell’s forces.

      Soon enough, whether Zander returns or not, Lady Orlando is going to have to make the decision to abandon the underlands and clear the caves.

      Yet we have some final cards to play. The traps laid by the Nameless will cause further disruption even when the enemy get through, and more explosives have been set to offer additional impediments. At the moment, we’re still relying on the fact that Cromwell believes the main Nameless HQ is somewhere underground. So far as we can tell, he knows nothing of this place, and has set his mind to the single task of excavating the subterranean city and cornering us all like rats in a trap.

      The anomaly of Woolf and her new slave, Rafe, however, has only served to make the situation more frantic and opaque. Should she return to the city, the message will immediately be sent to storm the outerlands and hunt us down out here. It’s critical that that doesn’t happen.

      Men have been set at posts beyond the gates. They’re men we can’t spare, but it’s something we can’t afford to ignore. And as further reports of heavy losses come in from the northern quarter, we have to rely more and more on the success of the secret mission that continues to unfold in the relative quiet of the east.

      I am now very much on board with the plot, a turnaround that could only have been created by such a desperate situation. Truly, with the darkness closing in, we have no choice.

      And despite my misgivings, I now hope for the mission to succeed. For the tower to topple and wipe out all our foes. For the city to fall to chaos and ruin and for us, the Nameless, to stride in and pick up the pieces.

      And I think again how I’ve changed.

      How war has changed me…

      All now relies on Zander, out in the wilds. So much seems to rest on his broad shoulders, as so much once did on mine. We’re waiting for him, watching and waiting. Whether he returns with good news or bad, with company or not, nothing can happen until he appears through the mist.

      Not, at least, until the very last moment. Not until we reach the very edge of desperation.

      And that edge is creeping ever nearer.

      I find myself in Lady Orlando’s quarters once more, alongside several other leaders of the cause. They’re older, unable to fight, but keen of mind and trying to offer advice where they can.

      Many have family and friends in the underlands. Most here do. And so they stand and pace on tired limbs and urge for Lady Orlando to make the call. For the underlands to empty, and the people led to the surface out here beyond the city. For the perilous trip to the mines to be undertaken, even without a suitable escort.

      Desperation. It’s already engulfed them. But Lady Orlando is a Savant. Her mind doesn’t process such a thing like the rest of us. She listens and computes things in her head, and hears the advice of Adryan, another of her kind, whose prominence here is growing.

      He comes and goes with more news, and each time it appears that there’s nothing to do but run. The calls to evacuate grow louder, but fall on deaf ears. The Lady of the Nameless doesn’t give in to their outbursts of emotion.

      She is detached from it all, as all good leaders have to be.

      But, she knows too that the clock is ticking, and the final seconds are upon us. And as Adryan returns to the rear of the church once more, she finds she has no alternative but to act.

      “The tunnel in district 5 of the north has been breached,” announces Adryan gravely. “The Stalkers are flooding in. They’ll be into the main caverns soon.”

      “How soon?” questions Lady Orlando composedly.

      “Estimates suggest less than fifteen minutes. The traps should slow them, and we have some soldiers still defending the passage, but they won’t last long. I Don’t think we have a choice anymore.”

      The old leaders nod and agree, as they have been doing for some time.

      Lady Orlando looks at Adryan for a moment, takes a breath, and then begins to nod herself.

      “Order the evacuation,” she says. “Abandon all the caves and prime the failsafes at the exit tunnels. We’ll bury as many of them as we can down there.”

      Adryan leaves the room to deliver the order. A collective sigh of relief empties into the room. I’m part of that. I want the underlands evacuated too. I want to get Drum up here and out of there, and Sophie and Maddox as well. I want to protect them in person like I promised Rycard I would.

      And now I’ll get that chance.

      Lady Orlando orders the room to clear.

      “Go, inform everyone of what’s going on,” she says. “No one is compelled to stay here. All who wish to go to the mines can. We have only an hour or so before the people get here. Whoever wishes to leave with them must be ready by then.”

      The leaders and luminaries depart the room, charged now with making their own decision. Stay here, and hope they’re not discovered, or make the long trek north into the dangers of the wild and the promise of a safer, secret refuge beyond.

      I know what my task will be. I’ll go there, help however I can, protect whoever I can from the threats we’ll face. That is my role now.

      But looking at Lady Orlando, I know that she isn’t going anywhere.

      “Oh no, child,” she tells me when I ask, looking through the small window to the south. “I can’t leave here. I’ll stay with the bare minimum of protection, but the rest will go with you.”

      “Are you sure? Can you not run things from the mines?”

      “No, I cannot. The mines are nothing but a sanctuary, developed to hide those who cannot fight, and cannot contribute. Whether we win or lose the fight for the soul of the city, this fight for the future, I will see it play out right here.”

      “I’ll return,” I assure her. “I’ll help them there, and then I’ll come straight back.”

      She turns from the window.

      “You must do what you feel is best, Brie,” she says. “Here, now, our path relies only on our team in the east. If they fail, none of us will survive. If they fail, you might be better off staying in the northern mines.”

      “I have too many people I care about in the city. I’ll always come back. I don’t have a choice about that either.”

      “Good, that’s good,” she says. “Now go and prepare yourself. You’ll be one of our most powerful escorts to the north, and the people will need you to be strong.”

      “I will be,” I promise her. “I have to be.”

      I leave the room, and return to the hall to find it more hectic than ever. So few here look like warriors. So few look like soldiers.

      Moving towards the comms room, I find Adryan again hard at work.

      “Any idea how many men we have in the underlands?” I ask.

      He frowns and thinks.

      “There are a thousand at least…”

      “No, I mean soldiers. Those who aren’t fighting in the city. You know, protection for the people.”

      “I have no idea, Brie,” he says. “Some of the tunnels have lost their sentries. A lot of our hybrids were out fighting, trying to delay and interfere with Cromwell’s forces.”

      “Order them back,” I say. “They’re not doing any good out there anymore. They’d be better off coming here and helping us to the refuge.”

      “I don’t have that authority. And it’s too late anyway. They’re trapped up there, and need to offer distraction.”

      “Distraction? But they’re through, Adryan. There’s no point in distracting them anymore!”

      “No, Brie, distraction for the strike team so they can go about their business in secret. Our soldiers need to keep Cromwell’s people busy, and the Director’s eye on them and them alone. He thinks he’s winning this. He might be in for a rude awakening.”

      “So you’re coming around too then?” I ask with a raise of the eyes. “To the idea of it? Blowing the High Tower.”

      And, like me, he utters the same sentiment: “I don’t think we have a choice anymore. Cromwell has forced our hand.”

      The minutes shoot by as the people gather their things. The force of a dozen or so soldiers here, a protective unit designed specifically to look after Lady Orlando and the other leaders, is split in two. Only half will stay and do their duty. The other half will help guide the people to safety.

      I feel some solace at what I see. These are highly trained hybrids, powerful warriors. I only wish we had ten times more.

      With the world seeming to move in fast forward, I find another ten minutes gone each time I glance at my watch. It seems like no time has passed when calls come from the front of the church, and I rush outside along with a number of others to see the first signs of our people issuing from the tunnels.

      They appear through the barn across the street, led by a small force of soldiers, a thick procession of bodies climbing out of the earth like a swarm of giant ants. Some cling to personal belongings. Others cling to weapons. Women and children, and the old and infirm appear in their midst, frightened of what lies ahead and yet so glad to be out of the darkness.

      They squint in the bright morning light, and cough in the toxic fog. Most have masks of some kind or another, ranging from proper protective gas masks to make-shift ones created from cloth and pieces of fabric.

      Some won’t make it. Forget the deadly tribes and monstrous beasts and the lurking shapes of the Shadows, the toxic fog will be too much for some. The old, in particular, may not be able to cope. The young, too, may be more susceptible to the poison. As always, it will be the weakest among us to topple first. That is the natural order of things.

      I imagine that Cromwell would smile at it all, enjoy the battle before us. I think of him watching from above, as if this is some giant experiment to weed out the weak and unleash the strong. A man like him, a Darwinist, committed to the concept of eugenics and perfecting and improving his race, would relish seeing these people die. Relish seeing them taken by the wild.

      And I think, watching as the masses spread forth from the earth, how much I’d like to bring Cromwell along with us. How I’d like to see how his old body holds up to what lies ahead. How I’d like to see him face off against a mutated, ravenous wolf, or a young tribal hunter, living in these terrible conditions, seeking out his skull to wear as a hat.

      Oh, how I’d love that…

      I give the thought a second to populate my head and draw a wicked smirk to my lips. Then it’s gone, and I’m helping the people out, and searching from one face to the next for some sign of Drum or Sophie.

      So many come, hundreds of them clambering from the ground, quickly moved off out of sight and assembled to the north of the church in a wide expanse of earth.

      More gas masks are handed out to those who need them most. Spare guns are given to those who never thought they’d have to carry them. And all the while, as I search for my friends, I search too for faces of grit, for men and women in uniform, for those charged with leading the rabble northwards into the wilderness.

      And in my head there’s only one conclusion…

      Not enough.
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      They keep on coming, spewing up from the ground and into the cool morning light. There’s a frantic, febrile energy in the air as the people wonder what’s next for them, as they’re gathered and penned together and sorted by the few soldiers we have.

      I continue to move through them, searching for the giant form of Drum, listening over the din for the sounds of a crying baby. The noise, and mesh of bodies makes both so difficult, until finally I see a lumbering hulk emerge from the barn, kitted out in rugged fatigues and clasping at a heavy rifle that few others would have the strength to hold.

      I judder towards him, squeezing through the sea of flesh until our eyes catch and I clasp his thick trunk. Our embrace is brief, nothing but the equivalent of a peck on the lips.

      I look up and search his oversized features and see that he’s been in the wars. Soot and ash cast his cheeks into shadow. His eyes look weary as if he’s had no sleep. Hidden behind the heavy mounds of bone and flesh that surround them, those dark irises stare with an intensity I’ve never seen in the man.

      Because a man he is: no longer a boy.

      “I thought you were in the city?” are his first words.

      “I was,” I say. “I came back last night. I’m here to help get the people out.”

      “Good. So am I.”

      There’s a grit to him. His eyes dance over the throng and watch them assemble. Voices of commanding officers call out for order. Drum knows he has a job to do.

      “I’d better go, Brie,” he says. “I have my unit to protect.”

      How fast things have gone. Only recently he was himself part of a little group in the underlands, sitting alone in a quiet corner, stripped from his old life. Now he’s become a soldier, tasked with protecting a group who cannot protect themselves.

      Before I let him go, I ask: “Have you seen Sophie? Is she OK?”

      I can’t even remember if he knows her. Have they been introduced before?

      His answer confirms that he’s aware of her at least.

      “She was with us,” he says. “Her and her baby…”

      He stands up to his full height and spreads his eyes over the large crowd moving a little to the north. His eyes aren’t capable of picking her out.

      But mine are.

      “Hoist me up, will you?” I say.

      He does so immediately, lifting me quickly and with consummate ease with one arm until I’m up towards his shoulder. The view is far better up here, and my Hawk-eyes go to work, scanning for Sophie’s sultry locks and beautiful blue eyes.

      It doesn’t take long to catch them. Clutching at Maddox, who sits in a little pouch on her chest, she looks alert. In her hands she holds an electronic tablet, moving around and signing people off as she takes names. She’s clearly found her footing here quickly enough.

      I climb down Drum’s arm and back to the ground.

      “She’s there. I’ll see you in a bit…”

      As I move off his clasping paw stops me. I turn back to him.

      “How was Mrs C? And Tess and the others?”

      “Oh, good, yeah,” I say. “Except that they tried to kill me…”

      “They what?!” he exclaims, his voice booming.

      I laugh and shake my head.

      “It’s…nothing. Look, I’ll explain later. Focus on your job, Drum. And be safe.”

      I jump up and kiss his cheek, before twisting on my heels and shifting quickly through the crowds. I come right up on Sophie before she even has a chance to realise I’m approaching. I take her by surprise.

      “Brie!” she calls. I’m sucked into a hug, poor baby Maddox half crushed between our bodies. He doesn’t whimper or cry. Even he seems to have been toughened up by recent days. “I’m so glad to see you, honey,” she continues. “Are you coming with us?”

      “Sure am,” I say, trying to sound positive. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. Always wanted to get out of the city…now’s my chance, right?”

      “Oh, absolutely. I have to say it’s a blessing being back out in the open.” She coughs a couple of times, a throaty gurgle clambering up through her windpipe. “This fog, though…not very pleasant.”

      “You’ll get used to it,” I say. “It’s not so bad here. And I’ve heard it isn’t too bad to the north either. Do you have a mask?”

      “A gas mask? I don’t.” Her eyes fall to her son. “It’s him I’m worried about most.”

      I nod quickly.

      “Look, don’t worry. I’ll get one for him. I’m sure they have little masks for babies.”

      Really, though, I’m not sure at all. I don’t think babies were ever expected to journey out here.

      And therein lies the worry. The boy is strong, yes, but also just an infant. The fog will quickly take its toll on one so vulnerable.

      “I’d say keep his mouth and nose covered as much as you can,” I advise. “He…should be fine.”

      She nods and fiddles a little with her shirt so that it covers her son’s face.

      “So, you’re helping manage this rabble are you?” I ask.

      “Oh yes, I’m used to such things so thought I’d help where I can. I just…” A moment of weakness threatens her. She coughs again and straightens her voice. “I’m just worried about Rycard. I don’t see why he’s part of that strike team…”

      “Because he’s a great soldier, a strong leader, and knows Inner and Outer Haven like the back of his hand. Even without both of his eyes, he’s better than most.”

      “But…they’re going to the heart of the city, aren’t they?” Her voice has become a whisper. I suspect that the general population aren’t aware of the plan, but Rycard has probably let slip a few details to his wife. She doesn’t seem to know the full truth, though.

      “Yeah,” I say, not knowing how much to let loose. “Look, he’ll be fine, Soph. We’ll all be fine. I promise you. I’m going to try to stay close to you on the trip, OK. I won’t let anything happen to you or your son.”

      “Brie, you’re so sweet and brave,” she smiles. “But…”

      She looks around, clearly similarly concerned as I am about the numbers of soldiers we have here. And by the looks of things, there are few hybrids, although it’s hard to tell. Most appear to be regular Unenhanced, with the occasional Enhanced defector or those like Drum, with old Enhanced blood in them. It certainly isn’t the powerful force you’d wish for.

      “I know,” I say, cutting her off. “We have low numbers. But we have to do what we can. We have some powerful hybrids who have been to the mines and back loads of times,” I say. “It’ll be fine. Just a nice stroll through the wilds.”

      I can’t tell if I’m trying to set her at ease, or myself. Either way, it feels a little better to make light of everything.

      “Anyway,” I finish. “I’ll let you get on. We’ll be leaving soon.”

      She nods and moves off, and I return quickly to the church. It’s much quieter now, half the people having gone out to help, or packed up to leave. Only a smattering of the Nameless remain, including Lady Orlando and Adryan, still buzzing away in the comms room with his technicians.

      Lady Orlando finds me.

      “How are things out there?” she asks.

      “Frenetic,” I say. “But they seem happy to be out of the caverns.”

      “OK, good. They’ll need to leave as soon as possible. We can’t delay anymore.”

      “Some are still coming out of the tunnels,” I inform her.

      “Then they have to be quick. The Stalkers will be right on their tail…and we can’t have them finding the passage to this church.”

      “We’ve heard from the last sentries,” comes Adryan’s voice as he speeds over to join us. “They’re trying to hold the Stalkers back but are down to their bare bones. They’ll be overrun any minute, and then the Stalkers will find their way right to our door. Lady Orlando, the tunnels need to be blocked immediately.”

      “Then give the order,” she says without hesitation. “And good luck to them.”

      Adryan rushes off again.

      “But our men? They’re still down there.”

      “We have no choice, Brie. There is a network of passages leading from the main caverns. Only one comes right here, the one you’ve travelled before. The others are dead ends, but all need to be blocked. If they find their way here…”

      “Then it’s over,” I say.

      “Yes. They’ll catch us here, and find out everything they need to know. Our team will be discovered beneath the factory and…Artemis will win. The sentries are committed to the cause. They will blow the tunnels whether they’re down there or not. They’ve been programmed to act as such.”

      Her final words shock me, but perhaps they shouldn’t.

      “You mean…they have no control? There’s an order in their heads to blow the tunnels, even if it means their own death?”

      She nods.

      “Your brother has made sure of that. Sometimes, no matter how loyal a person might be, fear will get the better of them. The instinct to survive is powerful, and often a man will do very selfish things if it means they will live. We could never allow that in such circumstances. They will give their lives to save all of ours.”

      I listen with a blank expression. There are no questions of morality and free will creeping to my tongue. I just listen and soak up the information, detached from it all.

      Right now, the only thing that counts is the bigger picture. The future may well depend on such thinking. And in a strange twist, I imagine that only a Savant like Lady Orlando could have the objectivity and emotional dispassion to see it done.

      But still, I’ll always offer help where I can. So on hearing the news, I rush back out towards the barn across the street, to where the people still climb out up the ladder and into the misty air.

      “How many more to come?” my voice clatters to a guard aiding people on their way up.

      “I…I don’t know exactly. Not many.”

      “Bring them up, quick,” I shout. “The tunnels are going to blow!”

      A haste imbues the people who hear me. A few cries of fear spread down the tunnel below as the final men and women rush quickly for the light.

      And as they rush from the ground, and I help in pulling them up, I hear the sound of a low boom grumble from the south, from far away towards the city. Then, a second later, the earth shakes with a terrible anger, growling in pain as the final failsafes are triggered, and the many tunnels to the south implode and collapse, dropping down thousands upon thousands of tons of rock on top of those languishing behind.

      And just as the last people squirm their way to freedom, a thick burst of ash and smoke comes pouring down the passage, joined by the licking tongues of devilish fire, like a dragon hunting down its prey.

      “Get back,” I shout, dragging the nearest person I can along with me as I fall to the side, and the fiery smoke comes surging from the earth in a fountain of flame.

      It pours up and into the barn, setting the interior alight as the people scream and rush away into the open. A few others come the other way as I hear Lady Orlando barking orders from the church to put out the flame. They rush in with old fire extinguishers, spewing out white froth and quickly smothering the blaze.

      And as the earth settles, and the air fills once more with the distant and continuing sounds of war, I say a little prayer of thanks for those who just died for the cause.

      And for the many Stalkers who, most likely, were eaten up by the earth as well.
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      There’s nothing to do now but leave. The people have amassed and been accounted for. Split into groups, they’ve been assigned the meagre allowance of guards we can afford.

      I know it’s woefully insufficient.

      I know that many of these people will die.

      I’ve grown quickly used to the concept.

      The morning air is clear, yet away on the northern horizon, the threat of darker skies loom. I suppose that’s appropriate really, and can’t help but huff at the thought that, away to the north where we’re headed, not even the skies will give us any respite.

      It will, I know, make our job even harder. Turn the conditions against us, making visibility worse; masking the few Hawk-eyes we have at our disposal, and having a similar effect on our Sniffers and Bats.

      But we have no choice. We have to go now, while it’s early, and try to cover as much ground as possible before the skies turn black. But from what I’ve now learned, the path is at least twenty miles as the crow flies, and much further if you add in the meandering path we’ll be required to follow. In truth, it may well take two days to get there, meaning a night spent in the wilderness is all but assured.

      Such a horde cannot possibly travel at speed. Not with the old and young among them. The luxury of the daylight hours are something we cannot ignore. It’s imperative that we leave immediately and travel as quickly as we can.

      We can’t wait any longer.

      As the people prepare to embark, I find myself once more outside the church with Lady Orlando and Adryan. The former has just shown her face among the throng for the first time in a while, a sight intended to give them strength and give them hope. The latter has stayed at his post, never straying far from the comms room unless delivering an important message.

      Now, though, as we prepare to leave, I say my goodbyes.

      I know Adryan won’t be coming too. In large part, I’m glad about that, not least because his presence only seems to complicate things for me. I step away from him with a hug and a soft kiss to the lips. It isn’t long. Not a second can be wasted now.

      Then I hug Lady Orlando, and assure her I’ll be back.

      “Tomorrow,” I say. “I’ll come right back tomorrow.”

      She doesn’t answer. None of us can possibly know whether or not that will be the case. Instead, her eyes lift to the woodland, over to the west, scanning slowly and with a muted expression of disappointment.

      “Lady Orlando,” whispers Adryan. “They cannot delay. They can’t wait for him any longer…”

      She doesn’t answer. And suddenly I find my own eyes turning to where hers stare. And within my mind, feel something, someone, approach. An energy that’s so familiar, so unique. And a voice that comes with it.

      Don’t you go leaving yet…it says.

      My eyes widen, and I continue to stare into the woods.

      “My Lady,” says Adryan. “They must leave…”

      She raises her hand, as if imbued with the same senses as me. As if her connection to him is so strong that she can feel him too, sense his arrival.

      A smile starts to climb. It climbs on my face and hers too. And then, the shadows of the trees are joined by others. Silhouettes come stepping into the light, the sun casting down its rays and illuminating their features.

      And finally, Adryan sees it too.

      “Zander,” he whispers. “He’s come…”

      I disappear from them. I can’t help it. My Dasher powers explode within me and in seconds I’m blazing a trail across the street, across the fields, right up to the edge of the woods. I reappear before my brother and see several of his companions step back in surprise.

      His companions, dressed in their pelts and scrappy materials, with wild hair and eyes, and necklaces of fangs and claws hanging from their necks. And right next to my brother, their most prominent member stands tall, his yellow teeth appearing in a grin as he sees me materialise.

      “Well, well, boy, looks like sis is happy to see you,” chuckles Rhoth.

      I look at him with a beaming smile.

      “You have no idea!” I say.

      I tumble into Zander’s arms.

      “I can’t believe you’re back,” I cry. “We were just about to leave…”

      “I said I’d return, sis,” he says. “Have I ever let you down?”

      “No!” I laugh. “Never!”

      “Well then…maybe you should trust me more.”

      As I laugh, his eyes spread to the north of the church, where the large assembly awaits.

      “Looks like I’ve missed a bit,” he says.

      Then his eyes catch something, and his head swivels to the right, fifty or so metres along the edge of the woods. Right to the place where Burton died.

      His Hawk-eyes zoom in and his eyebrows drop. He turns back to me and sees that my eyes are now hooded too.

      “What happened?” he growls.

      “Burton,” I say, “and four others….they were killed.”

      “Killed? How?!”

      “Woolf. We don’t know exactly. She took control of Rafe and they escaped together.”

      A few heavy breaths escape him. His nostrils flare and hazel eyes burn. There’s a controlled rage in him that’s threatening to spill.

      “I knew I should have killed her when I had the chance,” he grumbles through his teeth. “That…that witch…”

      His fists clench. Burton must have been a good friend.

      I wonder why they didn’t kill her when they could. Most likely because of the potential information they might find in her head. I guess she wasn’t considered a threat, locked away and blindfolded.

      How wrong they were…

      To Zander’s left, Rhoth watches on.

      “Who is this Woolf?” he asks. “Some hybrid monster? A wolf and a woman?”

      “Er, no…just a woman,” I say.

      “Hmmm. Well, I’m sorry, boy, for the losses. But come, let’s do what we came here for.”

      Zander recomposes himself, pressing the anger back down lower, shutting his eyes and suppressing it all somewhere deeper into his mind.

      “OK,” he says, stepping forward.

      As we move towards the church, I quickly scan the tribesmen to the left and right. I count a little over fifty, all of them fearsome to look at and, no doubt, likely to make some of our people a little nervous.

      Yet, they’ll soon come to realise that such men are a major boon to this cause. Out here, you couldn’t ask for a better escort.

      I wonder, however, if I’m getting ahead of myself as we cross the open land and work towards the church. A few people from the main crowd see us, and a murmuring mess of whispers and hums spread over the entire throng. Even the soldiers grip their weapons a little tighter, some even lifting them in our direction, as the group of wildmen begin to assemble outside the church.

      “Nice building,” remarks Rhoth, looking up at the pretty façade and spire atop it. “So this is where you’ve been hiding all this time?”

      His eyes find Lady Orlando, who stares right at him with Adryan alongside. Zander quickly approaches and stands beside the two leaders.

      “Ah, the Lady of the Nameless,” says Rhoth, looking upon the little old woman. They’re about as different from each other as it’s possible to be, a strange meeting of minds for sure. Rhoth’s eyes switch to her left. “Aha, and Mr Savant. I didn’t expect to see you again so soon.”

      “Rhoth,” nods Adryan. “It’s a pleasure.”

      “A pleasure? How polite of you. You have good manners. You, perhaps, do not, Lady Orlando. You hunt my grounds. You even sent this pup here to hunt me once before too,” he says, laying a heavy hand on Zander’s shoulder.

      My brother shrugs it off.

      “Rhoth, we went through that already,” says Zander. “It’s in the past…”

      “Hmmmm, the past, yes. And the future…that is why we’re here?”

      Lady Orlando smiles.

      “Indeed, Rhoth. The future concerns us all, doesn’t it? Listen…” she says, raising her chin as the sound of gunfire continues to chatter away in the city. “That is the sound of the future being decided.”

      “Your future,” counters Rhoth. “Our own is less certain. Our own is in our hands.”

      “Rhoth,” grumbles Zander. “We’ve been through this too! Our futures are intertwined. You must see that? If we fall, you’ll be next. We are the big domino…”

      He frowns.

      “Big domino?”

      He doesn’t understand the reference.

      Lady Orlando’s voice comes again.

      “We have little time here, Rhoth,” she says. “Clearly, you came here for a reason. You know what we desire from you. What is it that you want in return?”

      He takes a gentle grip of his bearded chin and begins working his dirty fingers through the thick bristles. I can see the impatience in the faces of my allies, and he surely can too. I suspect he enjoys the power.

      “I wish, Lady Orlando, to end a war as you do,” he says. “You have been fighting in the big city with all the lights for many years. I have been doing the same out here. To the north, where you wish your people to go, there are other tribes that control some favourable territory. We wish to take it, and end our own war here in the woods. We will help you with yours, if you help us with ours.”

      Lady Orlando is quick to answer. I imagine she expected that very demand.

      “Agreed,” she says. “Escort our people to the mining facility in the north, and when we take the city, we will aid you in expanding your territory. You’ll be the most powerful tribal leader for a thousand miles.”

      “Ah, power. No, power isn’t what we wish for. We just like to live in peace, which we cannot do with these other tribes harassing us. You have your names for them…the Bear-Skins, the Skullers. They are the most aggressive. The world will be a better place when they’re gone.”

      “And I agree,” says Lady Orlando. “They are mindless and feral. They will be eliminated.”

      “Eliminated,” chuckles Rhoth. “I like this word. You have an unforgiving nature, Lady Orlando. Some might consider you cruel, but you get things done.”

      He reaches out his filthy fingers, tipped with scrappy and uneven nails, and our leader does the same. Her pallid, wrinkled digits disappear into his palm.

      “So marks our union,” says Rhoth. “Now, we must go. Take care of the old woman, boy,” he says to Zander. “I need her alive to honour our agreement. And if you don’t,” he growls, “I will hold you responsible.”

      “We’ll honour it, don’t worry,” says Zander.

      “You better…”

      His eyes narrow and, suddenly, he turns and calls out to his men to follow, before marching off towards the throng.

      “They’re going to be frightened of him,” says Adryan as he leaves. “Someone needs to explain all this to the people.”

      Zander appears to agree.

      “I’ll go. I’ll be back in a moment.”

      He moves off, catching up with Rhoth. I stand once more with only Lady Orlando and Adryan, set to say another goodbye. None of us need to go through such a thing again.

      So linking eyes with them, I just nod, before darting straight off after my brother.

      I catch him as he catches Rhoth, and begins to call out to the people, explaining the situation. They all know him, all trust him, and soon enough their fears and confusions are allayed.

      Then, with Rhoth commanding his fifty or so men to take positions around the group, I get a moment with my brother alone.

      “I wish you were coming as well,” I say.

      “Me too,” he says quickly.

      He doesn’t believe it. I can sense that he’s itching to get back to the city.

      “You’d better get going, though,” I tell him. “They need you at the factory more than anywhere. When do you think it will happen?”

      My eyes scan the distance. The High Tower is barely visible now. So faint, so far away.

      “The plan was a couple of days from now. But as Beckett said, things need to be expedited. I don’t have the answer, Brie.”

      “I’ll come back,” I say as soon as he says my name. “I’ll come back tomorrow. I’ll come to the city…”

      “You’ll do nothing of the sort,” he cuts in. “I can’t control you, I know that now, but you’ll stay out of the city. There’s no way back in for you now. Things rest on us, and us alone.”

      A short silence follows as his eyes press into mine. I whisper: “OK,” and he draws me into a hug. I feel safe with him, as if nothing could happen to me when he’s around.

      But I know I can’t rely on him forever. I know I need to feel safe alone. And as he lets me go, and moves off to the church, and I turn back to look at the gathered crowd, I know too that I need to step into the breach.

      That I need to become a person to look up to.

      That I want the way I feel around him to be the way people feel around me. A fighter. A warrior. Someone who will keep the people safe and free from harm.

      That is my role now. That is my task.

      And I will see it done.
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      It doesn’t take long before the High Tower is completely gone, even to my eyes. The church and old skeleton town, too, fades quickly as we march as fast as we can through the open, hilly lands just north of the Nameless HQ.

      I find myself at the front alongside Rhoth, who quickly appears to have taken over the leadership of the rabble. That role was meant for a man named Pearson, a fairly uptight soldier who has a range of enhancements within his hybrid blood, including that of a Dasher and Bat, as well as a suggestion, through his cold demeanour, that there’s a little Savant in him too.

      I catch a conversation between the two men, which you might describe as frosty at best, and positively glacial at worst. It sounds as though Pearson has met the brutal tribal leader before and, like Zander, they have history.

      “I have travelled this route several times, Rhoth,” complains Pearson. “I know just where we’re going, and have been tasked by Lady Orlando herself with managing this affair. Now please, offer the protection you promised, but don’t get in my way.”

      Rhoth smiles that yellow smile of his throughout the rant, his face curling with its network of scars and wrinkles. Then his guttural, throaty voice rumbles to join in.

      “Mr Pearson,” he begins calmly, although with that usual hint of dominance that seems to fill most of his words. “You may have travelled this route before, but these are my lands. I have lived here all my life, and know them much better than you, or any of your men, ever will. You lead your people, that is fine by me. However, I will take us along the route. I will choose the direction. And if I say stop, we stop. Do you understand me?”

      The two men stare at each other, even as they walk. In Rhoth’s bear-like grip, I see that pulse rifle he took from Zander only days ago hovering, ready to engage if necessary. He already appears to have customised it somewhat to his own tastes, adding some camouflage and natural embellishments to make it blend in with his outfit.

      The stand-off, I feel, isn’t going anywhere. I decide to step in.

      “Pearson, do you mind if I say something?” I ask.

      His eyes turn from Rhoth’s to mine. He takes a moment, then nods.

      “Of course, Brie,” he says stiffly. “You have earned that right.”

      “Thank you. I, um, I understand how you both feel,” I start, trying to sound pragmatic, “but let’s all agree that getting everyone north and to the mining facility as quickly and safely as possible is in all our best interests. Yes?”

      The men offer subtle nods, their eyes bearing down on me from on high.

      “Good. Well, with that in mind - and let me stress how I understand where you’re both coming from - but I think Rhoth has a point. He does know these lands better, and Lady Orlando did recruit him for this very purpose. Who knows, perhaps he’d take us in the exact same direction as you’d propose…but I think we should trust him on this one.”

      Pearson lets the words settle. Through narrow brown eyes, which I consider to be unusually close together, I see the first signs of agreement, followed by compliance. And I get it all without having to manipulate him, although he suggests that I’ve done just that.

      “You’re not in my head are you?” he asks suspiciously.

      “No, I try not to do that unless I have to. You know, free will and all that. I’m just being logical. That’s my Savant side coming through.”

      I smile and his thin lips curl up a little before going the other way.

      “Fine. Rhoth, plot our course. We will work together on this. Your hunters are useful, but my hybrids can do things that none of you tribesmen can. I’m sure you know that.”

      Rhoth nods.

      “I’m aware of the things you people can do,” he says curtly. He turns to me. “Brie, well said. Good words. You speak well, girl. Now enough debating, and more walking.” His eyes turn to the skies, darkening ahead despite the early hour. “We need to move as fast as we can. I’m not used to travelling with such a group. Old and young…the Skullers, the Bear-Skins, the beast and the Shadows, they won’t care. All they see is food, weapons, trophies….you must prepare yourselves for losses tonight. It is inevitable.”

      His words draw a close to the conversation. We know what we’re facing, but Rhoth knows better. Pearson may have travelled these paths, but only with strong forces of hybrids. This is an unprecedented situation, and will almost certainly draw in every beast and cannibal for a hundred miles.

      Like a shoal of fish in the ocean, picked at by dolphins and sharks and birds, and all manner of underwater beasts, we are little more than a moving buffet. And later, when darkness falls, it will be time to feast…

      The first few hours, however, are smooth. The lands are fairly constant, and only peppered with the woods and marshes that are more common towards the west. We make good progress, passing several miles without intervention and without too many problems to deal with.

      Yet, there are still a few.

      One man gets caught in an old trap, his body snatched up in a net and flung up into the low branches of a tree. It takes a few minutes to cut him down.

      Another falls foul of a slightly more beastly snare, stepping into a noose that quickly snaps and tightens around his ankle. The rope, fitted with razor-sharp shards of flint and bits of metal, cuts right into his leg, rendering him unable to walk. Again, it takes a little time to free him, and he’s quickly added to the ranks of those who will slow us down, a fairly large contingent that includes the very old and very young.

      Each time, the entire ensemble needs to slow and deal with the problems. And each time, Rhoth looks on with an impassive suggestion in his eyes that these traps were once set by his own people.

      “Perhaps,” he says when I take him to task on the issue. “We haven’t hunted these lands for a while. They might be old traps of ours…or perhaps others.”

      “And these Skullers and Bear-Skins…where do you find them, exactly?”

      His eyes spread north, where the towering mountains gather on the western side, and the earth grows wooded and dark right ahead, with sections of rocky outcrops and other more perilous routes to navigate lying in between.

      “There,” he says. “The Bear-Skins live in those woods at the base of the mountain. They control a lot of land there in the low passes.”

      “And the Skullers?”

      His eyes darken.

      “Tricky…they’re tricky. They move about more. Nomads. Cannibals. They enjoy hunting whatever they can find, and are always looking for new skulls to wear.”

      “They actually…wear skulls on their heads?” I ask. The fear in me is obvious. I wouldn’t be human if it wasn’t.

      “Ah yes, on their heads, on their faces. Some wear masks of wolves or bears or boars. Others like to hunt other tribes. I see them, and I wonder…is that an old friend of mine on that man’s face? They like it…the fear they give. We have to hope we pass through unseen.”

      I barely breathe as he speaks. Every utterance from his mouth is an omen to dread. He looks back to the crowd as the afternoon hurries on.

      “We’re too slow. We have to speed up, get beyond the woods. Your facility is a long way still.”

      We continue on, working our way into a rocky section of land that requires more careful footing and navigation. Down and up we go, moving through little canyons, the lands turning to a labyrinth that forces the people into a bottleneck.

      It lasts a mile or so before the earth flattens once more, and I see more relics of the past appear before me: the foundations of old buildings and cars and places where people once lived. I see tracks from old train lines, mangled metal wrecks that once passed electricity across the landscape, larger buildings in the distance, half eaten away but partially visible and standing, even after all this time.

      I look out in wonder, letting my Hawk-eyes gaze on things that to everyone else must just appear as blurred shapes on the horizon. For a while, I forget my duties and indulge myself against my better judgement, enjoying the journey that, as yet, has gone mostly well.

      Then, I remember what I’m here for, and continue to work back and forward through the crowd, updating the people on everything, trying to act as my brother might and show them, by example, that there’s nothing to fear.

      Yet, there is. Even now, many people have begun to splutter behind their makeshift masks, the poison growing stronger in places and quickly causing problems. Those with weaker immune systems might already have sucked in a lethal dose, their bodies yet to realise that they’re dead already.

      To try to alleviate the problem, I gather some volunteers to ensure that all proper gas masks are passed around, and those who are suffering worst of all get immediate access.

      When Rhoth sees what’s happening, he shakes his head and says: “You’re just killing more of them. Once they splutter like that, there’s no going back. They’re weak, too weak for this world. They’ve lived too long in your big city…”

      “Well what would you have me do?! Just let them die here in the wild?”

      “No…they won’t die. Not here, not yet. They’ll reach the mines and die later. They are poisoned. There’s no going back from that.”

      “And you? How the hell do you live out here in this…disgusting fog?!”

      “I was born out here, sweet girl. We have no fear of the mist. Green is our favourite colour. It keeps the weak at bay.”

      He’s not helping, so I leave him and return to the task. Yet the next time I see someone who’s seemingly healthy pass their gas mask to a spluttering old woman, I do wonder if I’ve just doomed them both to death.

      Is he right? Is the old woman already dead? Might the man who gave her the mask now suck in a lethal dose of this stuff too?

      I consider it, knowing there’s nothing I can do. And in my head I begin to wonder whether the same affliction might take hold of me. When a single cough works its way up through my throat, and past the crude covering across my mouth and nose, I wonder whether it’s the start of a steady downfall.

      I wonder whether I, too, am dead already.

      But I can’t wonder for long. Others need my attention. I find Sophie in the centre of the throng, also doing what she can to help. Maddox, hidden in the pouch attached to her chest, seems to be sleeping peacefully.

      “Is he OK?” I ask. “Are you?”

      She nods.

      “He’s strong, like his dad. He’s OK, Brie. And don’t worry about the mini gas mask…”

      Damn. I’d forgotten all about finding one.

      “Oh, sorry. I don’t think they have them.”

      “I thought as much,” she says.

      I’m yet to hear her cough too badly. It’s a good sign.

      I move off again in search this time of Drum. His position isn’t as safe as hers. Right now, those considered more vulnerable are keeping to the centre. The younger and stronger men and women have created a perimeter around them. Beyond them are those with firearms and means of protecting themselves.

      Finally, around the flanks are the guards. Our sparse collection of hybrids take position at equal points. We have fewer than ten, and so they’re widely dispersed.

      In the gaps are the soldiers who came from the underlands, perhaps two dozen of them. Drum, even as callow as he is, is part of that number. He’s not a soldier. I doubt that he’s even fired his weapon before. And yet still, there he is, right on the outside, tasked with protecting the inner circles of the pack.

      Alongside them are Rhoth’s men, numbering over fifty. They’re an absolute godsend, and whilst they have no enhancements, they know these lands almost as well as their leader, and they know just how to traverse them.

      All of them are constantly watching, keen eyes looking out, searching for any alarming rustle in the woods and listening for anything suspicious. They may not be Bats or Hawks or Sniffers, but out here in this mist, their senses are attuned and modified to these conditions.

      I spend a little time with Drum, but get the impression that my presence is only weakening him. He needs to concentrate, and my manner of behaving around him, like that of a worrying big sister, perhaps isn’t best among such company.

      “Brie,” he tells me, that foghorn voice of his hissing out a whisper, “you don’t need to check up on me. I’m fine.”

      He gazes around at the other soldiers lining the perimeter of the pack.

      “Right, I know you are,” I say briskly. “But I’m not just checking on you…I’m checking on everyone. It’s my job, Drum.”

      “Yeah, but I’m good. Other people need your help more than me.”

      I’m fairly quick to catch on, and realise that he doesn’t want to look weak among the other soldiers. But despite his size, and the clear developments he’s made since reaching the underlands, I still see him as little more than a big kid who warrants special attention.

      I leave him alone, though don’t tell him that I’ll be keeping an eye on him from afar. Returning to the front of the troop, I find Rhoth searching the distant skies and in tense conversation with Pearson. This time, though, it’s not the animosity between the two men that’s causing the bitter exchange, but the gathering band of black clouds that continue to surge towards us from the north.

      “We have to press through those woods before nightfall,” Rhoth is saying. He sniffs the air. “Rain is coming. It will disrupt visibility. All of your hybrids with their special senses will be weaker for it…”

      Pearson doesn’t disagree. He knows full well that rain, particularly heavy rain, can have a dramatic impact upon any Enhanced’s ability to utilise their gifts.

      Hawks don’t see so well through it. Sniffers find the downpour dulls the other smells in the air. Bats struggle to tune out the battering of the droplets, making other sounds more difficult to assess.

      Even Dashers are affected. During any deluge, their movements are easier for the enemy to see, the falling rain giving way as they rush through and leave a clear trail of their path behind.

      All in all, rain is not our friend. It will weaken our most powerful agents, and serve to slow down the entire throng as well.

      “How far are we from the other side of the woods?” grunts Pearson.

      “About six miles,” says Rhoth. “We will slow even more in there with this many people.”

      “Shouldn’t we circle around, take a detour?” I ask, joining the conversation.

      They both turn to me. Neither seemed to realise I’d arrived beside them.

      “Too far,” says Rhoth. His hand reaches out and directs my eyes around the horizon towards the east. “The woods stretch right across,” he continues. “To divert around would add dozens of miles to the journey, and put us into even more perilous territory. The Skullers hunt those paths. The route through the woods will be much quicker. But we must press on faster.”

      Pearson remains in agreement. He quickly turns and marches away, passing messages down the flanks to his soldiers to, in turn, inform the rest of the troop that we have to pick up the pace.

      And as the woods loom closer, and the tall mountains to the west gradually dominate the sky, the first drops of rain begin to fall.

      And what begins as a gentle patter quickly turns more furious.

      The heavens have opened.

      The sky has darkened.

      And through the crowd, I feel a growing bustle of fear.
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      We reach the woods as the sky cracks open.

      A flashing burst of lightning fires down from the darkness above, causing a few cries of panic to rumble through the throng. Only a split second later, the booming roar of thunder joins in, shaking the earth and causing all the Bats among the party to grimace in discomfort.

      The first trees ahead invite us in under the heavy canopy. We rush onwards towards the tangled forest as more strikes of electricity cut across the skies, each one bringing another terrible boom from the heavens.

      Entering the woods, Rhoth navigates us quickly on the most appropriate route, working a little towards the base of the mountains. We have no choice in the matter, despite what dwells here. Only on certain paths will a group as large as ours be able to travel without splitting up, the narrow lanes between the thickets causing us to bunch up and work our way northwards in a long stream of vulnerable bodies.

      In such an environment, it becomes more difficult for our protective cordon to stay on the flanks. Squeezed tight, our hunters and hybrids and soldiers are forced to walk right amid the horde, staying as much as they can on the outskirts as Rhoth searches for the widest paths through the jungle.

      It’s not easy. Left and right, the trees close in, their twisted branches hanging above us like creeping wooden fingers, ready to snatch up anyone who might wander off course and into their snares.

      They give some protection from the rain, but serve to cast away the light, slowing the step of the vast majority who are unable to see in the dark. Up front with Rhoth, whose own eyes are accustomed to such things and almost akin to that of a Hawk, I walk side by side with the towering tribesman and continually search the paths ahead.

      A sense of foreboding captures us. It’s as though the world is conspiring to make our journey as difficult as possible, as if Cromwell has made some deal with the devil to force us through these dark places, shutting out the sparse light above and drowning our powers under the force of the rain.

      And drowned they are. I’m hardly an expert given the recent manifestation of my powers, but even now I’m having trouble seeing through the torrent, and the swirling mist that hovers around the forest floor and clings to whatever tree or bush or little collection of rocks it can find.

      Pearson, too, has gone quiet, needing to concentrate fully as raindrops thunder against leaves and wood, his ears working hard to pick up anything else amid the din. And behind, the few Sniffers we have with us will be doing the same, their nostrils opening wide as they hunt for the smells of beasts and man, for the foes that lurk so close now, ready to reach out and pick off the weakest in the herd.

      Rhoth’s words of warning start to come to pass. Way back, right towards the rear of the band, a commotion ripples towards us. I turn and search back through the darkness, trying to look over the long river of bodies as a panic starts to spread.

      I look up at Rhoth and see, through his dark eyes, a knowing look that says: It’s beginning.

      Rushing away, I work my way to the rear. The entire troop has stopped, an inadvisable state to be in out here. As I go, I hear Rhoth blaring out just that.

      “No stopping,” he roars. “We must continue.”

      He doesn’t know yet what’s happened at the back, but he can probably guess. And as I reach the source of the commotion is becomes clear: someone has been snatched away.

      A woman is disconsolate. She’s screaming a name and being held back by a couple of soldiers as she stares into the trees and the dark shadows beyond.

      I quickly work it out through the mumbling madness of it all. Her child, her son, has been taken.

      “What happened?” I ask quickly, looking for anyone who might have an answer.

      It’s granted by the nearest of Rhoth’s men, standing with an old rifle in hand, and a wooden spear on his back. His slit-like eyes watch the trees where the frantic woman looks.

      “A Shadow,” he mumbles. “The boy stepped off the path. The Shadow took him.”

      “A Shadow,” I whisper. “Not a tribesman?”

      “Shadow,” breathes the man. “More will fall. The weakest will fall.”

      I look around at the frightened faces. Ahead, Rhoth’s voice filters towards us, calling for the troop to get moving.

      I know we have to. We have no choice. But this woman, this poor woman…how can she leave her child?

      And the answer comes quick: she can’t.

      Bursting away from the arms of those who hold her back, imbued by some primal strength to protect her boy, she surges away into the blackness, disappearing into the trees.

      As a couple of men start to go after her, others rush out to hold them back. From their posts protecting other parts of the horde, they come to help, to see what’s happening.

      And beside me, the hunter utters: “The boy is dead. And now so is the mother. The weak fall out here…”

      He drifts off, back to his post nearby. And as he does, with others doing the opposite and leaving those they should protect, a new rustle of activity comes from the right. All eyes turn as more screams pour, blood curdling shrieks that cut right into my ears.

      I rush over, battling through the people as they tighten and squeeze together, and once more see wild faces of agony and desperation as men and women cry out for their loved ones.

      More have been taken by the forest.

      But we must go on.

      It’s Rhoth’s hunters who force the issue. Orders are spread through their ranks from ahead, and they begin calling for us to move. As desperate friends and relatives frantically beg for search parties to be sent out, their calls are quickly, and curtly, denied.

      “We move. If you want to stay and search, then do,” says one older tribesman, more grizzled than most. “But if you do, you will only join them in death.”

      The mention of death only causes further despair and grief. But all is overridden by fear, and as the band continues to move on again, and those tasked with protecting them repost themselves to the flanks, the people fall back into line.

      I rush up through the middle of the party to the front, passing Sophie on the way. She gives a little nod of support, but the terror in her eyes is obvious. Drum, his hulking frame more visible than most, appears defiant and undaunted. With such a group, littered with the old, young; the weak, Drum will appear a less enticing prospect for the creatures that lurk here.

      Yet as I move ahead of him, and scan the look on his face, I see the terror there too, hidden within those big brown eyes I know so well. But he’s trying to stay strong, trying to keep others calm. A good soldier. A good man.

      I reach the front and find no such worry in Rhoth’s eyes. He’s seen all this before, and he knew it would happen.

      “How many?” he asks.

      “What?”

      “How many dead?”

      “I…I don’t know. A few are missing.”

      “The Shadows like the rain and the darkness,” he says. “They like to pick off the weak.”

      ‘Yeah, I’ve heard that,” I bite. “But isn’t that why you’re here? Protecting the weak? Isn’t that your job?!”

      “Fifty of us cannot protect over a thousand of you. Some of my men may die. I accept that if I must. That is what happens here. It is life. But you must accept the same. We move as fast as we can, and do not stop again.”

      I defer to his place here, to his knowledge of life beyond the city walls, life here in the outerlands. People will be picked off, tendrils snaring them from the trees and murky swamps. That is unavoidable. But if we stop and delay for each person we lose, then that will only lead to more casualties.

      The storm continues above, and the wind howls as it swirls down through the mountains, bringing a chill to my bones. We press on through the dark afternoon, the onset of night only likely to blot out any of the remaining light that filters through the clouds and the thick covering of leaves above us.

      Screams become a common feature, joined occasionally by bursts of gunfire. The Shadows lurk, never more than glimpsed as they search for an opening, for a vulnerable body amid the masses.

      Some lie in wait, hidden in the dirt or submerged in the pools of poison that dot the place, filling to spilling point as the burning rain cascades down from overhead. Others linger in the trees, still as branches and only reaching down to scoop up those they know they can catch, before scurrying off with unearthly speed into the murk.

      Rarely are they seen for long enough for anyone to engage. Even the hunters of the Fangs, dispersed around the edges of the troop, are unable to see them coming, so smart are they in waiting for the right opportunity to strike.

      They do so at the right time, waiting for the right chance when no soldier or hybrid or hunter is within sight or range to react. And when they are, the Shadows merge back into the growing darkness, melting into the background as if they were never there.

      A fear engulfs us all. So much so that the burning rain, dripping through the trees, is largely ignored as it searches for exposed areas of skin on whomever it falls upon. When it finds its target, it sizzles and scolds, turning skin red and raw and creating pockets of blisters on hands and cheeks and the backs of necks.

      Covered in their rugged cloaks and hoods, and breathing the toxic air through shoddy masks, most people draw little attention to the acid rain as it assaults us. But for some, the pain is more than they can bear, their howls so great they pull away their masks as they panic and suck in great swathes of green-tinged fog.

      It only leads to further mayhem amid the masses. People stumble and fall behind. The troop begins to spread apart and disperse, gaps appearing in the trail that the Shadows begin to exploit.

      And others, too, start to make their assaults. Beasts I’ve only ever heard about appear, creeping and crawling and slithering towards us, snapping jaws emerging from the darkness and pulling people away into the shroud.

      Snakes hang from trees, large and muscular and sniping from the low branches, pulling full sized men up into their thick coils. Big cats, panthers and jaguars adapted to this world, pounce from nowhere, their jaws snapping around necks and heaving people away to be feasted upon at leisure.

      I hear the snarls of the wolves too, and see those red eyes I remember so vividly glowing in the dark. They work as a team, coming as one, picking someone off, and retreating before they can be shot at or pierced through by one of the many spears of the Fangs.

      As the hours pass by, the count of the dead and missing rises. A dozen fall, and then another, and as the gaps grow within the line, the communication between us all begins to suffer.

      I beg for Rhoth to slow at the front, but he tells me those who are falling behind are just becoming a liability. Yet he agrees to stop for a few minutes, and calls back his orders to his men to reform the chain. They rush around, along with our own hybrids who have been given similar orders from Pearson, and work to ensure that the entire horde re-gathers once more into a single, unbroken line.

      The beasts here are smart, and the Shadows too. A few fall to our guns and weapons, but not many. As I work my way back to continue my duties, and to try my best to help where I can, I hear a smattering of gunfire at the rear and rush towards the source.

      There, lying in the dirt on the side of the track, I see the full form of a Shadow for the first time, his grotesque figure cut through by bullets. He lies, facing upwards, his limbs placed awkwardly after clattering down from the branches of a tree where he skulked. I stare forward through the darkness and the rain and feel my skin crawl at the odd adaptations of his body.

      His skin is thicker, tougher, like the hide of a boar. His head is bald, lost of its hair, his eyes dark and staring as they fill up with rain. On his body, only sparse coverings hide his frame, offering additional protection against the rain and mist, and helping him blend into the bush.

      There’s a curled up, creeping quality to his limbs, thinner and longer and more nimble than a normal man, and yet his back is slightly hunched, his neck thickened and chest broad. Adaptations, I assume, that allow him to breathe the toxic air without ill effect, his lungs and throat specially modified to let such creatures live here in these terrible conditions.

      I’m repulsed by him, or it, and yet strangely fascinated. Fascinated by the speed with which such humans have developed, digressing to this base form, quick and strong and tailored to thrive in these lands.

      I think of all the rumours I’ve heard of such things, rumours I thought were debunked when I met Rhoth and his men. I thought that the stories of the Shadows had been greatly exaggerated after coming face to face with them. Now, however, I know that such things do exist, and they’re just as grotesque as I could ever have conceived.

      Standing beside me, one of the older Fangs looks upon the lanky creature with bright, interested eyes. He steps forward, draws a knife from his belt, and starts to conduct some dental surgery. I watch as he cuts through the oozing gums and rips out a sharp tooth.

      He turns to me, admiring his prize.

      “Biggest I’ve seen on a Shadow.”

      I shake my head as he returns to his post. Even now, in such circumstances, he’s looking to add some jewellery to his necklace…

      I guess this is a world I may never fully understand.

      We battle on, closing up again, working faster through the forest as it begins to thin. I wonder, with all we’ve seen, why we haven’t come across the most dangerous and destructive force that wanders these woods, that calls them home.

      I put the question to Rhoth, and his already narrow eyes turn tighter.

      “I don’t know,” he says. “The Bear-Skins don’t like trespassers…”

      “Then why aren’t there here?”

      “Maybe they are,” he says, his eyes moving left, right, away into the murkiness that surrounds us. “Maybe they’re watching us now. They won’t have seen a force like this before. If your hybrid friends have passed this way, they will be wary…”

      “We have,” says Pearson, alongside us. “We’ve been back and forward a lot.”

      “And have you encountered them?” I ask. “The Bear-Skins?”

      “We’ve had the odd run-in. They don’t tend to interfere with us, though. They know what we can do.”

      “Maybe they’re staying away then,” I suggest. “They probably think there are too many of us to tackle.”

      It seems reasonable. Even Rhoth concurs, to some extent.

      “Maybe,” he whispers. “Maybe not. We might have got lucky here…”

      “Lucky?” I say, bemused. “We’ve lost dozens. How is that lucky?”

      “Lucky, girl, because all this commotion may have put off the Bears-Skins. They are the most dangerous thing you’ll find here. If they came with their full force, they would take many more lives than those you’ve lost.”

      “Then we better hope that they haven’t noticed…”

      “Oh, they’ve noticed,” says Rhoth. “We just have to hope they’re not in the mood for war.”
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      The rain seems ceaseless, unwilling to abate. The rattle of raindrops against leaves and branches becomes a common soundtrack to my ears. The only other noticeable noises are the heavy slushing of a thousand bodies through the mud, and the occasional bout of gunfire, or terrible, shrieking screams, that spread from somewhere along the line.

      It’s grown late now, late enough for the sun to have disappeared from behind the clouds, descending beneath the horizon. Late enough for the moon to have taken its place, invisible for now as the black clouds continue to clot, themselves hidden behind the endless canopy above us.

      The roof of the jungle is impenetrable, and only as we venture towards the far edge of the forest do a few clearings appear. I search up with my eyes, but only briefly as the burning rain clatters down, and see a rare break in the clouds signal a sight of the heavens, now turned dark and littered with stars.

      We’ve gone too slow, and have no choice but to continue. I see shoulders slumped now in fear and grief and exhaustion. Those who have suffered losses drag their limbs onward, barely caring if they should be the next to fall. Others suffer from a different form of pain, their skin badly burned, their lungs similarly throttled by the choking, deadly air that will see to their deaths sooner or later.

      Those who have slowed us most – the oldest, the youngest, the weakest of us all – have suffered the most as well. The bottleneck of the woods has equalised our standing, certain points almost navigable by single file only where no one gets the benefit of proper protection.

      The tragedy of it, and the great irony, is that those who have been taken, those who have slowed us, have doomed others to their deaths as well. In such a group, you can only move as fast as your slowest man, and such a plodding speed has made us vulnerable.

      Rhoth knew it all along. If it were up to him, he’d have set the pace and refused to slow. He’s have made sure that only those capable of keeping up would survive. He’d have let the weakest fall behind and be taken by the woods, letting the natural order of things play out as he considers they should.

      In certain respects, it’s a manner of thinking that Cromwell himself would employ. Yet I don’t look at Rhoth with the same animosity. I look at him as a product of his world, commissioned to do a job and doing it in the way he considers best.

      He’s a brutal man living in a brutal land. A land where weakness isn’t pandered to if it should bring losses to the strong. Where strength and power are virtues to be extolled and admired, and where generations of such thinking have created legions of warriors and soldiers and hunters who live like this day in, day out.

      I do wonder, though, how he’d behave were it his own tribe. Were he to be transporting his own people through the woods, complete with the children and elderly residents of his tribe, would he be so seemingly heartless in his attitude?

      Perhaps he wouldn’t need to be. Perhaps all the elderly among the Fangs are old warriors themselves. Perhaps all the young are already being groomed as such. Perhaps even the weaker members of their group would be as strong as the strongest members of ours.

      He’s probably looking upon our throng with the sort of callous, Savant-like thinking that is required. An honest appraisal of things in a world he knows much better than we do. One glance at us pampered lot from ‘the big city with all the lights’, and he concludes that a great many will perish on the road, and many more will follow suit because we’re too soft, too desperate to slow down and make sure that everyone gets there safe.

      In the end, all that’s done is slowed this moveable buffet to a crawl. All its done is doomed many more of us to our graves.

      Yet soon, some light appears in the dark as the woods open up. The trees start to disperse, gaps appearing, and above the storm seems to quiet too, and the glint of starlight and moonlight begins to shine on the many pools of water and little puddles that soak the ground.

      And eventually, we emerge from the forest and step out into the open world again, and my eyes turn immediately to the left where the mountains loom closer than ever. The peaks, silhouettes in the night, tower towards the ceiling of the world, their tips breaking through the cloud and out into the clear skies beyond.

      I turn my eyes ahead and see the more open lands stretching away, only sparse collections of woods and trees dotting the world. The people sigh out in relief as we go, the rain now turning suddenly to a gentle trickle and all but stopping as the clouds appear to float off on the gusty winds, lingering primarily over the cursed woods.

      Under the light that now pours from overhead, my Hawk-eyes power up once more, and I spread my gaze towards the horizon in search of our destination. I don’t see it, not here in these undulating lands at the base of the mountains, but away off in the distance, I know it’s all there waiting for us.

      But now, I know, it’s time to rest. The night is growing old, and the people are unable to continue. Even Rhoth agrees that we should take a break until the first cracks of dawn, the open lands here far easier to defend and protect.

      “I will order my people to take watches,” he tells me.

      Pearson says the same of his own men, Drum included in the party required to take turns watching the people as they sleep.

      We work a little way from the woods, another mile or so until its threat is no longer visible. Rhoth, still leading us on paths that Pearson may never have taken, works us towards a place of cover beneath a cliffside, the natural formation creating a giant rock awning above under which we can hide.

      Shivering cold, the people start to set up fires, and mini-camps like those in the underlands are erected around which the little groups assemble. The soldiers assigned to protect them are tasked with doing so, while the main perimeter of the site is watched over by the Fangs and our own small force of hybrids.

      With the rain having slowed to a trickle, the most powerful members of our band find their gifts returning to life in their fullest form. Hawks sit and watch for movement. Bats listen carefully to every crinkle of a leaf or crack of a twig. Sniffers sit as still as they can, noting every single scent in the air.

      Should an attack come now, we will have some warning.

      As the fires are lit, and some food cooked, and the people sit in quiet mourning, those tasked with taking names go through the process once more. I see Sophie with her tablet walking through, ticking people off her list. It’s a terrible job, and one that leads to many cries of desperation as mothers and fathers, close relatives and dearest friends, beg for some confirmation that the missing have returned, that those they long to see again have been checked off Sophie’s, or another administrator’s, list.

      The lands, no longer being battered by the loud rain and rumbling storm, fill instead with the sounds of grief and pain. I wander through and see stricken faces, and hear a terrible cacophony of coughing, and see those wince in pain as they tend to their burns, now given a chance to check on the damage the rain inflicted.

      I feel their pain and suffering, but find my own muted as I first see Sophie, and then see Drum, aiding the small party he was assigned to. I don’t go to him, or ask him how he is. I merely see him working and smile, and feel some relief that he’s OK.

      These people, having escaped the underlands just before they were discovered, may never have thought the world could be quite so unforgiving out here. Some may even be wishing they’d stayed, crept back into the city and hidden in some old building, or even given themselves over to be reconditioned just to avoid such a perilous journey.

      I doubt many imagined how cruel this day would be. And as the final count is conducted, I learn that over forty people were lost to the woods, with many others soon to follow as the poison slowly debilitates them.

      A terrible loss, but still nothing compared to what’s happening in the city. Hundreds, thousands, perhaps even tens of thousands have been lost to this war, one way or another. And to end it, many thousands more will need to topple in the High Tower, a cruel act in the name of good.

      And I guess that’s what this world of ours really is. Like these people, going from the underlands to the wilds, caught between a rock and a hard place.

      That’s this world in a nutshell.
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      The morning brings with it a change. The night was merciful, and Rhoth’s insistence on getting through the woods as quickly as possible turned out to be the tonic we required. Were it not for the terrible conditions the previous day, losses would have been kept to a minimum.

      But such is the state of the world. It has no pity whatsoever.

      With the protection of the cliff at our backs, and the hunters and hybrids stationed at our front, no beast dared approach. They took their chances in the woods, snatching us when they knew the odds were in their favour.

      But not here.

      The people rise as Rhoth and Pearson call out for action just as first light comes. After such a terrible day, the weather is suddenly glorious. It’s a cruel kick to the gut, an awful irony, Mother Nature seeking her vengeance as she continues to complain about what we’ve done to her world.

      Beautiful, vibrant light casts its glow across the weeping lands, still wet with the residue of the storm. It contrasts so heartbreakingly with the whimpering and mewling that fills the air, and the tear-stained eyes that litter every little group among the travelling horde.

      Never before have I witnessed such a collective misery and sorrow. These people have lived in the underlands together, sleeping close to one another, cooking at the fire pits, hiding in the shadows. The plus-forty losses they suffered have hit everyone. To a man, woman, and child, they have all lost someone they care about.

      Today, though, the show goes on. And by that cruel twist, it seems that it will go without a hitch.

      Like the start of the journey yesterday, before the weather turned and we were forced to slow our step through the Cursed Woods – the name I have taken to calling them – we continue on at a greater pace and with the lands lying smooth and flat around us.

      The only remaining threat appears to be the insufficient protection we have against the fog. Yet even that seems to have weakened somewhat here, perhaps dispersed by the rain and stormy winds, or perhaps due to the high mountains to our left, providing some shield against the mist down here in the valley.

      Either way, the morning progresses speedily, the grief-stricken horde at my back forced to keep on moving. Some look to the south, to the woods no longer visible in the distance behind us, perhaps wishing to return and search in vain for those they lost. Others look forward, desiring never to look upon those woods again.

      I know how they feel.

      I, too, would rather not venture through that awful place, and yet know that I will need to again soon. My mind, as it always does, begins to swarm in other directions as we continue the march north, turning its attention south and to the city under siege.

      I wonder how far along Zander and the strike team are to putting their plan into motion. I wonder what’s happening at the church, and whether Agent Woolf and Rafe have been found. I wonder what’s going on in the western quarter, whether Mrs Carmichael, Tess, and all the rest are safe in the academy as the war unfolds.

      I wonder so many things, now free to do so as the dangers of the previous day subside. I even attempt to get in touch with Zander, but fail to do so, the mist fogging my mind and making my ability to connect with him too difficult.

      Every step we take away from Haven begins to increase my apprehension. In a strange twist, I urge Rhoth to increase the pace, but find him less inclined to hurry out here in the open and under the sun.

      “There is no rush anymore, child,” he says. “We have plenty of time to get there.”

      As far as he’s thinking, yesterday was about getting through the woods before it got dark. Today, though, having covered more than half the journey, we’re only a few short hours from the facility and will reach it before lunch.

      No rush.

      The journey becomes a stroll in my mind. I start to look at Rhoth as if he’s merely enjoying a leisurely walk through some fine meadows, a yellow smile stretched across his face as he gazes up to the sun and enjoys its warming rays. With his force of hunters still fully intact, I doubt he’s too concerned about the losses our people suffered the previous day.

      And, in return, he’s going to get a hell of a lot of help from the Nameless in defeating his own enemies. So far, he’s struck a pretty good deal.

      On we march, across the hills and fields, passing more relics from a forgotten world as we go. On occasion, we slow as one of our hyrbids picks out something suspicious: a scent of danger in the air, the sound of beasts creeping nearby, the sight of a Shadow hidden behind some distant object, waiting to pull some unsuspecting person into its lair.

      It’s natural that we’re on tenterhooks given what happened already, but here there really appears to be no need for concern. As with the first stage of the journey, the people are now fully protected, flanked and cordoned off by our guards, and without the rain the senses of our hybrids and Enhanced are fully operational once more, albeit slightly muted by the mist as it flows along in wisps on the wind.

      I appreciate the vigilance, though, if not the fact that is slows our progress at a time when Rhoth himself appears to have relaxed. As he tells me, we’re beyond the remit of the Bear-Skins now, and the Shadows and other beasts only hunt using the cloak of night to aid them.

      “They’re mostly nocturnal, and hunt by stealth and surprise,” he says, as if I haven’t worked that out myself.

      Even the Skullers, as inconspicuous as the Bear-Skins, have seemingly decided to leave us alone. According to the beastly man beside me, they’re probably away hunting elsewhere.

      “They may have ventured further to the northeast away from the city,” he suggests. “The sound of war scares away the beasts. We have got more lucky than you realise, girl. To avoid both tribes was not expected.”

      Again, I have trouble swallowing the word ‘lucky’. A man like Rhoth, I suppose, hasn’t yet added tact to his many qualities.

      With an hour of early morning walking turning to two and then three, the first sight of the facility comes into view. From the top of a hillside, I look down into a depression in the earth and see the rusted remains of a grand facility poking out from the dust and mud. Large buildings and huge pieces of machinery sit stagnant, unused for too many decades to count, twisted with vines and other growths and, in places, barely distinguishable from the natural features around them.

      The gigantic hollow itself is brown and grey for the most part, the soil unable to sprout much growth beyond the hardy creepers that cling to the manmade structures that remain. Around it, however, the verdant lands spread, cut through only by a pathway that works itself into the old compound, and towards a single double door excavated against the side of a central construct that looks like some sort of warehouse.

      As the crowd come forward, up over the hillside, and see the place for the first time, their grief turns to relief for a moment as they see their new refuge. From the underlands of the city, to here over twenty miles beyond it, they will take position in a new shelter where they can safely wait out the war.

      We continue on down the hill, rushing a little faster now, and I begin questioning Pearson on the provisions they have here.

      “We’re well stocked,” he says. “There’s food to last a while, and stocks of weapons too.”

      “And protection?”

      “I have orders to stay with our soldiers. We are perfectly fortified here.”

      I look to Rhoth.

      “And what are you doing?”

      “I will consider,” he says in his inimitable way, looking to the skies and sniffing the air in a peculiar manner. “The weather is odd out here near the mountains. It may change soon, and we may stay the night...”

      “Really? You don’t want to get back home?”

      “It seems you do, girl. You have designs of returning to your brother and Mr Savant, yes?”

      I nod, unable to deny it.

      “Well, you cannot go anywhere yet. If you wish to return to the city, you must do so with us. Alone, you will not survive.”

      “And you’ll take me with you?”

      “You may accompany us, if that is what you wish. We will go back through the woods and leave you at your church. That is, if you can stomach passing back that way…”

      I look to the sky as he speaks. It’s clear blue, a glorious day. A search of the horizon yields no sign of incoming clouds. And the morning remains young, barely scraping into double digits.

      “We should go now,” I say hurriedly. “No reason to delay.”

      “There are reasons for everything, whether you see them or not. You look to the sky and see blue. You don’t see the future as I do.”

      I sigh at his cryptic nature, and consider trying to manipulate him. Then I remember that Rhoth isn’t affected by the mental manoeuvrings of my kind, and work my way down another track.

      “Surely you can get through the woods before dark without all these ‘weak’ people slowing you down,” I say, attempting to goad him. “You’re not frightened are you, Rhoth?”

      It’s a childish effort really. He hardly even rises to it.

      “I said this once before, girl. Fear is a useful asset. It keeps the mind in order, keeps you primed for the fight. We use fear constantly. That is how we survive.”

      “I understand that,” I say. “I’m always afraid. Maybe…maybe not for me, but for my friends, for my family. They’re in the city, Rhoth, and it’s burning. I need to get back immediately. Please, take me…”

      I plead through widening eyes. I imagine them glinting bright under the morning sun, the hazel catching and melting the big man’s heart. I imagine him weakening to my charms, unable to refuse. I imagine it all, because it’s all in my head. The reality isn’t the same.

      He looks at me blankly.

      “You are a nice girl, but you are not special,” he informs me, casting my hopes aside. “Everyone has people they care for. I understand you, Brie, but I won’t risk my hunters because you wish to see your friends. That doesn’t matter to me.”

      The puppy dog gaze slips from my face. I’m happy to discard it. It really doesn’t suit me.

      “You’re right,” I say, feeling slightly stupid. “You do what you think is best for your people. I won’t try to influence you again.”

      “Good,” he grunts. “And if you want my advice, I suggest you stay here with your own. I don’t know exactly what is happening with your war, but there’s no sense in you dying as well. You seem to want to control everything. You can’t. You have to learn to loosen your grip. One day you’ll squeeze too tight, and it will see to your ending, sweet girl.”

      As we reach the sunken portion of earth, and the towering old rusted buildings rise up around us, Rhoth begins calling for his troop to gather. They’ve done their job now, and turn their minds back to their own world, casting our trials aside.

      I stand there, feeling slightly lost at the tribal leader’s words, as hundreds of bodies begin to surge past me, rushing for the large double doors into the colossal structure ahead as they’re opened up by a couple of our soldiers. Strong bolts are drawn left and right, scraping against metal, and the doors hauled open as they grind against the dirt.

      I turn to look inside and see a cavernous space, mostly hollowed out and retrofitted to provide asylum for the people under the Nameless’ charge. It does look safe and secure, and well enough hidden out here away from the city to be kept concealed from Cromwell’s agents.

      Should the mission fail, and we lose this war, perhaps it will be discovered in time. But for now, it will give the people the safety they crave, as well as providing a new, and unwanted purpose: a place to grieve in peace.

      I don’t go inside. I don’t wish to see it, this place of hiding, this place of inaction. There’s a fire in me now that won’t subside, raging wildly and fuelling me with an insatiable desperation to turn back immediately.

      Back to the city.

      Back to the war.

      Back to my friends and family.

      Yes, Rhoth is right, and I’m not special. I have no more right than anyone to believe that I hold some sort of dominion over caring for people. But that won’t stop me wanting to return. His words won’t quench the flames.

      I turn my eyes to him and see him in conversation with his band of hunters. They stand in the sun, draped in their pelts and skins and rugged armouring, clinging to antique weapons and fitted with all manner of others fashioned from the woods.

      As the people still come, pressing onwards, surging to the cool metal cavern, I look the other way, just staring at Rhoth as he hears his men out, considers their opinions, searches the sky with his eyes and sniffs at the air.

      He’s a good leader, and appears to be a good man despite his brutish exterior. There’s no unilateral decision making on his part, not unless a crisis unfolds and quick action is needed. He tends to the needs of his men, listens carefully to them, designs his decisions based upon the collective desires of those who he leads.

      I watch, and hope, unable to tear my eyes away. Only when Sophie passes by, the odd wheeze gurgling up her throat, are my eyes dragged down. It takes a moment for me to hear the slightly laboured rate of her breathing.

      I look at her in concern.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t worry,” she says brightly. “I didn’t sleep too well last night, as you can imagine. That’s all it is.”

      I have no response but to agree. She might be right, she might not. She might already be dead.

      “I hear there are some doctors among the refugees,” I say. “Best get yourself checked out anyway.”

      She brushes it off.

      “There are many more with bigger problems, Brie. A little cough is nothing to worry about.”

      “Sophie,” I say, firming my voice, “promise me you’ll get checked.”

      She begins to avoid the issue. I have no choice but to slip into her head and plant the order. It’s for her own good.

      Maddox, thankfully, appears in good health, however. His cheeks are a little red, but beyond that there’s nothing to suggest he’s suffered from the journey. I find that a minor miracle given how young he is.

      As she works her way inside, clinging to her tablet and ready to begin the final register of the people, I turn my eyes back up. Rhoth continues to speak with his men, the debate on-going. I assume it’s about their plans, but can’t be sure. They might also be discussing the completed journey, passing stories and tales of any heroics back and forward.

      That suspicion holds some water when I see one particular man take the stage, his face leathery and more wrinkled than the rest. He holds up his necklace of fangs and draws attention to its latest addition, the one I saw him surgically remove from the dead Shadow’s jaws.

      Given the reaction of the rest of the hunters, it truly must be one of the biggest Shadow fangs they’ve ever encountered. He smiles proudly and the men laugh. The sight of them doing so as the refugees trundle miserably into the mining facility is an image that I won’t forget in a while.

      As I watch, the sun seems to disappear. I wonder if Rhoth’s concerns about incoming cloud and rain might be on the money. Then I see that it is, in fact, not a bundle of clouds, but a human head that’s blocking out the light.

      Drum stands before me, a giant among the people, his enormous frame hiding the sun that shines around his edges and creates a corona around his dome. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust, and his bulbous features to come into view.

      “We made it,” he says. There’s a simmering smile on his lips, one that wishes to grow into something more but refuses to given the morose expressions adorning everyone else’s faces. “You were great, Brie. Sorry if I was a bit grumpy out there.”

      “You don’t need to be sorry,” I say. Unlike him I’m unable to keep from grinning, albeit briefly. “I need to stop seeing you as the big kid from the academy. That’s not you anymore.”

      “As long as our relationship doesn’t change,” he says, with that hint of vulnerability and innocence that I’ve always found so endearing.

      “Never,” I whisper.

      He lets me hug him, but I’m sure to let go quickly enough. And as it always seems to with him these days, duty once more calls.

      “I have to get in,” he says. “They’re doing a count.” My eyes dart to Rhoth, and his follow. “You’re going with them, aren’t you?” he asks.

      “When they leave…yeah. I have to get back, Drum. You understand…”

      “I understand,” he cuts in quickly. “You have to make sure they’re safe…all of them. That’s just you, Brie. You’ve always been like that.”

      “Is that a bad thing?” I question softly.

      “It’s the best thing,” comes his reply. Then he stiffens once more, and sucks in a gulp of air. “Be safe out there.”

      “I will.”

      And before either of us can crack, he lumbers off on heavy legs, and my eyes lift again.

      Soon, everyone has passed, huddling into the warehouse as a cloud of dust kicks up behind them. It drifts off on the breeze, leaving me standing alone in the dirt, still watching the group of Fangs away at the entrance to this giant pit in the earth.

      Only now does Rhoth appear to notice me, cutting a lonely figure away from my people. I don’t move. I just stare, waiting and hoping. He says a final word to his men, and his lips draw shut, hiding his yellow teeth.

      He comes towards me.

      I await him as he looms, towering tall for a regular man. But this man is far from regular. He’s the most interesting man I’ve ever looked upon, every inch of his frame and face carrying some story, some fragment of his past.

      “You look lost, girl,” he grunts with his strange accent. “Why don’t you join your people?”

      “You know why.”

      “Ah, yes, of course I do. But my advice remains the same. Stay here, be safe. Why go back?”

      “You know why,” I repeat. A smile cracks on my dry lips. A little huff of laughter puffs up from my chest.

      Those yellow fangs reappear, some of them filed sharp.

      “I do,” he says. “It appears there’s no convincing you...”

      “None at all,” I say defiantly.

      A laugh gurgles from his throat. His scars rearrange themselves on his face as it twists into a hearty smile.

      “Well then, what are we waiting for?”

      “You mean?”

      “I mean…” he begins, turning to his men and raising his voice, “welcome to the Fangs! Now let’s get you home!”

      The men cheer, and Rhoth marches off.

      And with my heart pacing, and face carving into a smile, I follow right behind.
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      Rhoth doesn’t do anything by half measures. Turning with his men, he begins the trek home immediately without informing Pearson of his departure.

      I spare a look back to the warehouse and the many husks of old buildings around it, and wonder if I should quickly rush back and tell them I’m leaving. The guttural voice of Rhoth makes it clear that he won’t be waiting for me if I do.

      “Come, girl, the morning is rushing. And we must rush too.”

      I have no choice but to follow quickly behind as they march off up the dusty bank, climbing from this sprawling depression in the earth. Within a few minutes, we’re reaching the top and I’m turning my eyes down once again, always seemingly pulled in two directions.

      Part of me wishes to stay, of course. The part that would like to stay with Drum, and make sure that Sophie is OK. The part that is afraid to go back through the Cursed Woods and face its perils once more. The part that is frightened, too, of what it might find if and when I return to the city.

      Will the plot have failed or succeeded? Will it have even begun? Will the western quarter have been drawn into war by now? Will the church of the Nameless have been discovered?

      I only left yesterday morning, barely twenty-four hours ago. And yet at times like this, things can change so quickly, and I could very well return to a different world to the one I left.

      That part of me that wishes to remain, however, is inelegantly quashed by the far more powerful urge to help. I suppose that I’m similar to the city in that regard, my mind ever changing and capricious. Days ago, I was considering the option of leaving this place for good, trekking away into the wilds and letting the tides of war flow without me as witness.

      Now, the fact that such a thought even crossed my mind staggers me. I’m done being the moral, proselytising girl that half of the soldiers must hate. I’m tired of trying to battle the inevitability of war and the simple fact that innocent people will always be caught in the crossfire. I’m fed up with myself, really, and wish only to mute my raw emotional core and harden up.

      And I know that change has begun. I’ve become a killer now, a soldier. I’ve crossed that line and there’s no going back. I will hold my weapon tight and keep my finger to the trigger. And should someone stand in my way, I will drop them to the dirt without any hesitation.

      The journey back across the plains and low valleys beneath the mountains is simple enough. Just as it was this morning, we journey without impediment and at speed, our pace a fast walk or slow jog, whichever way you want to look at it. A unit of just over fifty hunters, plus one city-girl, moving at pace under the morning sun that continues to burn down from overhead.

      Rhoth, of course, remains wary that the weather will change. He looks to the skies and sniffs the air on a regular basis, mostly casting his narrow gaze towards the mountains and the shifting clouds that begin to settle and hover above them.

      His concerns turn out to be somewhat justified when, as midday approaches, a sweep of white mist begins to flow down from the peaks, drifting towards the Cursed Woods that start to loom in my vision and my mind.

      I zoom in with my Hawk-eyes and wonder again whether the conditions among the trees are ever favourable. Whether there’s some spell there that draws in the clouds and rain and mist, creating a perfect place for the beasts of the wild to hunt those foolish enough to pass through.

      I find myself asking Rhoth about them as we pass the cliffs where we spent the night.

      “How long has the war been going between the tribes?” I ask.

      “It’s always going,” he says. “There are lulls, times of peace, but never complete agreement between us. We all have our own ways of doing things. We will never agree to live in harmony.”

      “But right now, there’s some sort of peace, right? A lull, as you say?”

      “A lull, yes, but not peace. We have learned to stay in our own territory mostly. We keep to the western woods. The Bear-Skins stay here, in the woods around the mountains. Then there are the Roosters. They live higher up in the passes, living up in the great trees that grow there.”

      “And what about the Skullers? You said they move around a lot.”

      “They do. They come and go, searching for new trophies. If they come to my woods, they regret it,” he growls.

      “But do they? Come to your woods, I mean?”

      “Not for a while. After last time, I think they decided to leave us alone. We know our woods better than they do. It is not wise to go to places you don’t understand.”

      I happen to agree, having spent some time out here. The wilderness is more dangerous than I could ever have imagined. I thought it would be sparse, and largely lifeless. I never expected such an ecosystem to have developed, for a war to be raging in the trees and marshes beyond the city walls.

      And even further away, of course, more mysteries lie in wait. Talk of a larger world beyond here, stretching from coast to coast and overseas, was something I never really considered possible. Yet my eyes have been opened to the stubbornness of people, finding ways to survive, and even thrive, in such desperate conditions.

      And as I think of such things, I find myself turning to look upon the group of hunters and wonder just where they’re all from. Whether they were born here, or came here from afar, migrating from some distant land.

      Among them, I notice a young man I hadn’t realised was with us. A man Rhoth named as West when I first encountered him days ago, who came from the western lands of this great landmass with his brother, only for his sibling to die en route.

      Rhoth mentioned how he’d been only a boy when he found him and took him in, but mentioned little else. And seeing the young man now, his striking blue eyes shining from his deeply tanned face, I gravitate towards him, drawing his gaze.

      “West, right?” I ask.

      He stares at me and nods.

      “Do you mind if I ask you a question?”

      He continues to stare.

      “Um…well, you came from west of here, didn’t you? How far away?”

      My question isn’t answered. Another voice grunts from behind me.

      “He doesn’t talk much,” says one of the hunters. “You won’t get anything out of him.”

      “Why not?” I ask, my eyes passing between West and his spokesman.

      West’s eyes turn back ahead. The man behind offers an explanation.

      “Trauma,” he says. “The kid saw things as a boy…it took away his tongue.”

      I don’t know if he’s being literal or not. It could well be that West lost his tongue in some accident. Or it could simply be that he’s gone mute from some terrible experience.

      “Does anyone know where he’s from?”

      “The boss,” says the man. “He only speaks to the boss. He saved him, you see. He’s like his father.”

      A passing memory flows across West’s eyes. A memory of his childhood, of the day he was found and saved by Rhoth, alone in the wilderness, mourning the loss of his older brother.

      I look at those big blue eyes, and feel that natural urge in me once more to search his mind. I don’t need him to speak. My powers grant me the ability to sidestep such issues.

      Flooded with a growing curiosity, I smile at West and try to draw something onto his lips too. They curl up a touch and he makes eye contact once again. And as he does, I glide inside with an ease that I didn’t think likely out here among the fog, appearing in the depths of his memories and glancing through the history of his life.

      I search quickly as Zander taught me to do, seeking his most traumatic memory. I expect to witness the death of his brother.

      I don’t.

      I witness something much worse.

      I see him as a little boy, clutched in his mother’s arms. They’re in a hut of some kind, a simple structure, and dressed only sparsely. It seems hot. It feels hot. The flap to the hut opens up, and bright light pours in, surrounding the silhouette of a man.

      His eyes are wild. His face is stricken. His voice clatters with an order.

      “We have to go!” he calls. “Now…we have to go!”

      Now I hear more sounds.

      Screaming.

      Burning.

      The rattle of gunfire from rusty weapons.

      The mother stands to her feet, taking West’s hand. She scoops up a bundle, an old sack, and swings it onto her back.

      The man stays in the doorway and snatches his own gun from inside. He snatches another, and I see it passed to another child, older than West, barely a teenager.

      It must be his brother.

      Father and young son aim the weapons out as the mother creeps away behind them, her hand clutched tight around West’s little fingers. From the boy’s eyes, the sight of a village comes into view, somewhere near the coastline on a bed of parched earth.

      The heat is intense, the sun burning from above. It’s added to by the swirling flames that now roll from the many huts, the clear sky filling with a thick blanket of black and grey smoke.

      The mother runs now, West alongside, as the gunfire continues. I see men swarming into the village, dressed as warriors, metal armour shielding them from the heat and glinting under the light. They pour forward, firing wantonly, killing without mercy, stripping the place bare.

      Among them, I think I see a flash of fast movement. Someone surges through the camp like lightning, drawing a cloud of dust in his wake. A Dasher. Can it be a Dasher?

      My eyes turn elsewhere, something else that staggers me. As the fire rages from the top of a hut, I see a man approach. He reaches out with his hands, and the fire seems to swirl and change shape, drawn towards his palms.

      Then, in a sudden flurry, his hands swing at another shack, yet to be set alight. Until now.

      The fire seems to bend to his will. It gallops from the burning hut and straight towards the next, his hands directing its path. West, watching things unfold as his mother drags him along, blinks in astonishment at it all.

      And in my mind, I do the same.

      I’ve never seen anything like it. I’ve never known of anything like it…

      West’s eyes are dragged back again as his father and brother retreat behind, protecting them, guns pointing but not firing. They don’t want to draw attention.

      I see where they’re headed now: dry tundra, littered with rocky canyons and pockets of bush. It seems a world away from anything I’ve seen. The colours of orange and brown and red dust are so different from the greys and greens that dominate these lands.

      Their hut is on the edge of the village. They work themselves away but they’re spotted. Two men come at them, riding an old dirtbike, which buzzes like a giant wasp as it surges over the dirt.

      The father has no choice but to fire. His gun crackles in his hands, but the bullets merely deflect off the armour of the men.

      The man behind the driver lifts an automatic pistol. Its barrel bursts and bullets come pouring.

      West’s brother is shoved to the side as his father steps in front of him, turning his back on the incoming men to protect his son. The rounds cut straight into his body, filling him with lead, killing him immediately.

      West sees it all.

      He screams out so loud it feels like his throat might split. I feel the terrible pain in him as his brother screams too, staring at his father’s dead body and roaring as he fires at the speeding bike.

      His shots are wild, spraying everywhere. One catches the front of the bike, bursting its tyre. It flips forward, tossing the men through the air as they come tumbling down in a heavy heap of metal and red dust.

      West breaks his mother’s grip.

      He rushes to his dead father and drops to his knees. Cries still gurgle up through his raw windpipe. His eyes are barely able to see anymore for the tears that fill them.

      He picks up his father’s weapon, so heavy in his little arms. Through blurred vision he aims at the two men, some of their armour broken free by their fall and exposing weaker points on their flesh.

      His pulls the trigger and the rifle comes to life, the kickback far too powerful for the young boy to handle.

      He can’t control it as his finger tightens on the trigger. The gun explodes with bullets and he falls backwards, still shooting and unable to see as his eyes blink hard to dislodge his tears.

      Another cry pours out.

      “Noooo!”

      It’s from his brother.

      West doesn’t understand what’s happening as the other boy rushes towards him and dives to the floor, pulling the gun from West’s grasp. The firing stops, and West watches his brother stand and move away; only a few metres away.

      His mother now lies in the dirt too. Her body is bloodied and torn up.

      She, like her husband, is dead.

      And it was West’s gun that killed her.

      I can hardly stay to watch any more, but can hardly withdraw either. The memory starts to fade, rushing away quickly as West’s brother grabs him and drags him off.

      Away from the battle they go. Away from their dead parents. A father who died to save his brother. A mother who died by his own hand.

      I feel a huge sense of guilt as I finally slip away, pulling myself out of his mind. Barely a second has passed in real-time as I return to the open plains. I hear the hunter behind me saying: “It’s no use, you won’t get anything out of him…”

      But I barely hear him. I just look into West’s eyes and see the pain written across them. Drawn up by the memory I dragged to the surface of his mind. A memory he’s just been forced to see once more as I heartlessly watched it myself.

      “I’m…sorry,” I whisper, staring at him.

      His eyes don’t change. They merely stare as a single tear gathers in one corner, before gliding down his rough, tanned skin.

      Then he turns away from me, and quickens his pace, escaping the terrible things I can do.

      And as I’m left behind, I merely whisper again: “I’m sorry.”
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      I feel like the worst person in the world as we near the woods, and I return to the front of the pack alongside Rhoth.

      The memory I saw in West’s mind was what made him who he is today. It made him mute. It ruined him, blackened him from the inside out.

      The poor boy watched his father killed. He watched his entire village destroyed. He pulled the very trigger that led to his mother’s death.

      And I’ve just made him see it all again, so clear as if it was happening once more.

      I wonder what else he had to go through. The village looked to be so far away, hundreds, perhaps thousands of miles. A place on the other side of this great patch of earth once known as America, a land just as savage as these woods and wildlands beyond the city walls.

      It must have taken them weeks to get here, maybe even months. And at some point on that journey, perhaps as they reached the final hurdle, West’s brother would have been killed too.

      I wonder how it happened. And despite what I’ve just done, I can’t deny the urge to look again, this strange addiction I have to know it all, to creep about in people’s minds and discover everything I can about their pasts.

      As I think about it all, and wander alongside Rhoth, his gurgling voice calls me out.

      “Something’s happened,” he says, looking at me. “Your face is in pain.”

      I try to change it, to crack a smile, but can’t.

      “I just…I shouldn’t have done it.”

      “Done what?”

      I look back through the formation and see West, wandering vacantly along, lost in terrible thought.

      “I saw into his mind,” I say, shaking my head. “I wanted to find out where he was from.”

      “Ah, I see,” he says. “Then perhaps you know more than I do. The boy doesn’t speak much. I know he’s from the western coast. I know he has no family…”

      “His home was destroyed,” I whisper. “His parents…died.”

      I don’t want to go into detail. I don’t want to tell him what he did. I shouldn’t even know this.

      “Yes, I know. The lands to the west are cruel. All lands are cruel.”

      “There were warriors,” I say, recalling it all once more. “They had some Enhanced with them. I saw a Dasher, and more…a man who could manipulate fire. I’ve never seen such a thing.”

      “And you’re surprised?” he questions. “With all the things you can do…you’re surprised that there are others beyond your big city with all the lights? Oh, girl, there are many strange people in this world. I’ve seen things, and heard things, that perhaps you wouldn’t believe.”

      I’m still shaking my head, trying to work it all out. All I can figure is that the man must have been a Mind-Mover, capable of telekinesis, imbued with the power to move objects with nothing but a thought. Such people are extremely rare, and I’ve never encountered one, but I thought they could only move physical objects.

      Perhaps not.

      Perhaps other elements can be manipulated by them too. Perhaps this man has learned to move fire, and water, and strong gusts of wind as well.

      It’s all I can figure from what I saw.

      “When you found him, he was alone?” I ask. “His brother was already dead?”

      “He was. The little boy had been alone for days. He was lost. He had given up. He’d seen his whole world burn and die. And then, just when he neared this place, he’d seen his brother taken by a Shadow. It’s a miracle he was alive when I found him, cowering in the trees…”

      A melancholy fills Rhoth’s words. They grow softer than I’ve heard them, his own expression curling in pity.

      His eyes turn again to this boy, adopted as his son.

      “Do you know where he was going?” he asks. I shake my head. He sees without looking at me. “He was going to your city. The great beacon, shining from afar. Many are drawn in by its light. But like moths to a flame, they don’t survive when they get too near…”

      “I don’t…understand. People come to Haven from other lands?”

      “Oh yes. They come from places like West. From terrible, cursed lands. They break free, and brave the wilds, and hope that they make it through. So many perils they face, and so few get this far. And then, when they do, I’ve seen what happens to them.”

      “What?” I breathe.

      His bushy brows descend, and his eyes darken.

      “What do you think, girl? What do you think the guards on your walls do when they see these people coming? They don’t even have to think. They aim, they fire, and they kill. All some people want is refuge, a place to be safe. They think your city is that place. They don’t know they’re wrong until they’re dead.”

      “I had no idea,” I say weakly. “I didn’t know people came…”

      “They do. They come. They come and they die,” he says bitterly. “Only those who come through our woods are given a chance. We find them, and stop them, and sometimes they join us. West may have seen terrible things. But in the end, he is one of the lucky ones.”

      As he speaks, the edge of the forest approaches. My thoughts tumble with fresh thoughts of the wider world, of the other forces of men out there, of the rumours that must pass from place to place about the city of Haven, a safe place in this otherwise brutal world.

      What a terrible thing it is that it’s far from what it seems. That the rumours some people hear are so very wrong. That the one place that might seem safe is, in fact, as dangerous as anywhere else.

      Once more, Rhoth’s voice spills into my ears.

      “Change your thoughts, Brie,” he growls, inspecting my face. “We are about to enter the woods. You need to focus. Your life may depend on it.”

      Then he turns, and a harsh whisper floods out towards his men.

      “Tight formation. Watch the trees. You know what to do.”

      Then he looks to me again.

      “Stay right next to me,” he orders. “Use those eyes of yours, if you can.”

      Then, as the clouds continue to sweep down from the mountains, and the air cools with a sudden chill, we step back into the Cursed Woods.

      And straight back into the gloom we go.
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      It isn’t as dark as the previous day. How could it be, with the storm raging above and night so near.

      Yet still, there seems to be a murk here that cannot be penetrated, regardless of the conditions beyond the thick foliage above. The leaves, so tightly wound together on tangled branches, rise up, layer upon layer, blotting out the natural light. After only a few minutes, I find my Hawk-eyes becoming useful, their ability to suck in all available light giving me an advantage that others don’t have.

      These men, however, have something different. They have experience, their senses attuned to these conditions. They may not be able to see as far as me, but they can still search for movement, spot the tiniest flutter of a leaf above, or the rustle of a bush on the ground.

      They can smell the air like I can’t. The scent of the various beasts here is familiar to them. To me, there’s just a musty, pungent odour in the air that I attribute to the thickening mist. To them, each individual smell is clear and distinct. Without the dripping rain from the previous night, the creatures that dwell here won’t be able to creep up on us so easily.

      The sounds of the forest, something else that seems to merge together into a great, wild cacophony, is also decipherable to many of their ears. A cracking twig or the low hum of a growl, or the steady, seemingly silent breathing of a lurking beast, all seem louder to them than they do to me.

      In the end, with such a band of them, someone will always know what’s coming.

      The focus of the group is clear. Their eyes narrow and all conversations cease. Working through the tight jungle, not a word is spoken as the hunters move in a protective, watchful formation, every single degree of forest around us covered by at least a few sets of eyes.

      We seem to take the same path as the previous night, although are able to rush along a fair bit quicker. Yet there’s a limit to how fast Rhoth will move, a fine line between haste and the sound that such speed creates.

      Too slow, and you may linger here longer than you should. Too fast, and you may make too much noise, drawing in the beasts, and disturbing your own ability to hear them coming at the same time.

      With decades of experience in such places, Rhoth leads the party with consummate skill. A deep silence pervades us as we trek, not a single man willing to lose their focus, even for a second.

      It seems to work. We move through the trail like ghosts, swift as the wind and quiet as the night. An hour passes without intervention, the halfway point through the matted, twisted trees reached.

      I begin to notice things on the path, gruesome remnants of our previous journey. I see blood, red-black and sticky, splashed against trees and fused in with the mud. I see bits of torn clothing, scattered here and there as they were ripped free from the bodies dragged away into the mire.

      I expect to see more: flesh, body parts, perhaps, away through the trees, but see nothing of the sort. Such things don’t go to waste around here. Even the sight of blood is a rarity, yet to be discovered and licked away by some bloodthirsty fiend.

      We continue on, and the tension levels seem to go up a notch. Muscles coil and tighten. Eyes narrow to squints. Nostrils widen and ears prick up, desperate to catch the slightest smell or sound.

      I don’t know why the tension builds. I want to ask, but my voice won’t creep. Rhoth himself appears to hunch, his finger refusing to leave the trigger of his pulse rifle. He slows the pace and the troop fall in with the same step.

      The bare whisper of noise we make dulls to nothing. The woods seem to lock in time, not a birdcall or buzz reaching my ears.

      All goes silent. Rhoth stops.

      I stand beside him as his spare hand lifts. Behind, the rest know the signal. Eyes stare and noses flare. Weapons hover towards the trees.

      My heart is the only thing I hear. It’s so loud I assume the rest can too. I glance down at my chest and see it pressing out and in, throbbing. I try to take a deep breath to calm myself but don’t want to break the quiet.

      I try to suck the breath in slowly, silently, but my pulse is too fast. It forces me to take a gulp. The sound seems to echo off into the trees, and with my Hawk-eyes I scan through the mist and murk and search for something, anything. Some reason for this sudden, inexplicable standstill.

      And then, the answer comes.

      It comes as a voice, drifting through the trees. A whisper from the distance that sounds like it’s right next to my ear.

      “Rhoth…” it comes. “What are you doing in my woods?”

      All eyes seem to spread to the source, just off to the right. As we turn, however, a series of clicks sound all around us, dozens of them filling the air at once. I recognise them immediately as the clicking of guns, a sound to intimidate, to tell us we’re surrounded.

      The hunters turn back to their positions. Guns point out into the darkness. I strain my eyes and see faded shapes, hidden behind and within trees, and up in the branches above.

      “Rhoth,” comes the voice once more. “You know you shouldn’t be here.”

      It’s loud, or seems to be so. Perhaps only because of the sudden lull. I can’t see the source, and know it must be hidden away in the brush. Yet it comes so cleanly on the air, sweeping towards us from powerful lungs.

      I look to Rhoth, who stares right out. He recognises the voice. His mouth curls into a snarl, angry perhaps for the predicament we’re in.

      “Show yourself,” he says, his own voice different. It’s a growl, guttural. The one from the trees booms smoothly. “I know it’s you, Bjorn,” continues Rhoth. “Step out here where I can see you.”

      There’s a short delay. All eyes continue to search for our enemy.

      “I have a gun on each of your men,” comes the voice of the man called Bjorn. “And I have three on you. Order your men to lower their weapons and toss them to the trees.”

      A round of looks are shared. The Fangs don’t want to submit. I search their feelings and a sense of dread engulfs me. Every man I look at believes to lose their weapons is death.

      Rhoth doesn’t give the order immediately. I see the machinations behind his eyes ticking away frantically, surveying his options. I don’t see that he has any.

      “If you do not tell your men to stand down, we will fire on you. You are clear and in the open. We are not. Do you all want to die today?”

      The question judders from the woods, aimed at all of us assembled within this vice of pointing guns.

      Slowly, Rhoth turns to the men. Then he gives a little nod.

      Weapons are thrown to the floor, rifles and handguns, leaving only knives and spears and axes fixed to backs. Bjorn doesn’t seem so concerned by them.

      With my own weapon now on the ground, I look to the trees as a shadow appears. The bushes start to rustle loudly, parting as a man comes forward, and a great frame emerges before my eyes.

      Standing beside Rhoth, I need to tilt my gaze higher to greet him, a beast approaching from the gloom. He stands far taller than his counterpart, and much wider too. His frame, hidden behind a thick blanket of bear-skin pelts, can only have grown to such size with the power of Brute blood.

      His head is a square, his jaw formidable. Eyes of dark brown stare from deepset sockets, a black beard climbing halfway up his cheeks. Upon his dome, the snarling head of a bear sits, and I wonder as I look at him whether he killed the beast himself. Such is his size and might, he looks like he could do it with his bare hands.

      Others come too, men showing themselves. Not all I feel, but some. They too wear pelts and skins of their favoured beast, fashioning their clothes and accessories from its many parts. None are as large as Bjorn, not by a long way. But they remain a sizeable group, larger and more physically imposing than the tribe I’ve been temporarily inducted into.

      Two guards move to the left and right of the beast in front of us, as if he needed any sort of protection. He takes a long breath and stretches to his full complement, gaining another few inches in height in a show of strength against his tribal opponent.

      Then, he speaks once more.

      “So here I am, Rhoth. Here, in my woods, my territory.” His eyes scan our group. “But here you are too, how strange. You and fifty hunters. What is it, Rhoth, run out of wild boar over in the west?”

      A rumble of laughter sounds around him, coming from the guards I can see, and those who remain hidden among the trees. Rhoth’s posture stiffens. He chooses his words carefully.

      “I apologise, Bjorn,” he says, bowing his head a little. “We are not here to hunt. We are merely passing through.”

      “Yes, passing through my lands. The last time that happened, we both lost many men. Maybe today you will lose fifty more…”

      His eyes peruse us again, burning below the growling bear head. Then, he seems to notice my presence for the first time, so small as if to be rendered insignificant next to these giants.

      “Ah, and what is this? A girl-cub. Have you taken to hunting with girls, Rhoth?”

      Another laugh cackles through the woods. Bjorn seems to enjoy it, looking left and right and setting his big gnashers free.

      “She isn’t a hunter,” says Rhoth. “She comes from the big city with all the lights. That is why we are here. We were tasked with helping transfer some people north, away from the war…”

      “And why is that?” snaps Bjorn’s voice, wiping away his smile. “Why would you help such people? They hunt your grounds, as they hunt mine. What do you owe them?”

      “I owe…nothing.”

      “Hmmmm, nothing. Then you are getting something in return. I wonder, what could that be, Rhoth. Weapons, maybe? Lands? More little girls like this one here for you to enjoy.”

      His mouth shapes into an ugly grin as he looks at me, eyes glowing. I don’t turn away. I just stare back, and see the horrible suggestion that flashes through his eyes.

      “No,” growls Rhoth. “No girls. No weapons. Just…freedom. You must understand, Bjorn, that the war in the big city affects us all. I am helping them so that they help us. It will benefit you as well. But only if you let us go…now.”

      Bjorn recoils. His chest puffs and expands.

      “Is that…a threat, Rhoth? How odd for you to threaten me here, in MY woods, with MY people. You watch that tongue, little man. It will be the first thing I rip out and eat if you threaten me again.”

      The tension is getting unbearable. Through my Hawk-eyes, I watch as the men surrounding us prepare to fire if ordered. A single word from the giant who leads them, and every single one of us will die right here, right now.

      Watching it all play out, I tighten my own muscles too. I let them begin to bubble and boil, let my Dasher powers prime and prepare to go active. If that first gun goes off, leading to several dozen more, I’ll have no choice but to run from here. Unless these Bear-Skins have a Dasher in their midst, they won’t even know I was gone.

      But that’s a last resort, and with so many men hidden among the trees, I don’t even know if I’d escape the barrage of bullets around us. I look to Rhoth again, and see him simmering, his rage controlled. His fists close tight, and his breathing remains steady. A wrong word now from him could get his entire troop killed.

      So, he’s forced to be pragmatic. And when he speaks again, he bows once more and turns subservient.

      “I wasn’t threatening you, Bjorn. I would never do such a thing here, in your woods. I know they’re yours, I don’t deny it. And I want to make sure they stay yours too. But if the Savants over in the big city win their war, they will spread here and none of us will survive. You know what sort of soldiers they have. If we want to live, we must work together…”

      He’s speaking well, telling the giant what he wants to hear.

      Lying right to his face.

      Rhoth doesn’t want to help these people. He wants them gone, he wants their lands. But if he gives away even a hint of that fact, then it’s game over in a split second.

      “You speak some sense, little man,” booms Bjorn. “But there’s no way I can trust you. You think you’re so smart. Have you forgotten that we have our own war to fight? And you come here, through my woods, with all your hunters. I could consider that an act of war myself…”

      His words begin to rise and deepen, and he appears to loom even larger before us. A snarl that mimics the bear on his head consumes his face. His eyes widen and go wild.

      Then they turn to me.

      “If you want to prove yourself, you must make payment to pass through this way. Give us this girl of yours…and we shall let you go.”

      Rhoth’s eyes turn down to mine. They look at me for a moment before switching back to the beast.

      “I cannot do that,” he says. “Her brother is one of the leaders of the Nameless. He will seek revenge until he dies.”

      “Brother, of a little girl like this? You think that frightens a man like me?” he roars. “I am Bjorn, of the Bear-Skins. No little man frightens me!”

      His men cheer as he announces his name. Rhoth merely shakes his head, and continues calmly.

      “We are not talking about any man here, Bjorn. Zander has gifts that can turn a man’s head inside out with a thought…”

      The mention of my brother’s name has an impact on the giant. He frowns deeply and repeats it.

      “Zander…” comes a harsh whisper. “I know this name, Zander. He hunts these places. He takes what he wants, him and his band of pirates.” His eyes glow with a fire and he looks at me again. “You say this girl is his sister…I will take her for myself, or you will all die here today!”

      Again, his once smooth voice turns wild, growling from inside his cavernous chest. He looks at me in a manner that unsettles me to my core, yet I refuse to yield, to turn away.

      Rhoth has no choice now. He must give me up to save his men.

      He knows it. I know it.

      So it’s down to me to act.
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      I stare at the beast, and he stares right back.

      His wild eyes present an opportunity, and I nosedive into his mind, trying to break the surface. I feel myself repelled, the same strange mental blocks imbuing him as does Rhoth, my powers seeming to fail me out here in the thickening mist of the woods.

      I have to think fast, act fast. I cannot be taken captive again, not by these people. I don’t even want to think of the things they’ll do to me.

      The fear in me burgeons, powering up my central core. The threat to my life, now so very real, focuses my mind in a manner that only such situations can. I feel a new surge of strength filling my blood, flowing to the tips of my fingers and the depths of my brain.

      Then, my eyes stop blinking, and they lift again to the man-bear before me. But this time, it’s not into his eyes I glance, but the guard to his left.

      With my powers now surging, I glance into his mind and cut right through the veil. Without hesitation, I bellow the order through his consciousness, and take him under my spell in the flutter of a hummingbird’s wing.

      Withdrawing, I watch as his eyes glaze and his arms raise. And then, stepping right next to his gigantic master, he lifts his pistol to his head.

      Bjorn feels the top of the gun nudge against his dome. He twists his thick neck.

      “Karl, what are you doing?!” he questions.

      Karl, my slave, doesn’t answer. He holds the gun right to his head, his fingers squeezing the trigger half way down. Another jolt and the gun will go off, making a mess of Bjorn’s mighty skull.

      “Karl?!” booms Bjorn. “What are you doi…”

      He doesn’t finish his sentence. I flash my eyes on the other guard to his right. He, too, lifts his gun, ensnaring the beast between two pistols. If one should be shot, or somehow disabled, the other will do the job.

      Bjorn’s sentence cuts off, and his eyes swing back down to mine. It all happens so fast that neither Rhoth, his men, nor any of those surrounding us, are able to react.

      “You!” roars Bjorn. “You’re one of them!” His burning eyes turn to Rhoth. “The girl-cub is a witch. You brought a witch to my woods!”

      “Shut your big mouth,” I shout out. “One more word from that dumb hole of yours and I’ll have them blow your head off.”

      My words leave a silence in the air. Bjorn seems dumbfounded. Rhoth equally so. All eyes, except those of my new slaves, appear to fall on me.

      “Do I have your attention now, Bjorn?” I snarl.

      He stares back. His eyes look like they might pop.

      “Good,” I continue. “Now here’s the deal. You let us all go, right now, and your two men – sorry, my two men – won’t blow your limited brains out. No negotiations. That’s the deal, take it or leave it.”

      Eyes now turn to Bjorn. He simmers with a fury that looks like it might spill. He might just be the sort to die just for pride, unwilling to be spoken to like that, especially by a little girl like me.

      But I know his type. He’s a bully too. And at their core, bullies are afraid.

      And right now, his fear of dying outweighs his anger. At least, that’s what I hope.

      I watch him closely, still ready to move if I must. And slowly, the flames in those eyes are put out, and he forces a smile onto his lips, the type you see on someone trying to save face.

      “You strike a good bargain,” he says, salvaging some measure of composure. “I will accept. But know this, little girl. If you ever return here, I will turn your life into a living nightmare.”

      The threat is empty. I’m never coming back to this place.

      “And you, Rhoth,” he growls, anger still simmering. “You worry about the war in the big city with all the lights…you should pay more attention to your own. You have spat on all the outerlanders today.” He shakes his head. “Now get out of my sight. If war should follow you home, it’s on your shoulders.”

      Rhoth stares at the giant for a time. Then his eyes swing back over to his men.

      “Gather your weapons. We’re moving off,” he says.

      The men do so, creeping carefully forward and taking up their guns. Then they begin moving off back down the track, ever vigilant and wary that some trap lies ahead.

      I move off after them, not wanting to look at Bjorn again, and not removing the order from the two guards’ minds. That’s his problem now. He can deal with it.

      As Rhoth follows, Bjorn’s voice rumbles once more.

      “I won’t forget this, Rhoth,” he seethes. “I won’t forget this…”

      Rhoth joins me, and we begin walking together, hurrying from the beast and his tribe. His voice continues to ring out, louder and louder the further we go, roaring to the heavens.

      “I WILL NOT FORGET THIS!”

      He calls over and over until we’re so far away that his words begin to fade into the forest, bellows of rage that seem like they’ll never be contained.

      I turn to Rhoth as we follow behind the Fangs.

      “You think he’s a bit angry?” I grin.

      His sharp yellow teeth slide from behind his lips.

      “Let him roar,” he laughs. “We’ll come back later and finish him off.”

      His words seem to be somewhat prophetic, and perhaps unnecessary. Because suddenly, from the trails behind us, two gunshots ring out over the woods.

      Rhoth and I share a look.

      “Was that…did you order those men to kill him after we’d left?” he asks.

      I shake my head.

      “Then they’re both probably dead,” he says. “Bjorn won’t have a girl like you to clear their minds. Sounds like he’s had them shot…” He turns forward again. “And they’ll be coming after us. We have to hurry…”

      I don’t need to be told twice. With an order called out to his men, we begin rushing faster through the woods, working down trails as quickly as we can, cutting through the mist and murk and moving towards the light.

      It glows now, calling an end to the trees. I can smell the cleaner air beyond, hear the whistling wind blowing down from the mountains. I hurry so fast my Dasher powers begin to flow, and I speed to the front and burst out from beneath the canopy.

      From above, the warming rays of sunlight pour down, and I turn to see the rest of the Fangs rushing through after me, escaping the Cursed Woods and all the evil that lies within.

      I look at them as friends now, allies against those that might seek to suck the life from this world. And turning my eyes, and mind, back south, I think again of the city, gripped in the throes of battle.

      I have to get back.

      Right now.
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      We’re only a few miles north of the church now, with Haven a few miles further on from there.

      I consider using my powers to speed me there as quickly as possible, emptying the tank and rushing across the fields and derelict lands with their dotted remnants of a past world.

      A word of warning from Rhoth holds me back.

      “We must still pass through the maze,” he says, referring to the tricky network of little canyons that stand before us. “You must stay with us for your safety.”

      I don’t argue with him, but the urgency of my voice seems to persuade him to speed his troop along. He also has a word of thanks that growls from his lungs.

      “That was impressive what you did back there,” he tells me. “The girl has skills like her brother.”

      “I’m still learning,” I say. “I’m nowhere near as strong as Zander yet.”

      “Ah yes, yet is the important word. You will be, girl, you will be. Thank you. Rhoth will not forget what you did.”

      “Nor will I,” I say. “You stood up for me when you didn’t have to. You might have left me there and got away with your men.”

      His shaven head shakes.

      “No, I could not. I made a promise to your brother that you’d be safe. I want the Nameless to help me defeat my enemies, and not come after me. Your brother would have done so had you been hurt.”

      “He would,” I laugh. “Although…that’s if he’s not dead already…”

      “Dead? Your brother? Oh no, he doesn’t die. And you have a connection, yes? You’d feel it if he was gone.”

      I guess he’s right on both counts. Zander has a knack for staying alive. And his loss would leave some mark in me, I’m sure of that too.

      We enter the labyrinth of sharp rock, overhanging structures appearing overhead as we clamber through tighter spaces than those we took on our journey here. Without the hundreds of refugees to cater to, Rhoth is able to take us on shorter routes through the canyons.

      A vigilance remains among the hunters, one that never seems to cease. I can understand why, given the tight spaces we currently occupy. It would be a decent place for a trap to be laid, the narrow lanes creating bottlenecks that render us fairly vulnerable.

      We manage to pass through unscathed, however, much like we did on the journey here. Rhoth searches the lands and utters to himself: “The Skullers are busy,” in his unique and enigmatic manner.

      I suppose he’s simply referring to the fact that they’re nowhere to be seen, off hunting elsewhere and driven further from the city by the war that engulfs it.

      Clearly, these passes are the sort of place they might enjoy. I have to admit, I’m quite happy to have avoided them, given what I’ve heard.

      Ahead lie the smoother lands that mark the final portion of our journey, open areas fitted with the occasional bog and little thickets, and the old manmade structures and vehicles that have refused to be completely eaten away by the passing of the years.

      With no threats to concern us, we jog as a tightly knit group, the last couple of days serving to legitimise my standing among these folk. I seem to have somehow endeared myself to them, drawing the odd smile onto their faces when we catch eyes.

      West, perhaps, is the exception. Any time I glance at him, he looks immediately away, perhaps afraid of what else I might dig up from the depths of his memory. That stab of guilt attacks me each time it happens, so I decide that it’s best to not look at him either.

      Soon enough, we’re nearing the little old town and its quaint church, long since used as the headquarters of the rebel cause. My heart begins to throb faster the closer we get as I grow desperate to learn of everything that’s happened during my short absence.

      I tell Rhoth that I know the way now, that he no longer needs to escort me. He baulks at the suggestion.

      “Oh no, girl, I need to speak with Lady Orlando. I have done my job, now it’s her turn to do hers.”

      Fair enough.

      Gently, rising up slowly on the breeze, the soundtrack of war once more begins to play in the background. It remains intense, something that surprises me. I’d have thought that the battles might have already been won by Cromwell’s forces, that ours would have turned to hide and retreat and wait out the success, or failure, of our terrible plot.

      The noise worries me. Mostly, it’s gunfire that sounds, with the occasional blast as well, but it’s the scale of it that’s the concern.

      Has it spread beyond the northern quarter? Have the other parts of the city been drawn into the conflict?

      The Nameless HQ will have the answers. I gallop on now, faster and faster, my lungs burning as the Fangs rush to keep up. The din from the distant city becomes more pronounced. The flashing of lights, visible through the soft mist, seems to stretch right across the horizon.

      My eyes fall on the church, hidden in the little old town that itself is well concealed here north of the city. I find myself unable to run as a normal girl now, my Dasher powers blooming as I reach the door and bang my fists against its wooden shell.

      I don’t know the secret knock. I use my voice instead, calling out: “It’s me, it’s Brie!”

      I call several times before I hear the scraping of bolts and the undoing of locks. As the Fangs rush towards me, a hundred or so metres away, the door swings open and a guard peers at me.

      His weapon is raised. A couple of other guards, part of the sparse contingent tasked with staying here and protecting Lady Orlando, also point their weapons from the shadows.

      The guard then looks over my shoulder, and sees the onrushing Fangs. They look quite formidable, pouring down the dirty street and dressed as they are.

      His gun swings in their direction.

      “Don’t shoot. They’re the escort!” I shout.

      My voice draws another man forward. Coming from the communications room, I hear Adryan shouting: “Stand down!” as he runs towards me.

      He scoops me into his arms and our lips crash together.

      “We heard from Pearson,” he says hurriedly, dropping me back to the floor. “He said you’d disappeared with Rhoth and his men…”

      “I had to come back,” I pant. “I had to find out what was happening. Woolf…have you found her? What’s going on in the city? Is Zander OK?”

      Question after question hurry from my lips. As they do, Rhoth and his fearsome force come into view at the front of the church.

      “The war’s spreading,” says Adryan. “Woolf…no, we don’t know where she is…”

      “And Zander? The plot?!”

      He takes my hand and draws me into the church. He leads me straight into the communications room where I’m greeted with a total silence. Lady Orlando appears among the technicians, who stare at random screens, their fingernails bitten raw.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      My voice draws Lady Orlando’s eyes. She moves as quickly as she can towards me.

      “It’s happening, Brie. It’s happening now.”

      My lungs empty.

      One of the technicians leans in a little closer to his workstation, and a crackle of static begins to drift into the silent room.

      Then, broken voices, whispers.

      “Contact…three min….enem…approaching…”

      The voice sounds like Beckett.

      More static.

      “Set timers...withdr….”

      I hear heavy breathing. A few shuffles of movement. A few voices echo down distant tunnels. It sounds like they’re underground somewhere. Under the High Tower.

      “Move!”

      The shuffling of bodies grows louder. Between the fizzing, unpleasant sounds of the electronic static, a whooshing rush of air seems to blow, as if the strike team have activated their Dasher powers and are making their retreat.

      Then, suddenly, it all goes silent as the connection is cut off. Barely breathing, I shut my eyes and try to connect via my own methods, seeking a pathway into Zander’s mind.

      There is none.

      I open my eyes back up and everyone looks to each other. Then, as one, they stand, and led by Adryan we begin moving back into the main hall of the church and out through the door. The guards from inside come with us, and we find Rhoth and his men waiting outside.

      “Ah, the Lady of the Nameless,” begins the Fang.

      “Not now,” barks Lady Orlando, her eyes turning straight to the south along with everyone else’s, to the sight of the city and its flashing lights, and the soaring shadow of the High Tower dominating it all.

      “What is happening?” questions Rhoth.

      No one answers. No one needs to.

      All men and women stand and stare. The mist seems to clear, blown off on a heavy wind. I guide my Hawk-eyes towards the city, the upper levels of the High Tower coming into clear view before me.

      My vision draws me further forward than I’ve ever been before, so close I can almost see through the many glass windows and imagine the people inside, looking down over the many districts of Outer Haven as the war continues to spread.

      I imagine the hundreds, thousands of Savants in there, watching with their strange brand of impassivity. Most of them staring with detached eyes, unable to truly feel the empathy that they should.

      Then I think of those like Mary and Lucy, their hearts filled with fear. Thinking of their loved ones embroiled in all of this terror. Thinking that they’re safe up there in the fortress at the core of the city, a place that could never be under threat.

      How wrong they are.

      They’ll look out at the streets of Inner Haven and see them unaffected. They’ll think of the thousands of City Guards and Con-Cops who are tasked with protecting them, and know that, while war may pepper the outer quarters, they’re safe right there in the city’s central hub of power.

      How wrong they are.

      I know it. I feel it. A sense of dread and foreboding fills me as we all stand in silence. Seconds seems to pass like minutes, dragging their heels, unwilling to be cast away for what will happen when they’re gone.

      And then, miles away, a deep bellow radiates from the earth, shaking the ground beneath our feet in ripples. I stare and see the fire and smoke begin to rise up from the depths, climbing up the levels of the High Tower, shattering windows and twisting metal and stone.

      From here, only the top half can be seen, standing so tall and proud above the other buildings. But you don’t need to see the foundations to know that they’re being eaten away, consumed by the devil as he breathes fire up the edifice.

      The rumble grows louder. The shaking of the earth grows stronger.

      We watch in silence and shame as the tower begins to move, bending to one side and then the other, trying to stay standing as the lower levels are destroyed beneath it.

      Crushed and overpowered by the tens of thousands of tons of metal and glass and stone above, the explosives destroy the supports that hold the tower in place. The swaying to the left and right grows more fierce, my vision obscured by the swirling black smoke and orange tongues of fire that lick and dart like a giant serpent.

      The terrible sight goes on for a time, and I think I can almost hear the screaming from here, see the bodies tossed from high windows to escape the horrifying inferno. I watch in shock at what we’ve done, wishing I never rushed back to witness such a thing.

      But I did, and now I can’t tear my eyes away as the building seems to steady and stop, and the world seems to fall quiet and still once more. And then, suddenly, the summit and many dozens of levels below begin to fall, disappearing into the smoke and fire.

      A final crushing quake rumbles a moment later, spreading all through the city and the world beyond. I look through the mist and see a different place now.

      A city without its beacon, without its shining light.

      The skyline looks so different. A terrible, awful price to pay in the name of freedom. Thousands dead to save tens, hundreds of thousands, maybe even millions more.

      An act of destruction that will never be forgotten. An act of terror to bring peace.

      It’s an evil that may just save the future.

      The High Tower is gone.

      

      
        
        THE END
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      Dust.

      Smoke.

      Fire.

      It’s all I see. It’s all I smell.

      The cityscape has changed forever, its beacon gone. The great tower that stood several times taller than any other is no more. Thousands, caught in its terrible jaws as it groaned and roared and tumbled to the earth, are dead.

      But the question that now stands among us is very, very simple: is Director Cromwell?

      The lull that takes place as we stand and stare at the terrible thing we’ve done seems to last an age. In reality, it’s barely a few minutes long, the stunned silence among our troop brought to a close as several technicians and soldiers return to the communications room in the church.

      Work needs to be done. Lots of it. We all know that this isn’t over, not by a long shot. It may only be just beginning.

      I don’t move for a little while longer, though. I find that I can’t.

      Seeing the High Tower tumble and disappear out of sight beneath the distant skyline of the city is a sight that will never leave me. The noise that comes with it will live in my nightmares forever. The feeling of the shaking earth will linger in my bones.

      None of us will ever be rid of this moment.

      My thoughts turn to Zander. I shut my eyes for a brief moment, searching for some clarity. I picture him and try to make contact, but know I won’t be able to. But I know, too, that he’s safe, that he’s alive.

      As Rhoth told me as we trekked back here from the wilds only hours ago, Zander doesn’t know how to die. And if he were dead, I’d know it.

      I’d feel it.

      He’s alive.

      The tribal leader approaches now, stepping forward from the head of the Fangs, who look on, speechless. His gurgling, gruff voice barks from his throat.

      “So this was your plan, Lady Orlando,” he says. “To destroy your own city...”

      There’s a calm to his words, as if nothing would quite faze him. I turn to see the many faces of his hunters behind, however, and see that the same isn’t quite true of the rest. Most appear shocked, wide eyes unblinking and unable to quite compute what’s just happened.

      Not Rhoth.

      His dark brown eyes stare at Lady Orlando from their tall perch. Hers merely continue to look forward at the devastated city of Haven.

      “Sometimes you need to knock something down to build it back up again,” she says coolly.

      Then, without saying anything more, she turns and begins moving back to the church. Adryan looks to me and then goes straight after her, his own eyes steely and determined.

      “What could bring down such a place?” muses Rhoth. “To destroy so many in one go. What great power that is…”

      “Great,” I whisper. “Terrible…”

      “Yes, they can be one and the same. A great victory for one side can be a terrible fate for another. This is a great victory for you.”

      I don’t respond. Whether it turns out to be a great victory or not remains to be seen. And regardless, this day will never sit well with me no matter what. Yes, this is war, and I’m committed to being a soldier now. But still, I’ll always despise the need for it, for this senseless killing.

      There’s no living with it. None of us involved in all of this will ever be innocent again.

      None of us will ever be at peace.

      I finally draw my eyes from the awful spectacle and make my way back towards the church. Best to keep busy as far as I’m concerned, and there’s no doubting that, even after the last few days I’ve had, there’s going to be no let-up.

      Rhoth follows me, calling out an order for his men to stay outside. I get the impression that he’s keen to discuss the terms of his arrangement with Lady Orlando now that’s he’s completed his job.

      Get our people to the mines in one – well, not quite one – piece, and she’ll help him crush his enemies in return. In all honesty, when that happens I might just raise my hand and volunteer for the job if it means getting the opportunity to take down Bjorn.

      The giant leader of the Bear-Skins has it all coming. The way he looked at me, spoke about me…oh he has it coming all right.

      I enter the church with Rhoth at my back and head immediately to the comms room. It’s full to bursting and I can barely make my way inside. A few crackling words appear to have made it down one of the lines, and the voice of Beckett, the leader of the strike team, filters into the room.

      “Retreating. One man down. Another injured. Heading northwards to the tunnel. Will be with you shortly.”

      That’s all we get. The communicator clicks off, and the room lets out a collective sigh of relief. The look on the face of Lady Orlando makes it clear that the set protocol is being followed, and everything is going to plan.

      Lady Orlando speaks now as the room falls silent.

      “OK, everyone back to work. Get in contact with whoever you can across Outer Haven. We need confirmation that Artemis and the rest of the Consortium were in the High Tower when it went down. Come to me with any reports. I will be in my room.”

      She turns towards the exit. Rhoth blocks her path.

      “We need to speak, Lady Orlando. I have kept my end of the bargain. Now it’s you…”

      “Yes, Rhoth, I know,” she says curtly. “We will speak, but not now. I think it’s clear that I have my hands full with my own war to fight. We will get to yours when we can.”

      She brushes past him, flanked by a couple of suspicious looking guards who eye Rhoth with the expected distrust. Her manner of speaking to him was rather dismissive, albeit understandable.

      I see his eyes flickering as he considers going after her. A gentle hand from me glides up and holds him back.

      “Rhoth, let the dust settle. She’ll hold up her end of the bargain, I promise you that.”

      “Only if you people survive,” he grunts. “You’re no good to me dead. And by the sounds of it, the fighting in the big city isn’t going to stop any time soon.”

      “That’s the bargain you struck,” I inform him. “And in any case, none of your men were even hurt escorting our people to the mines. You’re getting a good deal here. I wouldn’t push it, not now.”

      “Fine,” he grumbles after a few seconds. “But I’m not going anywhere until I get what I want.”

      He swivels and heads back outside. I consider that to be the best of both worlds for us. Having them here as extra protection isn’t the worst thing right now.

      I turn my attention straight to Lady Orlando, though, walking swiftly down the centre of the ancient church and towards the stage. She climbs up the short flight of stairs on old legs as a soldier darts for the first door towards her quarters and opens it up.

      I reach her as she enters.

      “Lady Orlando,” I say, grabbing her attention. “What about Commander Burns? He knew about all of this. He was out of the High Tower, wasn’t he?”

      “If everything went well, yes,” she says. “Follow me in, Brie.” She looks to the guards. “You two, stay outside.”

      They take positions outside the door as I follow her into her chambers at the end of the short corridor. The fire that always seems to be burning has gone out. The room has gone cold, both in warmth and colour.

      She quickly heads for the little communication device that’s been set up on the small table next to the now dormant fire. A few security procedures and passcodes are input before she holds the device to her mouth. It makes some vague attempt to make contact before eventually failing.

      A frown drops over her wrinkled eyes and she plants the communicator back down.

      “No contact with Burns?” I ask.

      She shakes her head.

      “What was the protocol for him?” I continue. “I assume he knew all about the timings of the attack?”

      “He was informed, of course. Leyton is an important piece of this puzzle. He will be critical in helping to bring peace to the city, someone the people know and who can bring everyone together. He has been kept up to date with everything until now.”

      “But you’re worried,” I assert, reading her face and its admittedly muted ability to fully emote. “You think he might have been caught in the blast?”

      “There were lots of things we couldn’t quite control, variables if you will,” she says. “One was how easy it would be for Leyton to get out of the High Tower without drawing suspicion. You are well aware, Brie, that the Consortium very rarely leave it, and at such a time of war, with the place so heavily defended above ground, him leaving may have been difficult.”

      “So he might be dead?”

      “He might,” she says. “We have no answers yet, but will need to act fast. The protocol will be followed as closely as we can manage it. Yet we are relying on luck, somewhat…”

      She turns her eyes again to the communicator, and attempts to make contact once more. She fails. A flicker of disappointment lurches across her face, mingled with a sprinkling of worry. She’s strained, and seemingly growing older by the day.

      Her tonic, like Mrs Carmichael’s, is whiskey. She pours a glass and takes a seat. I’m offered one too but decline.

      “So, what exactly is the plan now?” I query.

      Her greying eyes switch from her whiskey glass to me.

      “Take the city,” she says. “There will be chaos now, utter chaos. It’s in such a state that we will gather our forces and take control of Inner Haven.”

      I take a gulp of air at the thought. The concept of marching on the city, invading the very place I once lived, is hard to get my head around. And then there’s the perpetual concern I have for those still at the academy, locked away there as the fighting continues.

      “With your permission, Lady Orlando, I’d like to go back into the city and take care of my friends,” I say.

      I stiffen my pose and stand up straight, my request formal.

      She inspects me briefly before turning her eyes away once more. She has a habit of doing so, of never looking at me in the eye for too long. I assume it’s a safeguard she developed to prevent her mind from being read. When being asked of something by a Mind-Manipulator like me, I imagine it’s also as a means to ensure I don’t influence her decision somehow too.

      I won’t.

      Breaking into someone’s thoughts without permission is something I need to rein in. Earlier today, I did the same to West and saw the terrible things that have happened to him, the perilous life he left behind half a world away from here.

      I refuse to use my gifts unless the situation is warranted.

      “I suggest patience, Brie,” she tells me, looking to the window across the room. There’s little to see out there now, the cloud of war too thick to see through, and the light starting to fade as the onset of night approaches. “I will permit you to go, but not right now. You’ve been through a lot, and need to rest. Let’s wait to see how the land lies across the city before we make any decisions.”

      Her answer is direct, assertive, and typically well thought out. I can’t deny the logic, and so agree.

      That’s what soldiers do. They follow orders.

      “Yes, Lady Orlando. Is there anything you wish of me now?”

      “Rest,” she says. “Your brother will be here very soon. Then we regroup, and go again…”

      I leave the room and, while ordered to rest, don’t exactly follow her advice. I feel as if I have a duty now to Rhoth and his men, and so quickly move outside to assure him that Lady Orlando’s bargain will be kept.

      He takes some convincing, a hangover of recent run-ins the two groups have had. We may have worked together in recent days, but he still holds a great deal of distrust for anyone who hails from ‘the big city with all the lights’.

      I pacify him, though, and then go back inside. Adryan is at his post in the comms room, gathering intel from the technicians. Some appear to be struggling to get into contact with our men on the ground. Others have heard reports of a lull in the fighting after the destruction of the High Tower.

      “It sounds like they’ve lost their leaders,” a spectacled man says. “We’re hearing that some of the Con-Cops are retreating. They seem to be heading towards the eastern quarter.”

      “That’s where the factory is,” I say. “The one with the war room and secret passage into Inner Haven.”

      “I don’t know if it’s related,” says the man. “But we’re getting reports that many are heading there in their droves.”

      It’s confusing, and won’t be cleared up yet. I leave the room with few answers and further questions and move to a quieter portion of the church, away towards the living quarters.

      An idea seeds itself in me and I seek silence and solitude.

      I reach the room I’ve been staying in and find it empty. I sit on my bed and shut my eyes, and begin seeking a connection.

      But not with my brother.

      With Commander Leyton Burns.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            171

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s a weak link, like an old trail through the overgrown woods, barely visible and covered in weeds and shrubbery.

      But it’s there, a pathway into Commander Burns’ mind, one he himself developed the first time he entered mine.

      That was months ago, just after the attack at Culture Corner that set my life on this crazy, wild path. He looked into my head and saw the attack from my perspective.

      I recall now, sitting there in silence, how he looked upon me quizzically. I wonder if he saw what I was, saw my powers somewhere deep inside me, un-manifested as they were then and yet to develop.

      That entrance into my mind, however, helped him create a weak telepathic link. He used it later on to help guide me a little as I went about my mission to assassinate Director Cromwell in the High Tower.

      Now, I search it out and try to battle through. I picture his face and attempt to see if I can make contact with him without having to use Lady Orlando’s communicator.

      The link is too weak, nothing like the pathway Zander and I have developed. I try to shout out words into his consciousness, hoping for some reply.

      Commander Burns, I call. Commander Burns, it’s Brie…can you hear me?

      I listen, straining every cognitive sinew I have, and hear nothing. I call out again several more times but quickly realise that the path is too opaque, and my powers too limited for such a task.

      I begin to withdraw from the depths of my own consciousness, and prepare to open my eyes, when a faint echo sounds. It’s barely audible, little more than a whisper on a gust of wind, passing through before disappearing once more.

      It sounds like his voice. At least I think it does. It’s too hard to tell, his words so faded and weak. I snap my eyes open at hearing him.

      He’s alive, I think. At least he’s alive…

      But something felt off about, something unsettling. I shut my eyes once more and call out again. This time, no reply comes.

      I consider taking the news to Lady Orlando but realise there would be no point. I don’t know what I heard, if anything.

      But my wary nature serves me as it so often does with a dose of concern. Something tells me that not everything has gone to plan.

      The quiet gives me pause to think and rest. I sit back on the bed, telling myself I’ll take a moment to myself before venturing back out. Shutting my eyes, the last few days begin to catch up, a weariness flooding me, and I begin to drift away.

      The respite is short-lived.

      A rumbling of noise clatters from down the corridor. I don’t even realise I’ve fallen asleep until the sound snaps me back awake. A check of my watch tells me I caught about half an hour, barely enough to refill the fumes in my tank.

      I rise wearily from the bed and leave the room, moving back into the main church.

      Its contents have swelled. The sparse remainder of people here have been joined by others. I see familiar faces, revealed to us as masks and helmets are removed. I see bodies covered in armour and the grimy residue of war, grim faces, and panting mouths.

      It looks like they’ve rushed to get back here as quickly as possible, those with Dasher powers emptying the tanks as they helped along those without.

      Among that number, I see Rycard and Freya, the two non-Dashers in the group. Beckett is there too, along with Kira, both blessed with a fine collection of enhancements and senses.

      Then there’s Astor, who appears to be the injured man Beckett referred to. His right arm looks in a bad state, hastily gathered into a sling and drowned in blood. He’s rushed straight off towards another area of the church to get some medical attention, his eyes rolling about in his skull and his lips mumbling in muted agony.

      I turn my eyes to another hybrid, Marler. It appears that the other member of the group, Quinn, was the one to bite the dust.

      I scan the scene and see them all, before I rush at the final member of the strike force and draw him into a hug. My brother barely has the strength to hug me back.

      As I let him go, he half collapses into a chair. The rest appear just as exhausted, water rushed out and handed to them. They gulp it down and clatter into whatever empty seats and pews they can find. Only Beckett stays on his feet, the sort of man who won’t allow himself a moment to rest.

      I see him head straight for Lady Orlando’s room and, through heaving breaths, hear the voice of Rycard calling me over. I move towards him.

      “Sophie…Maddox…” he pants. “Are they…all right?”

      “They’re fine,” I say. “We got to the mines OK.”

      I hope that turns out to be true. Sophie was showing signs of toxic poisoning just before I left.

      I don’t tell him that, of course.

      “You’re back….so fast,” he breathes. “Is it…all safe out there?”

      “They’re secure, and well protected,” I say. “We had a few problems on the road, but they’re fine.”

      His breathing becomes a little more feverish for a few moments, his exhaustion joined by relief. A weak and weary smile works up onto his face.

      “Thank you, Brie…” he pants.

      As he gulps down more water, I hear Lady Orlando re-entering the hall, accompanied by Beckett. Zander gets back to his feet. The rest remain seated.

      Or sprawled.

      That would be the more apt description of how they’re laid out.

      Over in the comms room, the crackling of voices can still be heard. Adryan pops out briefly to see what the commotion is about before disappearing once again.

      “Well done, all of you,” calls out Lady Orlando. “You have done this cause a great service. We will mourn for Quinn when we can, but that time is not now.”

      I look to Marler, whose hooded eyes drop. They were clearly close friends.

      “The protocol we assigned needs to be followed,” she continues. “You will need to gather your strength as quickly as you can. Adryan,” she calls. Adryan appears from the comms room again. “Where are we with our men out there? How many have you managed to communicate with?”

      “We have a dozen or so commanders still engaged in the fighting. Perhaps three or four hundred of our men under them. We’re still trying with the rest, but are having trouble getting through. And we’re hearing reports of Con-Cops swarming eastwards…”

      Beckett’s voice rises up.

      “We passed a lot of them on our way back just now. Took down a few but they barely even engaged. I think they’re following their own programming, Lady Orlando.”

      “You’re saying they’re heading east for a reason? As if it was written into their conditioning for such an eventuality as this?” she asks.

      “Yes, that is one possibility,” comes Beckett’s deep voice. “They do not behave as normal soldiers. This might be some failsafe for them, retreating and holing up in the more easily defendable factories and warehouses in the eastern quarter.”

      “But why wouldn’t they just retreat to Inner Haven?” I ask. “Why the eastern quarter?”

      “As I say, more easily defendable,” says Beckett. “And who knows…Cromwell doesn’t usually permit any regular Unenhanced, whether they’ve been reconditioned or not, to enter Inner Haven. Such a thing might well be hardwired into them, so they’re simply unable to cross the walls into the inner part of the city.”

      “Sounds ridiculous,” grunts Freya, her huge frame slumped across a pew.

      “Perhaps, yes, but also just like something Artemis would do,” says Lady Orlando, surveying her. “He has little love for the Unenhanced, as we all know. Adryan, any word on him?”

      Adryan shakes his head.

      “It’s too busy out there, too much noise for our scouts to properly assess what’s going on. We’re still trying to connect with some of our people in Inner Haven.”

      “Hang on…you mean, you don’t know if he’s dead or not?” asks Zander, flaring to life. “What about Commander Burns. He was meant to provide confirmation, wasn’t he?”

      “He was,” says Lady Orlando, “but I haven’t been able to get through to him.”

      Her words send a ripple of concern through the assembly.

      Zander looks set to speak again, but I cut in.

      “He’s not dead,” I say. “I know that much at least.”

      Everyone turns to me.

      “How do you know?” asks Beckett in his typically short manner.

      “I have a weak telepathic link with him. I…I heard his voice.”

      “And what did he say?” clatters Beckett’s voice. “Is Cromwell dead or not?!”

      “I don’t know what he said. His words were too indistinct, but it was him, I’m sure of it. He sounded…I don’t know. I guess he sounded strained.”

      “Rare for him to sound as such,” offers Lady Orlando coolly. “Leyton Burns isn’t a man to be affected by stress. I don’t like the sound of this. I don’t like it at all.”

      Her words descend like doom. A blanket of despair covers us.

      “Don’t tell me we did all that for nothing,” mutters Rycard. “Don’t tell me we killed thousands of people for nothing…”

      “We don’t know yet,” says our leader. “Whatever the case, none of this is for nothing. We will continue as planned, gather our forces in the northern quarter, and march straight through the gate into Inner Haven. I assume the tunnel through the factory remains clear over in the east?”

      “It is,” says Beckett. “We managed to escape from beneath the High Tower before the explosions, and killed all those who followed us. The failsafe wasn’t required in the tunnel leading out from the war room. The secret passage is still passable, assuming the Con-Cops haven’t located it.”

      “Good,” says Lady Orlando. “Then Beckett, Zander, Marler, you know what to do. Get an hour or two’s rest, and return. You’ll need to ensure that the guards operating the northern gate into Inner Haven are disabled so we can pass through.”

      I look from one person to the next, and they all nod. They clearly know just what’s going on, unlike me.

      “So, we’re marching straight into the centre of the city? Won’t it be heavily guarded?” I ask.

      Lady Orlando looks to Adryan, urging him to explain.

      “According to our scouts,” he begins, “the City Guards are primarily located around Outer Haven, either fighting or trying to keep the peace. Those concentrated around the High Tower, including many Stalkers, may well have been killed in the blast. We’re waiting on confirmation about that. What is clear, however, is that there’s no better time than now to enter and take possession of Inner Haven.”

      “They’re leaderless, lost,” adds Lady Orlando swiftly. “Now is our time to take hold of the future. Whoever needs to rest, do so now. We march at midnight with as big a force as we can muster.”

      Her words seem to draw a close to the conversation. Anything else just seems like speculation right now. She moves back off to her quarters as the rest go to work or seek out a quiet spot to get a few winks of sleep.

      Zander is among the latter. He looks like he hasn’t slept in two days at least, and with so much left to be done, is in dire need of rest. I decide not to interfere with him, despite wishing to know all about his mission and just how they managed to topple such a towering structure.

      Usually, he’d have several questions for me, too, regarding my own adventures in the outerlands. The fact that he barely even looks at me makes it eminently clear that there’s nothing on his mind but sleep right now.

      As the hall begins to clear, however, I find myself troubled by everything I’ve heard. The Con-Cops moving east. Burns not making contact. The faint strain I think I heard in his voice. The very obvious fact that we have no confirmation that Cromwell, or any of the Consortium, have met their makers.

      I sit and ponder it all on an old pew, and think of a final person who hasn’t yet been mentioned. A person who takes joy in foiling such plots and plans.

      Agent Woolf.

      Only two nights ago, she escaped from her cell, taking her new slave, Rafe, along with her, corrupting him to her cause, forcing him to kill several of his allies, of our own loyal men.

      We covered all the bases we could think of, setting watchers outside the gates in the north and west to ensure that, should she try to enter the city again, she’d be found by us first.

      But what if we missed something?

      What if, with everything going on, she slipped through the net, crept back through some secret passage that she discovered in someone’s mind? What if she managed to get into the city and alert Cromwell of our treachery just before the tower came down?

      And as I go to Adryan, and find that he has heard no word on Woolf from any of our teams, I come to a single and unsettling conclusion.

      Maybe Rycard was right.

      Maybe we just killed thousands of people for nothing…
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      The onset of night forces the Fangs inside. They enter with wide eyes and inspect the interior, finding places amid the darkest corners they can find.

      Such a structure as this is as alien to them as it so recently was to me, what with its ancient interior furnishings, wood panelling, murky stained glass, and occasional old religious figure fixed to the walls. Places like this were once used to pray to some higher deity, the people believing there was a God watching over them, guiding their path.

      That’s what the figures signify: an entity to look up to, to trust, to love.

      That all stopped when the wars started. When humans began to play God themselves, speeding evolution and creating the Enhanced beings who populate the world today. Now, the pervading thought is that, if there was a God, he’s no longer here.

      He left this place a long time ago.

      And now we fend for ourselves.

      As his men find their spaces to rest and admire the hall’s interior furnishings, Rhoth finds his own alongside me. I sit on a pew just off to the right, close enough to hear the goings on within the communication room, but far enough away so its sufficiently quiet for me to drop off if needed.

      I doubt I will.

      That half an hour of sleep I snatched seems sufficient for me now, my thoughts far too aggressive to let me catch any further rest.

      It’s been like that for days, grabbing a few hours here and a few hours there. Perhaps, like with everything else, that’s the nature of my life now. I doubt there are many across the city who are able to sleep soundly right now.

      The feeling is one of a calm before the storm. The inevitable trickle of time towards the latest attack. Across Outer Haven, something of a lull seems to have fallen, created in part by the withdrawal of our fighting forces from several battlegrounds scattered throughout the city.

      They will gather towards the north and await us there. From the depths, Beckett, Zander, and Marler will come, disabling those who guard the northern gate and providing us entry into the inner section of the city.

      It will be a glorious coup, built on a terrible act. Such is often the case in this world.

      “Why don’t you rest?” asks Rhoth, his hulking frame now drenched across the pew beside me. “You have much work to do, girl. You need to sleep.”

      “I can’t,” I say. “Too much on my mind.”

      “Yes, the girl and her mind. It is a gift and a curse, that special brain of yours. But to fight, you need rest. You’ve come this far, no sense in dying now.”

      My head starts to shake.

      “I can’t,” I say. “What about you?”

      “I can rest when it suits me. The wilds are always dangerous, so we learn to sleep in bits and pieces…”

      “That’s not what I meant,” I say.

      “Then what?”

      “I mean…are you coming with us? To help take the city?”

      His eyes fold up at the suggestion.

      “You don’t think we’ve done enough already?”

      “You’ve done what you said you would,” I smile. “I’m just thinking…maybe you want to make sure of your investment. You said it yourself, if we die, you don’t get any help out there with your own battles. If you help, though, that’ll be less likely.”

      A grin gallops across his lips, and his sharp yellow teeth are bared.

      “Clever girl,” he laughs. “Thinking you can get me to fight like this. Oh no, we don’t go into the big city with all the lights. No sense in us dying too if we face something you haven’t planned for.”

      I consider his words a second, then ask: “You think we’re making a mistake?”

      “I don’t have any opinion on this. I make war in the woods and the wilds. I have no experience of your concrete and metal lands.”

      “But you do,” I continue. “You don’t think we should be doing any of this, do you?”

      “I have the luxury, girl, of not having to think about such things. My world is a simple one. I will not pretend to understand yours. It is too complicated for men like me. We all make war in our own way.”

      “You don’t give yourself enough credit, Rhoth. You’d run the city just as well as Cromwell does, that’s for sure.”

      “Ah, the famous Director Cromwell, up in the clouds. Interesting how you say ‘does’, not ‘did’. Was he not meant to be in the big tower when it fell? Is he not meant to be dead? You believe he’s still alive, do you not?”

      I go quiet for a moment, then my lungs empty with a sudden breath.

      “Something doesn’t add up. I think…I think…”

      “You think he got out…”

      The sentence is finished for me, but not by Rhoth. Lifting my eyes, I see Adryan hover into view, emerging from the comms room.

      “You do, don’t you? You reckon he escaped?”

      My lack of immediate answer has Adryan speaking again. He continues to come forwards until he’s next to me, slipping to my other side on the wooden bench and completing the strange threesome.

      A hybrid, a hunter, and a Savant.

      It sounds like the start of some awful joke…

      “I think you’re right,” he continues. “I just spoke with one of our scouts in Inner Haven, a Hawk who had eyes on the High Tower. He said he saw a group of Stalkers rush from the foyer moments before the building came down. They were bunched together, protecting several people. They got into a series of armoured vans and…”

      “Cromwell, and the Consortium,” I whisper, cutting in. “They all got out…”

      Adryan frowns, his head shaking.

      “I don’t know, not for sure. He said there were only a few people being protected. Certainly not twelve, anyway, so it couldn’t be all of the Consortium.”

      “And did he see what they were wearing.”

      Adryan’s demeanour darkens.

      “He couldn’t see that well, not through the Stalkers. But…shades of white. He said he saw shades of white.”

      I almost laugh as he speaks. A wry smirk climbs up my face as my head starts to shake. I suck in a breath.

      I knew it.

      “Have you told Lady Orlando?” I breathe out.

      “Just about to. It won’t change anything. Sounds like they were headed away from the city. They probably have some other stronghold somewhere.”

      “Yeah, we’ve been there,” I say. “It’s called the REEF. And yup, it kinda does change stuff, Adryan. We just blew up a building to kill a man who probably wasn’t even in the goddamn thing.”

      “Well, we didn’t do anything,” he retorts. “I was here and you were out in the woods. What I mean is, we’ll be marching at midnight anyway, and taking control of Inner Haven. The same scout who saw the Stalkers escape, saw a whole load more get caught in the blast. Inner Haven really is there for the taking.”

      “And what does that do, anyway?” I can feel my blood beginning to boil in that typical, emotional way of mine. I hate it when it does that. I take a breath and try to recompose myself. “What’s the point in taking Inner Haven? Just spell it out for me, because everyone seems to know what the hell’s going on except me.”

      My raised voice attracts a bit of attention. In a place like this, anything more than a whisper seems to echo.

      “You want it spelled out? It’s simple, Brie.” Sarcasm. Is that sarcasm from a damn Savant? “We have to take Inner Haven first because it’s much smaller and surrounded by a wall. It’s also currently largely undefended. We take it, then go from there. This is about saving the city. You do realise that, right?”

      “Then why the hell does it feel like we’re invading it? We’ve just destroyed half the damn city. We’re hardly saving it, Adryan.”

      “OK, OK, cool those tongues, children,” comes Rhoth’s voice. “No need to wake sleeping men. Mr Savant should take this information to your leader. There is no time for lovers to argue now.”

      “Lovers,” I huff. “Hardly.”

      Adryan glares at me and shakes his head, before standing sharply and moving off. The entire episode is greeted by the soundtrack of Rhoth’s gurgling laughter.

      “Ah, to be young and in love,” he chuckles.

      “In love? I’ve got no time for love. I don’t want it either.”

      He keeps laughing as he speaks.

      “You two are so strange. All these Savants are meant to have no emotion. But this Adryan boy…I see it all over his face. And you, Brie, are part Savant, but you’re the most emotional girl I’ve ever met! Our tribal girls are more like Savants than you.”

      His laughter grows, a strange irony given how he just told us to keep it down for being too loud. It rumbles around the chamber and I see some of his hunters roll their eyes at the sight. I suspect he enjoys teasing and taunting people as one of his pastimes.

      It gets to the point, though, that my ire is assuaged, the image of the chuckling beast enough to lighten the situation a bit. I even laugh myself, a rare reminder that such things happen so infrequently now.

      “All right, all right, Rhoth, you’ve had your fun. I take your point. I need to lighten up.”

      “Yes, that’s the phrase. Lighten up. Don’t take it all so seriously.”

      I find the suggestion odd from a man like him. And at a time like this.

      “Noted,” is all I say.

      And then I fall silent.
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      The newly lit mood of mine, naturally, doesn’t last too long. A few minutes after Adryan disappears into Lady Orlando’s chambers, he reappears and calls me in.

      I leave Rhoth, still with a smile on his face that suggests he gets a rather perverse enjoyment out of all of this, and head straight for the door. I pass by Adryan in a rather frosty manner as he heads off towards the sleeping quarters of the church, away to the left.

      He appears again shortly after with the rest of the strike force assembled once more, their allowance of sleep cut short by the latest news. They got about an hour or so. To a man, they look like they could do with a couple dozen more.

      We gather in the room and shut the door. The time is rushing quickly towards 10 PM, D-day only a matter of hours away.

      “Troubling news, ladies and gentlemen,” starts Lady Orlando, trying to stay cool. “We’ve heard from Inner Haven. It looks as though Artemis might have escaped before the tower fell.”

      A stunned silence swamps us. Actually, it’s more one of total deflation, rather than shock. As if we all knew this might happen, and were just waiting for the bad news.

      “I knew it,” whispers Rycard. “That snake slithered away…”

      “It changes nothing,” booms Beckett’s voice. “We continue with the plan. We take Inner Haven.”

      “Hang on, hang on,” says Kira, the green-eyed, red-haired, multi-Enhanced spy adding her smooth voice to the room. “We should talk about this a little before jumping in, right?” She looks around the room and sees little agreement. “No? Just me. OK then…”

      “Kira, Beckett is right,” says Lady Orlando. “If what we’ve heard is accurate, it seems Artemis was secreted away, along with a few other members of the Consortium, by a troop of his Stalkers just before the tower fell. Others – many others – were caught in the blast and killed. Artemis will have been taken somewhere safe and secure, and that probably means outside of the city. He may not be dead – not yet, anyway - but much of what we planned for is still in operation. There can be no doubt that he learned of the plot at the final minute, too late to save all of the Consortium and other high-ranking officials in the High Tower…”

      “We also faced very limited opposition in the underlands beneath the structure,” adds Zander, coming back to life. “They only came right before it blew. If they’d had any further warning, we’d have been caught in the act and surrounded.”

      “We had secrecy, that much is clear. At least until the last minute,” says Beckett. “Whatever happens from now, Cromwell, if he is alive, has lost most of his top brass, as well as all of the residents of the High Tower. They were to be the core of his new world, and are now gone. He is a leader with no one to lead. We have defeated him regardless.”

      Heads nod. Whispers of agreement shiver through the room. I find myself agreeing too, something I perhaps wouldn’t expect. Whatever happens from now, surely Cromwell’s plans are scuppered?

      “And Commander Burns?” asks Zander. “Was he in the High Tower when it fell?”

      “No,” I say. “I heard him in my head…”

      “Are you sure, Brie?” asks my brother sharply. “You’re tired. You’ve been through a lot. Are you absolutely sure you heard him?”

      I’m not, not a hundred per cent. Perhaps eighty…seventy-five…I don’t know.

      I nod anyway.

      “I’m sure.”

      “Then if that’s true,” says Beckett, “it’s quite possible that Burns leaving the High Tower is precisely what alerted Cromwell to its downfall. He’d have made sure that all Consortium members were on lockdown. If Burns tried to sneak out, perhaps he was caught. It could be that he was one of the people being secreted away by the Stalkers.”

      “Sounds about right,” says Kira.

      Rycard and Freya nod.

      “Hmmmm, that’s a loss,” muses Lady Orlando. “Leyton was a key cog in the plan, as he has been all along. He keeps missing the plays.”

      “Yeah, and it’s probably Woolf’s fault…” I grumble quietly.

      “Woolf?” asks Kira.

      Her keen ears caught my voice. All eyes swing to me.

      “Well, maybe,” I say, shrugging. “Like Beckett said, it could have been Burns himself who led to Cromwell finding out about the plan. Or…you know, maybe it was Woolf. Adryan told me that no one’s found her yet. She might have got back to the city and sent word of the plot…”

      All eyes switch to Adryan.

      “True,” he says. “Our people at the northern and western gates haven’t seen her.”

      “And when were you last in contact with them?” quizzes Beckett fiercely.

      Adryan swallows.

      “The team at the northern gate, half an hour or so ago.”

      “And the west?” glares Beckett.

      Adryan delays. He must have realised this was coming.

      “Several hours,” he admits. “Before…before the tower went down.”

      “Goddammit,” shouts Beckett, pacing off around the room.

      I look to see Zander’s hazel eyes turning to slits. And it’s not because he’s tired.

      “Beckett, calm down,” says Lady Orlando. “We’ll have time for cursing later, and when we do find Agent Woolf, we’ll make her pay. But right now, how Artemis found out is entirely irrelevant. We need to keep our eye on the prize here, and continue with our own plan. We take Inner Haven, give sanctuary to those who support us, and bring the people together. Yes, this is an unfortunate turn of events, but wars never go without a few hiccups. We will prevail, in time. We need to stay focused, and stay strong. Can you all do that?”

      Collectively, we commit to agree. Beckett even apologises for his outburst.

      “Good,” continues the Lady of the Nameless. “Now, the clock is ticking, and the city is waiting. Make your final preparations and get ready to march. Beckett, Zander, Marler, head to the eastern quarter when you’re ready, sneak  back into Inner Haven, and make sure the northern gates are open. The rest of us will work through the northern quarter with our full strength. Adryan, where are we on that?”

      “Getting there, Lady Orlando. Our people are moving to their appropriate positions in district two of the north. With the Con-Cops heading east, they’re seeing less resistance.”

      “Good. We all know the plan. Enough talking now. Let’s get to it.”

      The clock continues to rattle along, seconds ticking at twice their normal speed. Within only a few minutes, our mini covert team of Beckett, Zander, and Marler are preparing to step back into the city, using one of the only tunnels to the north that remains undiscovered and un-collapsed.

      Zander leaves me with a few words of support, as he always does.

      “Keep Lady Orlando safe, Brie,” he says. “Rhoth told me how great you were on the journey to the mines. Do the same here, OK. And be prepared for conflict.”

      He bends down and kisses my forehead as Beckett calls for him to hurry. Then, the three super-hybrids head straight off into the night, leaving me amid the now bustling church.

      It seems that all are preparing to clear out, the church set to be almost fully abandoned. It has served its purpose for years now, building to this point. Soon enough, the Nameless will be seeing a significant upgrade. An old derelict church and town, to the centre of the city of Haven. Not bad.

      I spend a bit of time gathering my things and making sure my armour and weaponry are fully operational. I’m still getting used to the different settings on my pulse rifle, something that Kira helps me with.

      Noticing me fumble about, she darts over with her sharp green eyes and flowing red hair, seemingly less affected by a lack of sleep than the rest. There’s a boundless energy to her, and a little smile painted across her lips, as if she was born for all of this.

      “Here,” she says, scooping up the rifle. “Let me…”

      She sets about giving me a crash course on the various functions of the weapon. Mostly, it’s about turning the dial to ensure that the round of energy spat out of the end of it is suitable for the intended purpose, whether that’s simply knocking someone out cold or cutting a hole right through their body.

      There are settings, too, for energy blasts intended for disabling vehicles and other electronic equipment, as well as those capable of wreaking terrible carnage to buildings, walls, and more sturdy objects.

      The only thing I can’t figure out is why some rifles shoot blue energy, and others shoot green or red.

      “Status,” says Kira, “or something like that. I think the red ones are used by the Stalkers mostly. Green for the Con-Cops. Blue for the City Guard.”

      “Right, kinda makes sense. What colour’s yours?”

      “This one,” says Kira, lifting her weapon, “is a blue. Like yours. Others have red or green. Just depends on who we scavenged them from really.”

      “Here’s a hunch,” I say. “Beckett’s got a red one? Am I right?”

      She smiles, revealing sparkly white teeth.

      “Nice call. He’s used the same one for years. Took it off a Stalker in a pretty awesome battle. I saw it myself.”

      “I’d like to be a fly on the wall for that! What about yours? You snatch it off some badass City Guard or something?”

      “Badass City Guard? No such thing, Brie! I mean, come on, single Enhanced? Pfff. We’re hybrids. A normal Enhanced ain’t got nothing on us!”

      She lifts her eyes and they flash a brighter shade of green. I can’t quite tell if she’s being sarcastic or not.

      Still, her comment wasn’t missed by Freya, sitting nearby and polishing her minigun. Being only part Brute, she might well take such comments as insults.

      Kira sees her watching too.

      “Ooops,” she whispers, smiling at me. “Just joking, Freya…in case you were listening,” she calls out.

      “I wasn’t,” growls the white haired half-Brute.

      She clearly was.

      The levity of the conversation is slightly out of place, though. Kira just seems like the type to make light of things, experienced as she is with all of this. Unlike me, new to the game and constantly worrying.

      I look at her and see someone to admire, to emulate. Even someone as young as she is.

      “How old are you, by the way?” I ask her. “That’s not rude, is it? I never know…”

      “Come on, Brie, we’re about to march to war and you’re worrying about being rude asking my age?! It must be so busy up there in that head of yours,” she grins.

      “Yup…too busy.”

      “I’m 22, though. You’re what, 18, like your bro? Must be…twins,” she says to herself.

      “Yeah, 19 soon enough. So you’ve been through all this stuff a fair bit, right? How long have you been with the Nameless?”

      “Hmmmm, good question. It’s been so long I can barely remember.” She thinks for a moment. “Joined over ten years ago now. It was always in my blood.”

      “Wow, that long.” No wonder none of this fazes her. “So your parents were both hybrids, right? Were they part of the Nameless too?”

      “Yeah,” she says. For the first time, that smile slips. “They, um, were killed…”

      I go quiet for a second.

      “Sorry. I…I suppose that’s common for people like us.”

      The smile reappears. It seems a little forced this time.

      “Yeah, all part of the gig. I don’t really worry about death anymore. No point, not when you see people you care about die so often.”

      “I wish I could be the same.”

      “No, you don’t,” she informs me, zeroing in with those penetrative green irises. “To be the same, you’ve gotta see a lot of people die. You don’t want that, trust me. You don’t want that at all…”

      “I guess I might not have a choice in the matter,” I say, thinking again of my friends.

      “None of us do. But we do what we can, Brie. Now come on, our job is to help protect Lady Orlando. Let’s get our heads back in the game.”

      She switches back to her warrior persona, her eyes narrowing and turning a darker shade of jade. That smile of hers slides back into neutral, and together we move towards the main entrance to the hall, where our full force here at Nameless HQ are gathering.

      All will leave now, aside from a few of the technicians who will continue to operate from here and keep a lookout over the city. Adryan, to my relief, will be staying with them, along with the Fangs and Rhoth who will hold down the fort.

      As everyone gathers, I quickly go to Adryan and pull him into a dark corner of the hall, around the side of a pillar and into an alcove where we can get some measure of privacy.

      The slight frost that’s developed between us thaws immediately without the need for words. I grab his cheeks and pull him towards my lips, dragging his athletic frame down to mine, all decked out in armour.

      The kiss is brief, but somehow needed. I find that it serves to give me strength, a necessary component of our partings, which have grown more regular.

      Part of me wants more. Part of me wants to stay in this little alcove and leave my lips on his for a while longer. Part of me…part of me wants a lot more than that.

      But that part of me won’t get what it wants. It is the part that still sees all of this as being real, part of a regular life. The part that still harbours some hope that everything will return to normal soon, and perhaps I’ll be able to properly explore just what the hell this is between my fake husband and me.

      I cling to that part, because I need to. It helps to give me balance at a time when I might just topple over. The transition to becoming a soldier, a warrior, a killer…it isn’t easy. And standing here, kissing Adryan without the need for words, all helps to straighten me out.

      But it doesn’t last. Of course it doesn’t. It’s just a tiny bit of respite as the world crumbles and burns, a personal need that gives me some pleasure amid the pain.

      I kiss him, and then leave him. And that’s that.

      No words, no smiles or hugs. Nothing. Just a kiss, and I’m gone.

      Marching off to war.
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      We travel as a group of about twenty, most of us soldiers.

      There are, however, a couple of Lady Orlando’s older advisors with us who decided to stay with her rather than retreat to the mines. I’ve seen them around and about without ever being introduced, and simply know them as the sort of wise old sages to lend support to our main leader.

      Both are men with grey hair and crooked backs, usually dressed in more ceremonial attire – at least when compared to the rest of the Nameless – rather than the rugged clothing and military fatigues that adorn the rest of us (although, right now, they’re wearing body armour as protection). They’re the type who might just slow our step, but who are clearly close enough to our leader to be deemed worthy of the journey.

      I suppose Lady Orlando recognises the need for other people’s opinions. Taking the ‘Cromwellian’ route and becoming a despot isn’t exactly the sort of path to engender trust among the people, and having these two old gents, as well as military commanders like Beckett, on board to give counsel is a fairly wise choice.

      So far, while she’s had the final say, she’s always seemed to welcome other voices to the party before choosing which path to take. And when it comes to it, if she wants to get the whole of Inner, and Outer, Haven onside, she’ll need to show that she’s someone who will be a woman for the people, not above them as Cromwell made himself clear to be.

      With that in mind, I assume that these two old advisors are regular Unenhanced, spokespeople for Outer Haven as Burns was supposed to be for Inner Haven. The plan was most likely to show a collective front, including all people from all parts of the city, standing together in union, displaying a vision of the future.

      Quite unlike the Consortium, rarely even venturing beyond the summit of the High Tower, Lady Orlando will show what a true leader, a true ruler, should be. And you know, I’m beginning to see her as one, despite the terrible atrocity she so recently green lit.

      Sometimes, I guess, you’ve got to betray your own humanity in order to save it. And now, in a city that was built to raise the Savants up onto the shoulders of the masses, there are so few of them left.

      Lady Orlando, Adryan…they’ve just become a dying breed around here.

      The rest of our company are soldiers. Kira, Freya, Rycard, me. The other hybrids who seem to make up Lady Orlando’s personal guard. There are a few others too, leaving only Astor behind to recover from his wounds.

      Apparently, he looks set to lose that right arm of his. His days as a sniper might well be done.

      The journey back to the city is led by Kira. The concoction of her powers makes her an unbelievable asset, capable of some truly wondrous feats that, even to someone like me, are quite something.

      As we journey through the tunnel just off across the fields behind the church, the very same one Zander and I escaped through when I last left the city a few days ago, she stops occasionally and rests her hands to the cold rock floor.

      She can feel, hear, smell, and see it all. Shutting her eyes, a map of the world around her is created, complete with beating hearts and stamping feet and the whistling of the wind that gives shape to the buildings and streets.

      From here in the darkness, she knows just who and what are where, all around us. And to top it all off, she’s a Dasher too, capable of displacing and disappearing like a fading bolt of lightning.

      It’s no wonder, really, why she’s been able to sneak around the streets of Outer Haven with such proficiency and without detection, given her remarkable skillset.

      Creeping through the tunnels, we rush as fast as we can in the company we’re in. Lady Orlando, in particular, requires help as she battles over the uneven terrain, her sight given life by the night vision goggles that cover her eyes.

      It’s certainly an interesting look for her, what with the protective body armour she’s wearing, and the dark grey cloak on top. At a glance you might mistake her for a Stalker, albeit a rather immobile and small one…

      The sound of war appears to have quietened as we go. According to the latest reports that came in just before we left, some of the City Guards are standing down and holing up around the city, while the Con-Cops continue to spread east.

      The thinking on that front, aside from being a good place to defend, is that the food production factories are all there. With the water treatment plant for Outer Haven already destroyed, it looks as though the Con-Cops have been either ordered or automatically programmed to take possession of all food production facilities in the east, as if they’re expecting a long, drawn-out war of attrition.

      Cromwell, whether dead or not, has several cards to play. We may have sabotaged his entire operation, but that won’t stop him. It’s hardwired into him to complete his task, and if he’s denied that, perhaps he’ll turn to what so many others do when deprived of what they so desire: revenge.

      The tunnel lasts for a few miles until, with midnight passing, we emerge up onto the streets in the depths of the northern quarter. Quiet and quick as we can, and with all of our hybrids dialling up their senses and scouting ahead, we slip through the night as the carnage of the ongoing war becomes apparent.

      Death.

      I smell it before I see it.

      My Hawk-eyes, such a benefit at times, become a burden. They pick out the dead faces and the mangled bodies. Even in the dark, they see the thick pools of blood and the spare limbs that litter the devastated streets.

      It’ll be worse for any Sniffers among us. Kira, and a couple of others, are forced to endure the stench as the streets, strewn with day or two old corpses, become a fetid open-air morgue.

      We pass one of the old tunnels of the Nameless, a once-secret place hidden in an old, disused tenement block. At least, that’s what it was. Now, it’s a pile of rubble and flesh and bones, dozens, perhaps hundreds of men lying dead across the sprawling site that became such a crucial battleground as Cromwell’s men sought a pathway to the underlands.

      Con-Cops and City Guards and even Stalkers pepper the dirt, along with our own men made apparent by their attire. I see Disposables too, equally easy to spot for the clothing they wear, drawn into the fight after so many years of hiding in the dark shadows, or simply caught in the crossfire as they cowered and fled.

      We move on, working south, encountering no resistance at all as the city goes mute. The loss of the High Tower appears to have sucked the sound from the streets, an eerie quiet lingering in the misty, dusty air as we press on, speeding towards our gathered forces.

      As we near, Kira holds her hand up at the front, a signal to stop. As one, we stiffen and lift our weapons. It’s a false alarm. From the shadows, a whistling sounds, barely audible to me but, to Kira, very distinct in its rhythm and pattern.

      She relaxes, and watching from the recess of a broken wall, I see a soldier shoot out into view. He exchanges a few words with Kira, before she turns and waves us back out.

      “One of my scouts,” she tells us. “They’re all watching the streets for us. The paths around here are clear, and the army isn’t far.”

      She’s right, and within another ten minutes, with the knowledge that we have eyes watching all possible routes along our path, we find ourselves approaching a significant gathering that looks similar in size and scale to that which ventured forth to the mines only a couple of days ago.

      This lot, though, are all soldiers with varying degrees of experience. Drawn from the various battles around the city, they’ve come here for the final surge, all of them dirty and bloodied and covered in grit.

      Some have minor wounds; once white bandages, now turned red, wrap around arms and legs and across foreheads. Others look wounded in a different way, mental scars of what they’ve seen having been cut right through their psyches, and showing through their once bright eyes, now turned permanently dark.

      They’re all gathered in the old market here in district 2 of the northern quarter, the Conveyor Line sitting unused and dormant nearby and the gate to Inner Haven just about visible ahead.

      All entrances to the square are being watched, troops of soldiers tasked with securing each way in and out. And up on the buildings above and around us, Hawks sit watching, and Sniffers sit sniffing, and Bats sit listening for all those who might come to spoil the party.

      The operation is slick and well ordered. Several commanders come forward and explain the situation to us, and all eyes turn to Lady Orlando, hidden in her protective armour and dark camouflage, set to finally return to the place she grew up.

      She moves towards the centre of the market, and the people gravitate towards her. She removes the night-vision goggles from her face and shows off those ancient lines and wrinkles, and those grey eyes that glint like unbreakable steel.

      I expect her to make some sort of speech, to call out from her little lungs across the square, to galvanise the men and women of the Nameless as they look upon her. But she doesn’t. Her mere presence here, stepping foot away from the outerlands and back into the city for the first time in so long, is all she needs.

      Quietly, she walks through the throng instead, flanked by her hybrids who will never leave her side. I’m one of them, walking a pace or two behind her, mesmerised by the sight of so many gritty eyes and firm jaws, ready to march upon the city and complete this remarkable revolution.

      And what’s most remarkable of all is the lack of opposition. No calls come from above to signal an incoming force. No voices crackle on communicators, telling of another assembly amassing elsewhere, seen by our other scouts across the city. No one, it seems, expected this.

      And no one is able to stop it.

      Now, all we need is the final word from our covert team to make our move. For Beckett and Marler, and my dear brother to slice their way through the poor City Guards still tasked with guarding the way in.

      I spare a thought for Magnus, the giant Brute who I befriended on my early jaunts through the western gate to Inner Haven. Oh, how innocent those days were, when I was courting Adryan and learning about the machinations of the city. When I was working towards my mission of assassinating the big bad wolf up in his lair.

      At first, I’d rallied against the terrible idea of murdering a man, even one capable of such things as Cromwell. Now, I stand here a killer of many, a girl who’ll witness the death of thousands more and call it a ‘necessary evil’.

      I know I’ve changed, and I suspect I’ve got further to go. The longer this war goes on, the more of my soul will be chipped away. In the end, perhaps I’ll end up little more than the emotionless Savants I so pity, the poor men and women who now lie dead in their droves at the very core of this beacon in the darkness.

      I do hope, though, that Magnus is alive. And Titus, his brother, too, who once saved my life in the southern outerlands as I tried to sneak back into the city following my little trip down the river.

      I wonder what this war has made of them. I wonder if they’ve taken up arms, under orders from their superiors, to join the fight. I wonder if they’re in Inner Haven, about to face this horde around me, or if they were, in fact, assigned to protect the High Tower, and now lie among the dead at its base.

      I wonder a great many things as my mind starts to wander, and a ripple of energy begins to spread through the crowd.

      I’m snapped back into focus, my fingers gripping my pulse rifle tight, as if expecting some sudden attack from one of the many ways into this square.

      And then, the word reaches my ears, pouring from the buildings above as the Hawks call from their high nests.

      The gate is opening.

      It’s time to march.

      Inner Haven is about to be ours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            175

          

        

      

    

    
      Crossing the threshold to Inner Haven feels like a watershed moment for me. Sticking close to Lady Orlando, now surrounded by not twenty, but several hundred guards and soldiers, I assume the same is very much true for her.

      To the old Savant, the old wife of Artemis Cromwell, this has been decades in the making. For me, well, it’s been only a week or so since I was tossed into that van and ferried towards the REEF to await my impending reconditioning.

      But I never expected to return here, and certainly not amongst such a force. I’m a failed assassin, turned invader, marching along with hundreds more who feel the need for vengeance in the depths of their bones. It’s the sort of collective desire for change that clambers over the most seemingly insurmountable odds.

      Certainly, I could never have dreamt up this particular image if I slept for a thousand years.

      At the gate, our covert team join us. I smile through a steely glare at Zander, who, along with Beckett, quickly takes up command of the many units at their disposal.

      They spread forward in a formation of defence as we approach the outer spiral, that main road that coils its way around Inner Haven and right to its core, and my eyes stare up to the dull grey streets and identical buildings that line the perimeter of this inner sanctum of the city.

      The difference, when I used to go from the western quarter to Inner Haven, was always so stark. From the vibrant colours and bustling streets to the cold, lifeless order of this world that seems to run on tracks.

      Now, the disparity between the worlds is even more stark, here on the outer spirals of the main road at least. Having worked through the devastation and carnage all over the north, to step in here and see the streets, just as pristine as always, is a shocking reminder that this beacon of ours, this city, is far from fair.

      The only show of something out of order is the sight of a few bodies to the left and right of the gateway. Their size makes it clear that they’re Brutes, easily dispatched by our strike team, their enormous frames providing little more than a larger target at which to shoot.

      And shoot our men did. They took no mercy here. I cast my eyes over them, hoping not to see Magnus or his big brother Titus, but am unable to see through their visors or get a clear view of their faces.

      Then my eyes lift as our forward troops advance, making safe the routes ahead so that they can be travelled by our leader. I look to the windows above us, to the many apartments here lived in by the lower ranked residents of the Enhanced, and see frightened faces peeking down from windows in fear that we harbour malevolent intentions.

      They can’t be blamed for that. Only hours ago, they saw the High Tower topple. It’s only natural that they look upon us as some invasion force, rather than the emancipators we are.

      As we begin to work inward, going down a specific route already determined to be safest by our analysts, the ringing of weapons begins to sound. In my rear position alongside Lady Orlando, I see the fire of blue too, suggesting that there are City Guards still patrolling the area.

      Amid the blue, a single red light flares, and though I briefly wonder if it’s from the rifle of a Stalker, I quickly realise it’s actually from Beckett’s. The bright energy rounds come and go sporadically, and the chattering of regular firearms shout into the night as well.

      But it’s little resistance, and nothing that we can’t handle. And the further towards the centre we go, the more I realise that Inner Haven has been abandoned, just as the underlands were, and that the pockets of resistance are nothing more than sentries posted to keep a watch on the streets, just like ours did in the tunnels.

      Before too long, we’re swarming through towards the core, our glorious coup complete. My heart judders a little harder as we turn the final corner and all eyes spread down the main street ahead, to the huge, slightly raised platform upon which the High Tower used to stand.

      It does so still, yet its form has changed. What was a truly magnificent building, reaching forth to the heavens, has been reduced to a twisted, mangled carcass of a once great structure, still burning at its base and steaming with spiralling swirls of smoke.

      Even from here, hundreds of metres back, the rubble begins, the roads here no longer pristine and clean but littered with the detritus that clattered down from above. A mist hangs in the air, one of grey and brown dust and not green poison, and everywhere I see people, normal civilians, cowering in shock as we march onwards.

      They’re here to mourn, to witness the terror, dragged from their homes even at this late hour. By the colour of their clothes, their ranks and positions are quickly identified. Many wear the blue of Outer Haven, and many the darker shades of grey to show they’re regular Enhanced.

      Only a few of the lighter greys remain, the blank eyes of Savants staring, quite unable to work out just what to do now that their home, their place of work, has been destroyed.

      Most lived there. Those that didn’t, and who lived in the surrounding apartment blocks, probably worked there. The timing of the attack, before the workday had fully concluded, must have been selected carefully, just to make sure that as many Savants as possible were caught in the trap.

      I don’t like the thought, and so dismiss it.

      This wasn’t about killing all these normal, innocent Savants. It was only about taking out the top brass. That’s what I tell myself, that’s what I make myself believe. Because I must.

      The residents of the city disperse at our arrival, rushing back off home. I see their eyes and know that they’re lost, leaderless, the reality of the day yet to sink in.

      On we go, the rubble growing thicker as we advance. Various units begin working towards specific targets, checking for traps and hidden enemies. I look to the streets I know so well, to the Council of Matrimony and Compton’s Hall beside it, to the main HQ of the City Guard a little further on, to the various places that have played a part in my journey here.

      Now, they look different. All the surrounding buildings are covered in dust and black soot. Those closer to the High Tower have been caught in the carnage, chunks ripped out from the shrapnel flung as the tower fell, pillars toppled, the once solid ground shattered and cracked open.

      But it isn’t the fate of the buildings that strike at me, that stab at my heart as we venture on. No, it’s the human loss that renders me, and so many others, unable to speak.

      The protective convoy around Lady Orlando – those not required to check the buildings and make the place safe – stagger onwards as they scan the field of death before us. Bodies appear through cracks in the debris. They appear on the side of the road, unable to escape the streets as the building came down. They appear everywhere, those of not only men and women, but children too, bringing the stark reality of what we’ve done into the light.

      I can’t look at them. I just can’t. I avert my eyes and look anywhere else I can. Others seem to do the same, and as we work down the right of the street, heading for the City Guard HQ, a smattering of gunfire offers distraction.

      Eyes lift to the noise, but it doesn’t last long. Soon enough, our soldiers are swarming through the building, clearing it out, checking every room for any lingering City Guard defending his patch.

      There appear to be so few left. And before too long, our men are stepping out of the building once more, and word is coming to us that the HQ is ours.

      It looks like it’ll be here where we’ll take up our position. As we enter into the main hallway, orders are given for the rest of the inner city to be checked, units sent out to sweep the streets and set up defensive posts around the gates and walls.

      Hawks and Sniffers and Bats will be deployed, tasked with watching our new borders for those who might seek to take them back. Those with experience of caring for the Nameless will now have their hands full with many more.

      From those who still live here; the many thousands of citizens of this place, to the tens of thousands across Outer Haven, an olive branch will need to be extended, an offer of support at this terrible time.

      I wonder whether the hardest part lies ahead. Destroying a building, taking up arms and firing at those who fire upon you…that’s the easy bit. But managing this mess, trying to reform a city so devastated by loss, that’s the true task that awaits.

      But then, it won’t be as easy as that either. We’ve wandered in almost untouched. That must have been partially by design, not only by our shock and awe attack that no one saw coming.

      At least, not until the last minute…

      Because he’s out there still, I know he is.

      Out there with a few of his cronies at least, and perhaps Commander Burns too. And he still commands thousands of Con-Cops and City Guards, and who knows how many Stalkers.

      Cromwell, like a wounded beast, might well be at his most dangerous right now, seething and stewing and plotting his next move.

      And though we may have had, as Rhoth said, ‘a great victory’ today, it’s only a single battle in a greater war.

      And the war is far from over.
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      The main hall of the City Guard HQ is as bland as I remember, a functional atrium with no decorative embellishments and intended as no more than a passageway to the various parts of the building.

      Last time I came here, I was being interrogated by Agent Woolf up in her dungeon-like office in the Serious Crimes Unit, the black-eyed witch creeping into my mind in a bid to discover what I knew of Drum’s whereabouts after his disappearance from the convoy to the REEF. I didn’t know of Burns’ participation within the ranks of the Nameless then, of course, but it was he who saved the day, stopping Woolf before she could extract what she needed.

      He saved the day, sure, but even back then Woolf was already onto me, her sharp gaze and sharper mind missing nothing. From my attempts to assassinate Cromwell, to our grander plan of catching him napping at the top of the High Tower, she’s become a professional scupperer of plots and plans; a veritable thorn in our side.

      Were it not for her, countless lives could have been saved, and there may never have been a need for war.

      And yet, as much as I despise her, I can’t deny her gifts and powers, and the loyalty with which she sees out her task. I suppose, like everyone else, there’s a deep-set programming in her horrible mind that means she’ll never stop until the job is done.

      The building’s foyer, while featureless, is large, and capable of being used as a good base of operations. The rest of the building, too, can house many of us, with the decision taken to try to create our own temporary sleeping accommodations within the area, rather than utilising the very apartments designed for that specific purpose that line the streets a little further away.

      Many of those, of course, are now free to use, once occupied by the Savants who weren’t deemed quite important enough to reside in the High Tower. Since most worked there, however, and were probably caught in the carnage as it fell, their homes are now free to use, as horrible as the thought is.

      The thinking, though, is to take up residence within close proximity of the City Guard HQ among the official buildings and offices that line the right side of the main street. Just outside, the platform sits smouldering with the remains of the High Tower, a horrible and constant reminder of what we’ve done.

      Yet, here in the centre we’re best defended should some sudden strike come our way, and within these official buildings, Lady Orlando will seek to develop some form of temporary wartime government to ensure the people continue to be fed and watered and taken care of.

      Work, no doubt, will be suspended for all. While we occupy Inner Haven, many of the servants of Cromwell continue to occupy several of the districts of Outer Haven, with reports telling of City Guard units spread throughout the western and southern quarters, and large numbers of Con-Cops now controlling the east.

      It’s a strange swap, really. We, the Nameless, complete with our hybrids and defectors and regular Unenhanced, have now taken refuge right at the heart of Cromwell’s inner sanctum, while his own soldiers have been forced beyond our new walls.

      And the man himself? Well, debate will rage on among the masses, but few among our top members truly believe he’s breathed his last.

      The night bustles past without any of us being able to stop and take a breath. As more of our men go out to check for further enemy patrols, and ensure that the gates and walls are fully secure and protected, others begin gathering intel from our scouts in the area.

      Any surviving high profile members of Inner Haven, holding important posts in the various facets of government, are sought out too. Lady Orlando, setting herself up in the main office of the new Deputy Commander of the City Guard, Quentin Black – an office once held by Burns before he was promoted to the High Tower – immediately sets about the task of signalling her intentions to the remaining leaders of Inner Haven.

      The intention is to get them onside, or at least explain her reasoning for what we’ve done. It will, I know, be a hard sell, given the burning mountain of stone and metal that festers outside our door, but the call for diplomacy will be an important one.

      In the end, as people begin to learn of what Director Cromwell was really seeking to do, and are shown the vision of the future that he imagined, they might just come on board.

      They need to see that, Enhanced or not, they were all just slaves of the Consortium. That Cromwell’s future was one that was going to further marginalise regular Enhanced and promote the Savants, even more than they already have been.

      For the Outer Haveners, the task may not be so difficult. Already, they’re beginning to wake up to what Cromwell really is. When they discover that the Fanatics were nothing but a device of his own making to spread fear, and that the ‘optional reconditioning’ he offered in order to help them suppress their worries and live happier lives was intended only to make them his slaves, even the most obdurate and doubting among them will come around.

      I have faith in the people I know so well, in the people I grew up with and around. I have faith that the grumblings I’ve heard here and there over the years will have grown louder, the people gathering to call out against the despot Cromwell has revealed himself to be.

      When the people are given a choice – finally, given a choice – to forge their own futures or merely slide into the shadows of Cromwell’s, they will join us, join this revolution, help us change the world together.

      At least, I hope they will…

      I manage to get some sleep before the morning comes, huddled up in the quietest corner I can find down some lonely corridor. With so much going on, I find myself somewhat useless, and with a terminal exhaustion seeming to fill me, joined by a terminal grief at what I’ve seen, I stumble off in search of some solitude, and pass out in an old office, sat up against a pile of boxes and files.

      On the way, I see yet another body slumped unceremoniously on the floor in a crimson puddle. Just another City Guard who found himself here as our men stormed in, perhaps nothing more than a clerk or administrator who could never have expected this building to be ransacked.

      I pass my eyes over his body and see that his handgun remains fixed in its holster. He never even got a chance to defend himself before our gritty-eyed soldiers, seeking vengeance for years of hurt, saw the poor man to his grave.

      The thought numbs me further.

      Our men’s motivations are understandable. Yet, the City Guard themselves are not our real enemy. In fact, among the forces we face – the City Guards, the Con-Cops, the Stalkers - so few of them are truly out of line with what we’re trying to achieve.

      The Stalkers, we know, are twisted beyond help, bred only to destroy those who stand in Cromwell’s way. It was he, in fact, who once headed up the Stalker Program, seeing it prosper as a younger man in a bid to hunt down the rebels and secret, illegal hybrids who began to join together against him.

      The Con-Cops, too, have had their minds turned inside out. Once normal people, they’re now mindless, acting only on the new mental engineering they’ve been given. They, like the Stalkers, will never betray their master.

      But the City Guards are different. They are normal men and women, people with feelings and emotions and the capacity to make decisions. Yes, they are Enhanced, but they bear a far greater resemblance to us than they do Cromwell and his lobotomised slaves.

      Over the years, many have joined the cause, and many others have secretly sympathised with the Nameless and the fate of the many hybrids sent to their deaths at the REEF. For normal people, it would be hard not to see the wrong in how this city has developed, how the Savants have taken control.

      Now, we are here to give control back, spread it evenly among the Enhanced and Unenhanced, create a prosperous, fair city where all people have equal rights.

      That is the message we need to spread.

      I wake in that quiet corner by my own, natural means, scraping myself off the floor on aching bones. A faint rumble of noise continues to hover in the distance, back in the main hall, and I work my way straight back there to find the daylight spilling in through the large metal doors.

      There’s a bustle and febrile energy to the place, so much to be done. As I wander through, rubbing my eyes at the bright, dusty light, Zander comes bobbing over.

      “Ah, you’re up,” he says.

      “Er, yeah…how did you know I was…”

      “Sleeping? It’s our connection, sis. I came looking for you, found you in that little office. You looked exhausted so I let you rest and told no one to disturb you.”

      “Thanks,” I smile. “That was sweet.”

      He brushes it off with a wave of the hand.

      “You feel better?”

      “I guess, yeah. How about you…did you get any rest?”

      “An hour maybe,” he says. “I spent most of the night dashing around the city, checking on our units. They’re spread around the perimeter walls and gates now. You know, I didn’t expect it to be so easy.”

      “Does that worry you?” I ask quickly.

      It does me.

      He considers it.

      “You know, maybe a bit. Nothing ever seems to come easy, so when something does, you tend to doubt it.” I’m nodding heartily. “Then again,” he continues, “it does make sense. Most of Cromwell’s forces were out fighting in Outer Haven. Those that were here were largely centred around the High Tower when it fell. We’re still getting an idea of how many men he’s lost, but it’s probably helped even out the numbers a fair bit.”

      “And Cromwell himself? Any more news?”

      He nods hastily, his words equally snappy.

      “It’s been dripping in. I spoke with the scout who saw the Stalkers come out of the High Tower before it came down. He’s pretty convinced it was our esteemed Director making his getaway. I took a look into his mind to see for myself. Think I caught a glimpse of that ‘D’ on the chest of one of the people being escorted away, inside the city badge. Only the Director has it. The rest of the Consortium have ‘Cs’ instead.”

      “Yeah…I know. So he’s alive. Definitely alive.”

      The deflation in my voice is clear. My posture could probably do with a boost as well.

      “Looks like it,” he mutters. “And there appeared to be about five others with him, one of them probably Burns. Another scout, one of Kira’s, says he saw the armoured vans heading through the western quarter as well. And then I spoke with Adryan, too, and he says a security technician saw the same from footage taken by one of our drones. It’s all pretty conclusive.”

      I shake my head and bare my teeth. I knew this was coming, but hearing it, I want to slam my fist against something. Hard.

      “You don’t sound too down about it,” I grumble, glancing through the open doors at the devastation outside.

      So many thousands…so many…

      He shrugs with more vigour than I’d expect given his woeful lack of sleep, and follows my gaze.

      “No point in moping, Brie. The show goes on. Yesterday, we completely changed the landscape of this war, and there’s no going back for Cromwell now.”

      “No going back, maybe. But he’ll come after us, you know he will.”

      “He can goddamn try,” he bites. “I welcome it. I’ve half a mind to take a gang of my best men out there to hunt him down right now…”

      “Zander…no.”

      “Look, don’t worry, I’m not going to. We can expect him to have his best soldiers still with him, and there’s too much to do here anyway. In fact, Lady Orlando needs to see you. Come on, follow me…”

      He turns abruptly on his heels and I follow behind, moving towards the bank of lifts lining the left of the atrium. The doors slide open as we come, and in we step, gliding towards the top floor of the building – level 15 - where the office of the Deputy Commander waits.

      On the door, the name of Quentin Black has been printed, replacing that of Leyton Burns.

      “He’s dead, you think?” I ask, referring to the new Deputy as we wander down the corridor.

      “Nor sure,” answers Zander plainly. “We’ve heard rumours that he may be over in Outer Haven commanding his men. Cromwell will need someone on the ground, and since he probably knows all about Burns by now, Black will be the most senior member of the City Guard.”

      I stop him outside the door.

      “And we’re sure Burns has been found out? I mean, if it was Woolf who let Cromwell know about our plans, maybe Burns is still, you know, undercover.”

      “It’s possible,” he concedes. “But regardless, we can’t get through to him now, and so can’t rely on him either.”

      He steps straight through the door without knocking. I barely get a chance to blink before being forced to follow him in, my eyes taking in the basic and rather unstimulating space before me.

      True to form for all Savants, the room is uncluttered, uncomplicated, and coloured chrome. I would say that Lady Orlando would feel right at home here, but knowing her as I now do, suspect she’d like the odd splash of colour here and there, as with her quarters at the church.

      She sits behind a desk, and my mind turns immediately and instinctively to Mrs Carmichael. It often does around her, given her unexpected penchant for whiskey, and her general age and demeanour, which is similar to my guardian, despite their very different backgrounds.

      Today, though, it’s the circumstance that has Brenda Carmichael surging into my mind. The room may be larger than her office at the academy, but the general arrangement is similar, with a desk right ahead and the Lady sitting behind.

      And as always happens when I think of her, I think of the others as well. And now, all I want to do is go and find out how they are, and then bring them right here to safety.

      As Lady Orlando welcomes me in, my old life is all over my mind. I barely hear her first few words, such is my distraction.

      “Brie…Brie…” She needs to speak my name several times before she fully gathers my attention.

      “Um, yes, Lady Orlando,” I finally manage, slipping out of my mind and back into the room.

      She stares, analysing me. She’s good at it, strangely so for a Savant.

      “You asked me yesterday if you could go into the city and take care of your friends,” she says, as if reading my mind. “I urged patience, but now I permit it…”

      Her words hang for a moment. I wonder if I’m still back in my thoughts, daydreaming this.

      “You…you will?” I ask, surprised.

      She dips her head.

      “We are well protected here right now, and it’s important that we show a united front. The inhabitants of Inner Haven will no doubt take some time to come to terms with what has happened here. That is natural, and something that will affect us all in some manner or another. However, we have done all of this in order to bring the city together, and that starts immediately.”

      As she speaks, the door opens up behind me. I turn and see Kira entering, searching the interior as I did.

      “You wanted to see me, Lady Orlando?” she asks, her gaze turning to the desk.

      “Yes, yes, come in, Kira.”

      She walks to the side of me, similar in size and shape, albeit a little sleeker and more athletic.

      “I was just telling Brie of the united front we have to put on. She has friends, mostly young boys and girls, at her academy not too far from the western gate. Your scouts are reporting that the streets in the area are clear, is that correct?”

      “Yes, my Lady,” says Kira. “There’s been little movement in the inner districts of the western quarter. Most of the fighting has settled there…”

      “Good. Then you will accompany Brie to her academy and bring back her friends. It will help to show Inner Haven that we are here for the purposes of good and, unlike Artemis, do not discriminate. I am sanctioning similar trips for some of our other members. At times like this, we will all operate with more efficiency if those we care about are safe. Brie, I know full well how much you worry about your friends. Now, go fetch them…”

      I’m welling up, and feel stupid. Blinking furiously to stop from embarrassing myself, I merely nod and firm my voice.

      “Yes, I will, Lady Orlando,” I croak.

      She smiles at me with thin lips well versed in performing the expression, and sends us from the room.

      And when I turn, my own smile bursts, and joins the thudding of my heart.

      Finally, I get to save my friends…
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      The first question that wanders quickly into my mind is whether Zander’s coming too. As I move down the corridor, accompanied by Kira, I turn and see that he hasn’t followed, and continues to speak with Lady Orlando in her new office.

      “What’s up?” asks Kira.

      “Oh…just…”

      “You thought big bro was tagging along?”

      “Well, yeah. And we’re twins, he’s not my big bro.”

      “He’s physically bigger than you, Brie. Makes him big bro in my book.”

      She grabs ahold of my arm and begins moving me on down the corridor.

      “Come on, us girls don’t need any help, we get things done on our own, right?”

      We step into the lift and the doors slide shut.

      “Yeah, of course,” I say, probably less enthusiastically than Kira might. Then the second question rumbles to mind. “So, how are we getting there?”

      “Van,” she tells me. “Our tech guys have been working all night, reprogramming the cars around here and setting them to manual drive, as well as removing the speeding limiters.”

      “Good idea,” I say, thinking back to the excruciatingly slow top speed the self-drive cars are permitted to travel at along these streets. “So, you can drive, right?”

      “Sure,” she says, grinning. “Nothing to it.”

      The lift pings open, and we step back into the bustling foyer. Rather than heading out of the front entrance, we move to the rear, through a couple of security doors that give passage to a stock room for weapons, uniforms, and tactical armour.

      In part of the room, some of our own stocks have been accumulated. Mostly, however, it’s the uniforms worn by the City Guard, as well as the weaponry they use, that fills the space.

      “Right, let’s get suited up,” says Kira. “If we’re crossing that wall, we’d best look the part.”

      The next few minutes have us searching for suitably sized City Guard outfits in a bid, should we be discovered, to blend in. Then we add armour, and fit our bodies with enough guns and ammo to disable a small army. It feels good to get into some clean clothes, even if we have to strip off in front of the lingering eyes of the two men currently doing an inventory.

      Their stares sweep over the both of us as we undress to our underwear – right now, privacy is hardly anyone’s concern - but quickly disappear with a quick glare of Kira’s sleek emerald eyes. She looks at me and smiles, and my own gaze drifts over her pale but tightly honed frame.

      I’m immediately envious of the apparent firmness of her midsection, one developed through years of operations out in the field. It’s not an aesthetic jealousy – well, not really – but more the fact that such a body is an immediate indicator of her level of fitness and durability.

      As I’ve discovered, in order to fully utilise ones Dasher powers, you need to be as fit as a fiddle. My fitness, I’d say, is passable at best, and while improving, I’m still unable to maintain my powers for anywhere nearly as long as Zander or Kira might.

      My covetous glance, however, is brief, and I quickly return to dressing.

      Once done, it’s not back out, but down we go. A set of stairs leads us into the basement, where an underground garage is situated along with whatever vehicles remain here at City Guard HQ.

      Thankfully - and this is certainly something that Kira was already aware of - there’s a decent sized van that can probably fit in at least two dozen people. And if we’re talking kids, then you could likely squeeze in a fair few more.

      By the van, a technician works. I’m surprised to find that he’s wearing light grey. Then I notice that a couple of others are as well, working in tandem with a few of our own men.

      “You’ve got Savants working here?” I ask. “Where did you get them?”

      “Rounded them up overnight,” says Kira. “These guys were some of the few who weren’t in the High Tower. There are files in the building that list all current workers’ addresses. Didn’t take long to get them back down here to work…”

      “And they came willingly?” I ask.

      She shrugs.

      “What else were they gonna do? And you know Savants better than most. They’re like sheep to a shepherd, right? They don’t really think for themselves. And Lady Orlando’s calling the shots now.”

      It only takes a moment for me to realise that it’s not surprising at all. In my experience, I’ve discovered Savants to be little more than robots, mechanically getting on with whatever task is given to them. In fact, I doubt they even care at all that the High Tower was destroyed, not unless they’re down towards Adryan’s end of the emotional spectrum.

      We approach the man, dressed in his light grey outfit that isn’t quite like the suits Adryan used to wear, as well as most others I saw in the High Tower. Given his work, his outfit is more functional and easy to manoeuvre in, similar to overalls but a little smarter.

      “Is it all reprogrammed?” asks Kira.

      The man nods.

      “Yes,” comes his dry voice. “The front has been altered to spec. There are pedals for accelerating and braking. Its top speed is now…”

      “Yes, yes, we get the picture,” breaks in Kira. “Good job, my man.”

      She wanders straight past and steps behind the wheel. I go down the other side and take the passenger seat. For a moment, she just gazes at the dashboard in confusion.

      “Erm, do you know how to start this thing up?” she asks me.

      My experience of these vehicles is limited, although in the past they’ve always been activated by way of voice command.

      “Ignition,” I say, loud and clear.

      The van begins to rumble, it’s engine smoothly coming to life.

      “Nice one,” smiles Kira, before placing her hands to the wheel, stamping her foot onto the accelerator, and swerving the van off towards the exit at a speed that’s really not safe down here.

      “You sure you know how to drive!” I call as the van rumbles off through a short, inclining tunnel, echoing as it shoots straight for the main exit.

      Kira merely smiles with a wickedness that suggests she’s rather enjoying herself, and the van whips straight up and out onto the street at the rear of the building.

      We come skidding and sliding to a halt at the top, narrowly avoiding a couple of our passing men who have to dart to get out of the way.

      “Whoops, sorry!” shouts Kira as they throw up their hands and bellow in our direction. They seem to see that it’s her through the window, shake their heads, and get on with their day.

      She must have a reputation as something of a wildcat.

      With a little more care, she sets her foot back to the pedal and we press on, working our way west along streets that I’ve come to know fairly well. Always so ordered and neat, they remain much the same, the paths of Inner Haven, barring the extreme core, yet to properly get embroiled in the war that ravages the rest of the city.

      However, our presence is already being felt. As we go, patrols of our own people can still be seen working their way from building to building, checking for any hidden enemies within. Security cordons are also being set up at major intersections, with sentries and spies posted in various spots to watch out for any possible danger.

      I imagine that the patrols are also being sent out to try to assuage fears, bringing our message of peace to the population at large. Really, all of this is a double-edged effort with the purpose of both occupying the city, and making sure the people are aware that we are, in fact, a peacekeeping and liberation force, and not some invading army.

      The sooner we can convince the people of that, the better off we’ll be. The last thing we need is Cromwell riding back in here along with his band of not-so-merry men, returning like some hero to take back the city he commanded for so long.

      Who knows who’ll flock to his cause should that come to pass. I mean, the man’s a genius at manipulating the masses and spreading his propaganda. He’s had the entire city in the palm of his hand for years, and if we’re not careful he might just swing things back in his favour and proclaim us the ‘bad guys’.

      It maddens me to think that that could be the case. It maddens me that the man himself isn’t part of the human mortar in the gigantic pile of rubble outside the City Guard HQ. It maddens me that this man might, due in part to our actions, be seen by some as a saviour, and not the oppressor that he really is.

      So our mission is clear: bring the city together. Show them who and what we really are. Present an alternative to the stratified society that Cromwell and the Consortium developed.

      It starts right now.

      So on we go, passing quickly towards the western gate, now controlled by our own men. Once, it was merely Magnus who would guard it, the passage into Inner Haven never considered to be under threat. Now, we have at least a dozen of our own soldiers stationed there, along with a blockade of large vehicles behind the wall to offer a further hindrance to any army that might advance on us.

      As we approach, the vehicles are driven off and out of our way, and the western gate begins to grind open, revealing the long path towards the western quarter beyond. With a few words from Kira to the soldiers to watch for our return - one which should, she says, be quick – we pass on through and leave Inner Haven behind.

      “You ready to go home?” asks Kira, now driving at a gentle and calm pace.

      I nod and set my eyes forward.

      I can’t damn well wait.
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      With the morning mist starting to clear, we move quickly through districts 1 and 2 of the west, driving along at a speed that would be deemed appropriate by any possible enemy patrol who might see us.

      Kira explains to me that, despite the fact that few patrols have been spotted around here overnight and through the early part of the morning, nowhere beyond the wall is now considered safe. And should we come across one, it’s best if we blend in as well as we can. That means slow driving and appropriate urban camouflage, provided by the City Guard uniforms we now wear.

      Given her remarkable knowledge of the city, developed over her many years with the Nameless, I’m not required to give her directions to the academy. When I start to tell her, she merely says: “I know,” and begins heading straight for Brick Lane, although does so via quieter side-streets to be as safe as she can.

      The streets, to little surprise on my part, are quiet to the point of desolation. I think I spot one or two people, scurrying here and there as the Disposables used to in the north – in fact, they could very well be Disposables, heading here to find some minor respite from the heavier fighting where they hail from – but little more than that.

      From windows, however, faces do appear, just as they did in Inner Haven. Up there, they’ll be hiding away now with nowhere to go, rationing their final stocks of food and, more pertinently, water.

      Those who have run low will be growing more and more desperate, forced perhaps to seek other means of refilling their stores. What chaos has already spread will continue to grow, with the people having no other opportunity than to turn to more barbaric acts in order to survive.

      And already, those criminal gangs and opportunists, the like of which Brandon the Bully has joined, will be growing stronger at this time of weakness and strife, forging their own position as the fighting fades and the power of the City Guards diminishes.

      Even in a city without Cromwell and many of his soldiers, war will continue to rage. A different sort of war. A war among the normal people. A war of survival when a man will have no choice but to fight to keep hold of his life.

      It’s just another facet of all of this that we now have a responsibility to control. While the clean water stores here in Outer Haven have grown low with the water treatment plant having been destroyed, Inner Haven remains unaffected. The more people we can bring into the inner city, the more we can support and save. If we don’t, a humanitarian crisis will rise up amid the ashes of this war that might just send the entire city spiralling away into a despair that is simply unrecoverable.

      As we go, the impact of the fighting begins to become clear. We’d seen it all last night, of course, as we passed through the north. Now, though to less extremes, the residue of battle appears before my eyes.

      Bits of rubble smatter the streets and pavements, little chunks of stone and brick bitten by bullets from the sides of buildings. Cars lie smouldering and blackened, burned to a crisp or merely abandoned in the streets. Large gashes appear on walls, the results of the more deadly settings on pulse rifles.

      Shops appear emptied, their glass fronts smashed and stocks looted. Others have been barred up, their owners prepared for the onslaught of the plunderers and thieves who always sniff out an opportunity at such times.

      Much of the damage I see will have been conducted by the agents of Cromwell, battling our own hybrids and soldiers as they stepped up and fought back. The rest will be the result of the scavengers, creeping about and taking what they can when the world is too distracted to know or care.

      The further we go, the more worried I get. It isn’t only shops that appear to have suffered, but regular tenement blocks too. Security doors at the base of apartment buildings appear kicked or blown off their hinges as those desperate for food and water, or those merely looking to loot and steal, battled their way inside to take what they can. And who knows what sort of carnage they left behind to the human population.

      I urge Kira to go faster now as we swerve down tight alleys. She understands my concerns, and so agrees to do so, speeding a little quicker as the streets, littered with detritus and rubble, become scattered too with the occasional body of a City Guard, hybrid, Con-Cop, or just some poor soul who got caught in the crossfire.

      Soon, we’re reaching the north end of Brick Lane, and turning to drive down it. I guide my eyes forward and see the same carnage that seems to have engulfed the rest of district 5, so bad at certain points that the narrow road becomes impassable for the van with all the debris dominating the lane.

      We begin to pull to a stop, and my hand reaches immediately for the door. Stepping straight out into the cool morning air, I send my eyes right down the road, searching like a heat-seeking missile for the entrance to the academy.

      My heart lurches a little at the sight, the front of the building badly damaged and the immediate exterior littered with broken bricks from the wall. I fly forward like the wind, skipping over hurdles and catching sight of the occasional body lying in the drains and gutters.

      My eyes pass over them and see that they’re old residents of the street, caught unaware as the fighting spread here so quickly. I can spare them no further thought as I reach the door to the academy, and see that there isn’t one. Battered down by Zander only days ago, it hasn’t been replaced, and instead looks to have suffered some further damage as it now lies isolated in the hall, fully removed from its hinges.

      I jump through the threshold and see muddy bootprints all over the floor, old clothes and magazines and empty boxes scattered about the place. I call out, bellowing from my lungs: “Brenda! Tess!” but hear only my echoing voice in response.

      There’s no Nate on the front desk, no soul to be seen. My legs take me straight for the spiral staircase, zipping straight up to the second floor and down the long corridor. I reach Mrs Carmichael’s room so fast I half smash through the door, but find it already hanging ajar. I burst into the room and see no one.

      My heart thunders like a storm in my chest. I turn down the corridor, to the first room on the right, and rush inside. I look upon my old bed and that of Tess’s, and see that hers is empty. The place has been ransacked, her belongings, and the ones I left behind, seemingly searched through for anything valuable.

      I turn, panicking, and clatter through other doors of the older kids here, but find them equally abandoned and raided, the entire place a mess. I call out my friends’ names again but hear no reply. My legs spin and haul me back down the corridor, back down the spiral staircase, back into the main hall.

      I find Kira there, looking around the place like a detective at a crime scene, trying to take it in. And that’s what it is. A crime scene. The place has been robbed and emptied out.

      I move straight down other corridors, to the little dorms lived in by the youngsters. I burst into Abby’s, and see the same result.

      Pillaged. Empty.

      The same is true of the main kitchen and pantry, the cupboards bare, the stocks of food and water taken. I let out a roar of anger that I wasn’t here to protect them, smashing my fist so hard on a metal surface it dents around my knuckles, which quickly bruise.

      I stamp my way back into the main hall, where Kira awaits.

      “There’s no one here,” I rumble. “There’s no one…”

      My breathing is growing out of control, a mixed result of panic and rage. Kira pours towards me. Her green eyes link tightly with mine, and her smooth, velvety voice issues in a calming manner.

      “Looters,” she says. “They’ve been taking advantage. Disgusting to target a place like this. Someone must have known it was worth raiding…”

      Her words force a name into my head and out of my mouth.

      “Brandon,” I growl. “It was him. It must have been him…”

      “Brandon?” asks Kira.

      “An orphan here,” I say, shaking my head at the thought. “I was told he’d left and joined some underground gang, taking a few others kids with him. He’ll have known all about the stocks Mrs Carmichael had. He must have…”

      My fists ball tighter, my short fingernails almost cutting through my skin.

      “The Voiceless,” says Kira immediately.

      “Who the hell are the Voiceless?!”

      “A criminal gang, underground fraternity, you know the type. They’ve been operating across Outer Haven for a while now. At times like this, they’ll be recruiting. They’ve got no compunction with using little kids to steal and loot and prey on the innocent.”

      “And the Voiceless?” I say. “That’s what they call themselves? It kinda reminds me of…”

      “The Nameless, yeah. It’s like some twisted, lawless spin on us, just a bunch of opportunists trying to take what they can. They’ll be loving it right now. They thrive in situations like this.”

      I stare right into her eyes.

      “Please, Kira, tell me you know where they are?!”

      She looks right back with those alluring emerald eyes. They narrow to slits.

      “Brie, you’re thinking of going after them? I’m not sure…”

      “Hell yes I’m thinking of going after them!” I cut in. “You say they take kids…what’s to say they haven’t rounded up all the kids here as well?”

      “Well, it’s possible. Get em young, and you can mould them into thieves, that’s their thinking. It’s kinda like a long term process of reconditioning really.”

      “And Brenda, Tess?” I ask. “What about those who are too old for that…”

      “I don’t know, Brie. Honestly, you’ve gotta prepare for the worst right now. They’re not in the habit of taking hostages, so if they’ve got no use for your guardians and friends, then…I don’t know what to tell you. They might have been taken for reconditioning already. Or they might be…”

      “Don’t say it, Kira. I’m thinking it already, and don’t need to hear it. Look, Lady Orlando wanted us to come and fetch the kids, right? Show a united front. Well, we can’t go back empty-handed. Now tell me where the hell these people are!”

      My voice clatters suddenly up my throat, and my hazel eyes catch light. I stare at her with every inclination to search her head for what I need.

      I’ll do it if I have to. I’ll damn well do it…

      She takes a backwards step, lifts her hands, and widens her eyes.

      “All right, all right, I’ll tell you. But we’ll be heading off into more dangerous territory, you get that, right?”

      “Sure, no problem. And what…we? No, you don’t have to come…”

      “Brie, I have to come,” she huffs. “You think I’d miss a fight like this? And I doubt big bro would like me letting you go off on your own.”

      I smile, despite everything, at her confidence and conviction.

      “Thanks. I’m just…doing what Lady Orlando wanted.”

      She smirks. “Yeah, kinda…” Then she twists back towards the door. “Well come on then, what the hell are you waiting for.”

      And moments later, we’re back in the van.

      Heading west.
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      “Right, so where’s this hideout then?” I ask as the van curves westwards through district 5, our pace slowed once more in order to fit in should we be seen.

      “Right on the border between the west and south districts, pretty close towards the perimeter wall,” Kira says. “They’ve been operating out of there mostly, although I can’t be sure if they haven’t been found by Cromwell’s people yet.”

      “They should be so lucky,” I growl. “What else do you know about them?”

      “Hmmmm, well there’s not much to say really. Mostly they’re pickpockets, scavengers, looters. The sort of stuff that tends to stay out of the public eye so they don’t get hunted down by the City Guard, you know. But right now, they’re seeing an opening. The worst types of people come out during war.”

      “Yeah, don’t I know it. And what, they’re just Unenhanced?”

      “More or less. I heard they had a Dasher once. Made a pretty good bag-snatcher, as you can probably imagine. Not much else, though.”

      We continue working away from the more populous districts in the west, although now it’s hard to describe them as such. The place is a ghost town, the people hiding like rats. As we drive through, those that are scavenging through the streets dart away into the shadows, seeing the markings of the City Guard on the van and quickly making good their escapes.

      “You think they’re with the Voiceless,” I ask Kira, our eyes easily capable of catching sight of anyone still out on the streets.

      “Maybe, or maybe just normal people looking for food or water. Hard to know really.”

      My thought process was to snatch one up and maybe get some information off them. With Kira here, there probably isn’t any need for that, given her eclectic and all-encompassing knowledge of the city.

      I ask further questions as we go, if only to distract my mind from veering where I don’t wish for it to go. Nothing, and I mean nothing, seems to go to plan for me right now. Why couldn’t they all have just been there at the academy, waiting to pile into the van and be taken to safety?

      It’s as though the fates are smirking down at me, enjoying watching me toil and tussle. As if this is some big game to them, the entire city a sandbox for them to manipulate and design as they see fit.

      The only mercy is that the fighting has now more or less ended. Over the course of the previous night, and through this morning, all those who hadn’t gathered for the march into Inner Haven have begun to make their way there, swelling our numbers and fortifying our position.

      The only smattering of conflict seems to be from bands of Disposables and other third-party entities around the city. Little groups of rebels who aren’t quite associated with the Nameless and yet who are rallying against the doctrines of the Consortium.

      They give a lighter soundtrack to the streets than what I’ve been listening to for the last few days. Now, the chattering is rare and usually brief, often away in the distance and only occasionally sounding like it’s anywhere close.

      Of course, having Kira alongside me is an enormous advantage on that front. With her tremendous sense of hearing, she’s able to identify exactly where any gunfire is, how many weapons are being fired, what sort of weapons they are and, sometimes, whether they’re friend or foe.

      As such, she guides us right through the city without too much trouble, slowing or even stopping on occasion to call the rest of her abilities into service. Most prominent, of course, is her ability to create a picture of the streets beyond her field of view in her mind, something that is truly helpful as we avoid the larger concentrations of City Guards still holding certain positions throughout the western quarter.

      On one or two occasions, however, we have no choice but to drive past some smaller congregations. I see them set up in buildings, all battle-hardened and tasked with protecting certain streets. We drive past in our vehicular and sartorial camouflage, drawing suspicious eyes but nothing more.

      Kira explains that patrol vans like ours have been moving through these parts, and so we’re nothing out of the ordinary.

      Still, it’s a tense affair, and only grows more so as we venture further towards the perimeter and the mistier, deadlier districts that line it. Although set between the residential west and more affluent south, anywhere near the wall tends to draw a more unsavoury crowd. The Voiceless, it would seem, are certainly that, and occupy a disused train station that has many links into the underground network of rail lines beneath.

      “So they use the underlands too?” I ask as we roll up to a quiet stop on the road. Ahead, about a hundred or so metres away, the old entrance to the station awaits. There are no guards in sight.

      “In a way,” answers Kira. “They set themselves up here because it gives plenty of escape routes should they get raided, as well as lots of ways into the busier districts of the west and south. They’re pretty skilled at creeping around unseen and unheard. Often they work in teams, and communicate by sign language to stay completely silent. Hence the Voiceless.”

      “Right. And why haven’t the Nameless done anything about them?”

      “Because they’re not our problem. They’ve only ever been a nuisance, and little more, to the people. Hardly worth our time. Until it’s personal, that is,” she says, looking to me. “If your friends are there, we’ll find them, Brie.”

      We step out of the van, kitted out as City Guards and armed just the same.

      Kira takes a quick look at the entrance to the station, before turning her eyes in all directions, sniffing the air, and then pricking up her ears. I leave her to it as she works out just what might be creeping about in the shadows around us.

      “There are no City Guards or Con-Cops nearby,” she says. “Looks like they’re giving the station a wide berth.”

      “That doesn’t sound good,” I remark. “I thought you said these Voiceless didn’t have Enhanced with them.”

      “They don’t really. Not as far as I know. I’d say they’re being ignored because they’re actually a useful tool for Cromwell. I mean, think about it, these thieves and criminals only cause more fear, right? That’s what Cromwell’s been after all along.”

      “Yeah, but right now I think our Director’s priorities have changed,” I suggest. “If he’s had use for this gang before, I doubt he does anymore.”

      “Maybe,” says Kira, “but he’s not going to waste time sending his men after them either. Like I say, they’re just a nuisance, a fly on an elephant’s hide. But whatever, we need to be quick. In, out, no messing around. OK?”

      “Sure. You’re the boss.”

      Her white teeth catch the light.

      “I like that. Usually it’s your brother giving me orders. Nice to get some payback on his little sis.”

      “Jeez, enough with the ‘little’ already.”

      “OK, equally aged sis, that better?”

      “Much.”

      With the speed of foot only people like us can manage, we turn towards the entrance to the train station once more, and quickly dart right for it. We’re there in mere moments, taking up position outside.

      “No guards?” I ask. “Is that normal?”

      “Brie, they’re not like us or the City Guard. They’re thieves. They thrive in secrecy, and don’t like to telegraph their whereabouts by stationing guards outside the door.”

      She begins to reach out to the wall as she speaks, laying her palm flat. Shutting her eyes, she makes use of her combined gifts, quickly getting an idea of what we’re facing. When her eyes open up again, she fills me in.

      “Two heartbeats beyond the door,” she whispers. “Another six in the main station, all in a group. Armed with knives mostly, a couple of pistols. Over a dozen more heartbeats on the basement level, widespread. Mainly kids I think, some adults. One…one is very weak, fading. I think someone’s injured. I smell blood, antiseptic, healing balms…”

      “You can tell all of that?” I ask, staring at her in bewilderment.

      She nods.

      “It’ll get clearer the closer we get. Right now, we deal with eight on the ground floor. It’s a large space, easy to manoeuvre. Do it quick, don’t kill unless you have to. Got it?”

      “Got it,” I say.

      With our pulse rifles fixed to our backs, we each pull an immobiliser from our belts. Then, moving to the front of the double doors, we look at each other, countdown from three, and kick the hell out of the wood on one.

      The doors crash open, our legs, fuelled with the super stretch given by our Dasher speed, smashing straight through and tearing away the rudimentary locks in place. Immediately, the two guards ahead turn their eyes to us in surprise and fright, before each of us jab our electric batons right into their chests.

      With a buzzing blue energy surrounding them, they both fall to the ground, stuck in whatever ridiculous position they were in when we entered.

      The commotion gives the other six thieves the briefest chance to react. It’s not enough. Spying them off to one side, gathered around a fire, we pour straight forwards without hesitation, reaching them just as knives are being drawn from sheaths and guns from old holsters.

      I go straight for one of the men with a gun. Ideally, I’d rather he didn’t get one off and alert those below. With as much speed as I can muster, I surge for him and fling my palm across the weapon as it lifts. I connect with super-speed, sending the pistol off to the right and breaking his trigger-finger along with it.

      As the man lets out a comically slow roar of pain, I send another hand – this time with fist clenched – crashing across his face. His ample cheek undulates like ripples on a pond, and his eyes do a little summersault in their sockets before going dead. He hits the deck in a brutal fashion and I turn to the next opponent.

      There’s only one left. Kira, efficient, lethal, has already immobilised the rest.

      They all tumble to the floor in strange, paralysed poses as I get to take out the last of them, sending my immobiliser right up into his neck and forcing his head to bend off at a strange angle, his face contorting into a twisted snarl of agony.

      He joins his criminal comrades on the floor, and the world comes back into normal motion.

      I let out a breath, as if I’ve just run a mile at full pace. Kira, meanwhile, is barely panting.

      Immediately, she kneels to the floor and sets down her palm. Her eyes shut and then quickly snap open.

      “No sudden movement below,” she says. “I don’t think they heard us. Two choices – use your mental tricks and read these guys’ minds, or head straight downstairs. What do you think?”

      “Straight downstairs,” I say. “I can read their minds after if I need to. Don’t want anyone getting away.”

      “Good call. OK, let’s go.”

      We move straight through the old station, a large hall with various disused shops and storefronts around the perimeter, and the now defunct platforms and tracks off in the distance ahead. Away to the side, a door leads to a set of stairs, which take us immediately into the basement level and its network of corridors and offices.

      Once more, Kira performs her trick, which, when I ask her, she calls ‘the Sight’, and informs me of the exact locations of the various people populating the floor. I’d have expected more, but I imagine that most of the gang members are out doing what they do best at a time like this.

      It appears as though there’s a collection of kids just off to the right, with the adults further down the corridor and to the left.

      “They’re better armed down that way,” I’m told. “Probably the leader.”

      “No Mrs Carmichael then?” I question. “Or Tess?”

      “Doesn’t seem like it. They’re all carrying weapons, and one has a pulse rifle. I didn’t expect to find them here.”

      I didn’t know what to expect. I just hoped. Foolishly.

      I have no time to dwell.

      “Follow me,” says Kira, leading me right, to where the kids seem to be gathered.

      Is it Abby? Nate? Are these some kids picked up from the academy, or off the street, kept here to be taught to steal to feed their masters?

      We reach the right door, and share a look. Kira whispers: “Eight kids. Three armed with knives. Five others...shackled. Various ages. Lower the setting on that.”

      She nods to my immobiliser, and I turn down the dial. Overdoing the charge with kids too young could cause heart failure.

      “Disable those armed. Ready?”

      I answer by looking at the door and she immediately opens it up. It isn’t locked, and doesn’t require any aggressive attention. We dart straight inside and my eyes immediately fall to what Kira has already seen; a small dorm room with bunk beds against brick walls, and a set of chairs up against another.

      In the chairs, five children sit, their hands locked tight to the arms and ankles to the legs, just like how I was in the High Tower. A flash of memory flares, and for a moment I see myself locked tight in that terrible place. Then, my mind clears, and I look upon the children, their eyes wrapped up behind masks, nothing for them to see but darkness.

      A couple of them are gagged too, probably to stop them whimpering. All shudder at the sound of the door opening, as if expecting something unpleasant.

      I take it all in in just a split second, and then my eyes fall on the only uncovered faces in the room. Three children stand before the shackled kids, two boys and a girl, all looking to be in their early to mid-teens.

      Two I don’t recognise. One I do.

      Brandon the Bully stands before me, his eyes taking me in as mine do his. They morph from shock to confusion at the sight of me. As far as he last knew, I was living in the High Tower, recently married to a Savant.

      Things have moved on from there…

      For a second, no one does anything. Even Kira seems to sense that it’s not her place to act. She merely stands beside me, as Brandon and I lock eyes.

      And in his, I see a coil of fear.

      “B…Brie…” he whispers. “I heard you were dead.”

      There’s a hint of malice, of uncaring in his words. But mostly, he’s completely bemused by my sudden entrance. His tone of voice tells me that. His face tells me that. The thoughts that are so clear within his mind tell me that.

      “You thought I was in the High Tower,” I say.

      He nods.

      “What are you doing here?”

      The boy to his right, a little older than him, draws a knife. The girl, about his age, does the same. Through my peripheral vision, I see Kira’s lips curl into a little grin.

      “You two don’t want to be doing that,” she says.

      The kids look to each other. They probably come to the same conclusion.

      “I’m here to find the kids,” I say sternly to Brandon. “I know the academy was raided, Brandon. I know it was you.” I steady by rage with a deep breath, and look at the tied up kids. They’re beginning to murmur now, those without gags whimpering and calling out. “Move aside,” I growl, stepping forward.

      Behind me, Kira kicks the door shut and draws out her pistol. She aims it at the kids’ heads and cocks hers to one side, ordering them over towards the nearest bunk.

      “Take a seat,” she says.

      They nervously do as ordered, lining up like three schoolchildren being reprimanded by their teacher. I step straight for the kids and begin to whisper: “It’s OK now, it’s OK, we’re here to help you.”

      I work from the right, removing blindfolds and gags, praying that I see some kids I recognise. I do. Three of them I know, all of them from the academy, all boys of about ten or eleven captured by one of their own.

      Their eyes dance up when they see me, wet with tears of fear and relief at hearing me, seeing me.

      “It’s OK now, I’m here,” I say softly.

      The other two I don’t know, perhaps kids taken from their parents or from the streets, forced to join this despicable little outfit.

      I work to untie their hands and ankles, liberating their little frames. They quickly move off to the far wall near the door, huddling behind me as I stand up tall and turn back on Bran.

      The boy, always a chief bully, always teasing and taunting those he deemed different, now cowers as I glare at him. As my hazel eyes burn and flame, spitting out hot coals.

      I take a step forward, and all three of them shift back a little on the bed.

      Then, Bran’s voice comes pouring.

      “I didn’t mean to,” he stutters. “I…it wasn’t my fault. He made me. He made me tell him about the academy. I would never…not to Mrs Carmichael, I would never…”

      His panting, rapid-fire speech quells my rage a little. I turn to Kira, a frown settling over her eyes. I can’t tell if he’s faking it, acting this out. At least, not without reading his thoughts, hidden as his head hangs low and eyes are shielded.

      But she can.

      “Is he being honest?” I ask.

      She turns to him again, inspects him for a moment.

      “His pulse is way up. Perspiration high. Seems real enough to me.”

      Bran is still breathing heavily, gulping down air.

      “Calm down, Brandon,” I order. “Lift your chin. Look right at me.”

      His eyes slowly appear, his shivering frame all bunched up and awkward.

      I guide myself into his mind, and actively calm him. When I withdraw, he’s gone placid once more.

      Then, he looks at me in amazement.

      “You’re…like him,” he whispers. “You can manipulate people…”

      “What do you mean, like him?” I ask sternly, stepping forward.

      His eyes flutter, and lips quiver.

      My patience is too short.

      I dart straight back into his head, and see the thoughts playing out right now in his mind. See this man, this leader of the Voiceless, capable of turning kids’ minds to his will. A Mind-Manipulator of crude ability, his powers undeveloped and weak, but just enough to work on the immature and innocent.

      I turn to Kira.

      “It’s a Mind-Manipulator,” I say. “Not a powerful one. Just an Unenhanced with some old Savant blood…”

      “Right,” says Kira. “So that’s what he does. Gets little kids to do his bidding for him, then lives off their labour. Nothing but a leech.”

      I can see she’s just as incensed as I am. We turn back to Brandon together.

      “So, he made you lead his men to the academy to loot the place? And take the kids.”

      Behind me, the poor things shudder.

      Brandon does too.

      “I didn’t mean to. I didn’t want to. I didn’t mean any of it…”

      “It’s OK, calm down. Do you know where the others are?” I ask quickly. “From the academy?”

      He shakes his head.

      “I…I don’t know. They only took a few. The rest…I don’t know, maybe the shelters. I’ve heard of shelters in the south where people are hiding from the war.”

      Again, I look at Kira.

      “That’s’ true,” she says. “There’s a major shelter in the southern quarter. An old concert hall, I think. They might have gone there.”

      “Well then, that’s where we’re going next I guess.”

      Brandon continues to stutter as we speak, babbling away about how it’s not his fault.

      “I didn’t mean it, Brie…I swear, none of it. It’s not my fault. It’s not my fault. Nate, he…”

      I turn on him, my heart hammering.

      “Nate?! Did you say Nate?!”

      He can barely look at me.

      “Brandon, tell me what you mean. Tell me NOW! Has something happened to Nate?!”

      He’s still incoherent, his words rambling. I reach out and grab his face, and drag his eyes to mine. Then I rush straight back inside, and search for his recent memory of the little boy from the academy.

      And then, I see him. Lying down on a medical bed, his chest covered in bandages, his eyes shut and body still. The room looks similar to this one, the brickwork the same, the proportions identical.

      And then I realise, it’s the same building. The same floor.

      The weak pulse that Kira could barely feel.

      It belongs to Nate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            180

          

        

      

    

    
      I launch myself straight to my feet and turn straight to the door.

      “What are you doing?!” calls Kira. “What did you see?”

      I turn back to her as I grip the door handle.

      “The kid with the weak pulse…which room was he in?” I demand.

      She shuts her eyes once more, activates the Sight. Then, they open up and she speaks.

      “Outside the door, straight down the corridor, second door on the left. I…I can’t feel anything anymore.”

      My chest clenches.

      “Stay here with them,” I croak, swivelling and darting off through the door.

      I’m down the passage in a flash, passing the stairs we came down and turning into the second door on the left. I skid to a halt, and the door trickles shut behind me.

      The room is bare but for a small medical bed. There’s a smell of antiseptic, of the healing lotions I’ve used so often in recent weeks. I hover in place for a moment, just staring at the little frame lying face up, at the red that soaks the white bandages on his chest.

      I step forward tentatively, reaching out with my hand. I touch Nate’s neck and feel cold skin. I press harder, searching for a heartbeat, for a sign of life, but feel nothing. Nothing but the faintest thud, like a distant call away across the wilderness.

      I look to his little face and see blood smeared across his cheeks. His eyes are shut, his face peaceful. I keep my finger to his neck, hoping for something more.

      Nothing.

      My other hand glides gently to his chest, to the dressings that cover him. They’re loose, not wrapped tight, the blood and wound fresh. I bite back the tears as I draw the bandages away, and see the long, thin gash cut right across his heart.

      My chin fastens tight, refusing to quiver. I stare for a moment at the stab wound before slowly drawing the dressings back. From the corners of my eyes, stinging tears claw their way out as I look back at Nate’s little, innocent face, at the soft skin and pre-teen features.

      And still, I feel nothing in his neck.

      I know he’s dead.

      For a few moments, I stand there looking at him. Tears begin sliding from my eyes, marching, one after another, down my cheeks and into the corner of my mouth. I want to scream, to let out a roar, but hold it all in and turn it to anger.

      To rage.

      To the only thing that I can give Nate now.

      Revenge.

      I remove the jacket that covers me, that of the City Guard, and lay it over his body. Leaning in, I set my lips to his cheek and feel the cold, lifeless skin.

      “Goodbye, Nathan,” I whisper, tears choking me.

      I lean back and drag the jacket up and over his face, covering him in darkness forever.

      For a second, I stand there motionless, my blood boiling. Then, with a sudden step, I march back to the door, my hand leaving a print of Nate’s blood on the handle as I open it up. I move down the corridor, and back to where Kira and the kids await.

      Stepping in, Kira turns to me in pity. She knows what happened. She heard it. She felt it.

      My eyes look to Brandon.

      “Who did it?” I ask, my voice a strange calm, quiet in the silent room.

      He gulps.

      “The...boss. Nate...he...he couldn’t be controlled by him,” he stutters. “He spat in his face when…he tried to…get in his head. The boss…he…stabbed him,” he sniffs, shutting his eyes tight.

      My eyes are blank as two stones now, my voice flat as I ask: “Where is he?”

      Brandon lifts his shivering hand, and points it towards the rear of the basement floor.

      I look to Kira.

      “Stay here,” I tell her again.

      “They’re armed, Brie,” she says. “And there’s not much space. There are two guards…”

      “Stay here,” I repeat, stepping back out of the door.

      It shuts behind me. A silence falls.

      I walk a few paces on, greeting the intersection down here where the passage heads in various directions. I turn my eyes down the one I intend to walk, and see a door at the end.

      I walk towards it, slowly, methodically. My pulse rifle stays locked to my back. My pistol remains fastened to its holster.

      My fingers take a grip instead of my knife, six inches long, razor sharp. I hold it firmly in my hand as I approach the door. I listen, and hear voices. Voices of men.

      I knock, and the voices stop.

      Then one lifts again.

      “Who the hell is it,” growls a man.

      I don’t answer. I knock again.

      “Who’s there, goddammit?!

      I don’t answer. I knock again.

      “Karl, see who this joker is…”

      I stand motionless, right in the middle of the frame. I wait, my heart-rate steady, my breaching calm. My eyes refuse to blink, narrow and staring, still wet with the memory of Nate’s death.

      The door opens up slowly, and a large man stands before me. I’ve met far larger.

      “Who the hell are you?!” growls the voice. “Hey boss, it’s just a girl…”

      “A girl? One of ours?” comes the voice from behind.

      “Nah, too old. Who the hell are you?” asks the guard called Karl.

      My hand hovers to my side, the knife just hidden. I stare at the man, blocking my view ahead, and don’t answer.

      “Karl, get out of the way,” says the boss. “I wanna see what she looks like...”

      Karl steps to the side, leaving the door wide open. I look ahead and see another guard, off to the right by the side of a desk, his hands holding a pulse rifle.

      Behind the desk, however, is where my eyes hold firm. They stare into the face of a middle-aged man, his hair receding and thin, his cheeks drooping and jowls showing. Folds of unpleasant, fatty skin roll about on his neck, and his small, beady eyes stare from deep-set sockets.

      A smile changes the shape of his face. It grows even more grotesque.

      “Well, what do we have here?” oozes his voice. “You looking for work, girl. A pretty girl like you…we’ll find you work, don’t you worry.”

      Karl and the other guard laugh sycophantically. I just stare forward, impassive.

      “Well come on, girl, don’t you speak?!” asks the boss. “How did you get down here anyway? And why…why are you wearing those clothes?”

      I’m no longer wearing my City Guard jacket. That’s now covering the body of my friend. I’m standing in such a position that my pulse rifle is hidden on my back, and my pistol hidden in the holster on my hip. Even the knife, still gripped tight to my hand, is out of view, these horrible men looking only at my face and what lies just beneath it.

      But now, they know something’s up. They know it from the dark grey colours of the City Guard that adorn me. They know it from the fact that I’m not speaking. They know it by the look in my eyes: staring, unblinking, burning with a suppressed hatred.

      I move for the first time, taking a step over the threshold.

      The man with the pulse rifle aims it right at me. Karl, the other guard, draws up his own pistol and points it at my head.

      “Stop right there,” growls the boss. “Now tell us, why are you dressed as a City Guard? You’re not a City Guard!”

      I inch forward.

      “I said hold it! One more step and we’ll blow that pretty face of yours right off,” says the boss.

      I stop.

      “Good, that’s it. The girl knows how to obey. Now, come on and tell us who you are…”

      I’m not listening to him. Not anymore. My eyes are shutting slowly, and my mind is filling with the sight of Nate’s lifeless face once more.

      I feel a river of hate pour through me, gushing down every channel, the blood in my veins and arteries simmering to the boil.

      As the man continues to speak, I draw in a long breath.

      And then, I unleash…

      I move so fast they can’t see me.

      I explode like a nuclear bomb in that small office, ransacking these men as they did my academy. I move right first, surging at the man with the most potent weapon, bringing forward the dagger in my hand and slicing it straight across his throat.

      He spins with the motion of the blade, and his head tips back as his neck opens up, letting out a waterfall of blood that begins to spray over the desk and the boss sitting behind it in spurts of dark red.

      I leave the man standing there like a human fountain, and move left before Karl can react. I’m at his side, looking up into his face, and bringing the knife right along with me. I guide it straight up from under his chin, the full six inches cutting right through and into his tiny brain.

      He goes still like he’s been zapped with an immobiliser, his eyes caught in a sudden agony.

      Paralysed.

      Dead.

      I whip around behind the boss now, my Dasher powers still flowing through me with more purpose than they ever have. Reaching the back of the overweight, despicable creature, his face now sprinkled in the blood of his guard, I slow my body once more, and the passage of time returns to normal.

      Both men to his left and right hit the ground as one. The human fountain drops to his knees, and the brain-dead oaf collapses to the floor. The boss barely seems to know where I am before my knife appears in front of his neck from behind him.

      “Please…please don’t,” he begs, whimpering.

      I see a pistol in his hand.

      “Throw away the gun,” I say.

      He does so immediately, tossing it to the floor.

      “Don’t…kill me. Please, don’t kill me. Who…who are you?!”

      I enjoy his begging. I feast on it, wolf down every little morsel.

      For Nate.

      “Stand up,” I say.

      I pull the knife away from his neck and step back. He stands from his desk, shivering, still begging.

      I cut him off and say: “Turn around.”

      He does so, slowly, perhaps thinking that by following his orders I’ll spare him.

      He’s wrong.

      “Who are you?! Why…are you doing this?” he stammers, tears falling from his pathetic eyes.

      Eyes that I don’t want to look at, but must. I stare right at him for a long moment, and his gaze falls away.

      “LOOK AT ME,” my voice comes, deeper and more penetrative than ever, filling every inch of the room.

      His eyes creep up tentatively again, so afraid to look upon me. His quivering lips threaten to speak, to beg, again. I don’t allow it.

      I stare into his mind, and show him who I am.

      I project an image of Nate, lying dead on that slab. I project other pictures of the boy, just an innocent child at the academy, doing his duty, living his life.

      I show him Nate laughing, smiling, joyful. I show him images that will probably mean nothing to such a vile creature, images of the boy across the years, a shy kid, an orphan, made vulnerable by this war.

      I project them all, and show him who Nate was. And when I’m done, I see the face of the man stare, mumblings dripping from his fat lips.

      “I’m sorry about the boy…I didn’t mean it…”

      I don’t care what he has to say. He’s said his last…

      It takes nothing but a thought to paralyse him.

      I enter his mind, and deactivate his muscles and limbs. I show him what a real Mind-Manipulator can do, and see his eyes widen at the thought of what I really am.

      And then, as he stands there before me, I lift up the knife and aim it right where he stabbed my friend.

      I see the fear, the utter terror. But he can no longer beg, he can no longer speak. He can do nothing but await the metal as it inches towards his flesh.

      I lean forward, and whisper quietly: “For Nate.”

      And plunge the dagger straight through his black heart.
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      “Oh my…what have you done?”

      Kira stares at me as I step back into the dorm room, my body dripping with blood, splashed across my chest and face as I withdrew the knife from the boss’s heart.

      I look to the children in the room, and see fear. Even those from the academy, those who know me, look cowed by my appearance, by the blood that drips and the fire that burns behind my eyes.

      “The Voiceless are finished,” I growl, looking from one kid to the next. “All of you are coming with us.”

      Brandon, head low, still sits back on the bed with the other two members of the gang. His eyes lift to mine, afraid of what I might do to him, afraid of what I’m capable of now.

      “Kira,” I say. “Take them to the van. I have one more thing to do.”

      She’s the leader of this operation, but defers to me right now. She can sense it all going on inside me. The turmoil, the grief, the rage. Nodding, she begins gathering up the kids and moving them off down the corridor.

      Only when they’re gone do I reach behind my back and take a grip of my pulse rifle. Turning it on, I adjust it to the correct setting, aim at the bunk bed in the far corner of the room, and pull the trigger.

      The blue blaze connects with the mattress and sets it on fire. Immediately, the flame begins to spread, working around the room, building to an inferno. I turn, and move down the corridor, walking slowly towards the steps and back up into the main station above.

      The fire follows me as I go, working down the basement passages, filling the place with smoke. It will soon reach Nate’s room and engulf him too, cremate his little body and send it on to the next life.

      But it will serve another purpose, destroy this entire building, eat away at this criminal gang who prey on the young and the innocent, forcing children to do terrible things.

      I march through the hall, and see the adults here who we disabled earlier. I look at them, bundled in their states of paralysis, and keep on walking.

      I don’t release them from their bonds. I don’t free them from this place. I leave them there to be taken by the fire as well, these men who are not innocent. These men who chose to be here, chose to take advantage of these children.

      These men who will die today, not casualties of war like so many others, but of their own cruelty and greed. None, in my mind, deserve to live.

      When I reach the outside of the station, the smoke is already beginning to pour from its doors. I walk towards the van as Kira drives it over to me, and turn to see the fire licking its way up from the basement and towards the ground floor.

      I take one final look, and step into the passenger seat.

      Kira is staring at the sight too.

      “Good riddance,” she growls, her state of thinking just like my own. “The kids are in the back. We should head back to HQ.”

      I turn to her with a scowl, and she quickly adds: “I know, I know, you want to go to the southern quarter and get the rest of your friends. We will, but we should get these kids back first. I’m on your side here, Brie. We’ll take them straight to the western gate, and head back out.”

      “Thank you, Kira,” I say, quickly thawing.

      She offers a consoling smile.

      “No problem. I know what it’s like losing people.”

      She revs up the engine, and the van begins moving off again, this time heading straight back towards the western gate. I stay quiet for a time, my mind consumed by the sight of Nate’s lifeless body, by the things I’ve just done to avenge him.

      I feel the blood still wet on my face as I sit there, and my eyes turn down to see the crimson soaked into my uniform. I need to get out of them, rid myself of this stench of death.

      I remove the shirt, leaving me in just a black vest, bundling it into a ball and tossing it from the window. The blood seeps through my fingers as I grip it too tight, and I realise that my hands are still shaking.

      I can see Kira looking at me through her Hawk-eyes, keeping one eye on the road and another on me. I don’t want her to be distracted by me, and so make sure to take a firm hold of myself, sit upright again, and try to take my mind off things.

      “So, this concert hall you’ve heard about,” I say. “Is it likely to be guarded?”

      “It is,” she tells me. “We’ll have to scout it out and see if there’s a way in.”

      “Guarded by who? City Guards?”

      “Yeah, our scouts aren’t reporting too many Con-Cops around the streets anymore, and very few Stalkers have been spotted.”

      “Accumulating around Cromwell, I guess,” I mutter.

      “I’d imagine so.”

      The journey back to the western gate passes by with a little less tension than the outward journey. While there are patrols and convoys of City Guards around, Kira remains well aware of just what the best routes to travel are, and just when to travel them.

      In the back, the kids stay quiet, visible through the little window that we keep open to maintain a close watch on them. Kira, it seems, saw fit to tie the hands of the three initiated gang members, taking no chances despite the fact that they will, most likely, have been brought into the gang by force and mental manipulation, rather than choice.

      The same is likely true of Brandon.  A bully at the academy, yes. A kid who had a bad streak, and saw the state of emergency in the city as an opportunity, for sure. But no more than that.

      He wouldn’t have given up the academy that gave him sanctuary for so long. He wouldn’t have led the wolves to our door to snatch up the kids and turn them to criminals, take their innocence.

      For all his bad points, he’s just a kid himself who can never have expected things to go this far. I don’t blame him for what happened. I blame only the men, those who now lie dead and burning in the wreckage of that old, abandoned train station.

      Before too long, we’re heading straight for the western gate once more, slowing to a stop as we near. From the door to the right, one of our guards comes out, and seeing Kira immediately orders for the gate to be opened.

      It separates down the middle, retracting into the large metal wall that circles Inner Haven, and Kira drives us a little way in up the road and past the large trucks that are also moved aside. She stops the van there, and we both step out, drawing the eyes of the guards.

      “Over here,” calls Kira, waving a couple of them over.

      They jog quickly towards us.

      “Yes, Kira,” they say deferentially, standing to attention.

      Kira opens up the back of the van. The eight kids inside appear in the dim interior.

      “We’ve got eight kids here who need to be taken to HQ. Can you arrange that?” she asks.

      “Yes, of course,” nods a guard.

      “Good. We’re heading back out, got a bit more to do. Keep a watch for us, and inform the southern gate that we might be returning their way.”

      “Done.”

      “Oh,” adds Kira, pointing to the three shackled kids. “Make sure these three are taken into temporary custody. We’ll see to them when we get back.”

      The guards set about their work, calling for the kids to exit the back of the van. The three from the academy look at me with big eyes as they pass.

      “I’ll see you soon, OK,” I tell them. “I’m going to go and fetch Mrs Carmichael for you.”

      Hope lifts on their little faces. Then one drops into a frown.

      “Is Nate…dead?” asks a little boy, new to the academy, whose name escapes me.

      I don’t know how to answer the question. Such a thing has never been posed to me.

      “I…”

      It’s all I can manage before Kira steps in, kneeling down in front of the child.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “But Nate has gone to a better place, away from war. He’s free now.”

      She smiles and stands again, and the children are led away, the little boy stumbling along on short legs as the soldiers guide them towards another vehicle.

      Then Kira climbs into the back of the van and returns with a new shirt and jacket.

      “Here, try these on. They look about the right size.”

      They are, and once more my City Guard camouflage is complete.

      We pass back through the gate with the sun yet to fully climb to its summit. The weather is fine, the sky blue and clear and the air crisp and clean. It makes visibility good, and across the skyline of the city, lingering columns of smoke appear, spiralling from the still-burning wreckages that pepper the war-torn streets.

      We work quickly around to the south, keeping close to the perimeter wall. It’s so bizarre seeing the place like this, so empty and devoid of life and colour, the neon advertising boards and massive screens blank and grey, as lifeless as the streets they populate.

      I wonder what it’s like for Kira, her perception of the world so different from mine. With her blend of powers, she’ll be able to feel, hear, and smell the hundreds, thousands of people hidden away in their apartments as we pass. She’ll have a sense of the life that remains here, collected behind brick walls where they think and hope they’ll be safe.

      To me, the entire world seems like it’s had the life sucked out of it. To her, all those same scents and sounds will emanate, and the beating of hearts and the heaving of lungs and the worried, frightened voices that fill the thousands of unseen spaces around us will reach her sensitive ears.

      Those same powers, of course, help guide us to where we need to be. As we move towards the south, she informs me that the old concert hall isn’t too far away from Culture Corner, a once vibrant place that has since become less popular as other forms of art and culture took its place.

      In order to reach it, we pass down roads that link to Culture Corner itself, the large square appearing down the streets as I look upon the place that set so much of this in motion. For me at least, if not for the city itself.

      We slow as we press on, and Kira parks the van down a narrow side street. On the building to the left, a set of stairs and ladders are attached, giving access to the roof. Quietly as we can, we climb up until we reach the summit, Kira making sure its unoccupied before leading me towards the far corner.

      Then, her finger guides my eyes down the street, to a landmark I now recognise from my earlier days when I once worked a cleaning job around here.

      “That’s it,” she whispers. “The concert hall.”
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      I zoom right in, scanning the large double doors and activity outside. It’s protected, although not that heavily. I see a few City Guards ambling about on patrol, a couple right outside the doors and another appearing from down a side street.

      The latter is large, even from this distance. A Brute for sure, and a big one at that. His back is turned to me, his body lumbering along as he appears from the alley and begins working towards the front. He speaks with the two men outside the main doors for a moment, before turning back around in a wide circle and heading back where he came.

      I focus on his face, half hidden behind his helmet and visor. But even from here, I think I recognise him. No, I’m sure of it.

      “Magnus,” I whisper.

      Kira, eyes shut, palm to the little wall surrounding the top of the building as she activates the Sight, opens up her lids and looks at me.

      “You know one of them?” she asks.

      “Magnus,” I repeat. “He was the Brute who guarded the western gate when I used to pass through. He was always friendly with me…”

      Kira looks down towards the front of the hall, just as Magnus begins to lumber off down the alley once more on patrol.

      “There are lots of people inside,” she says. “It’s hard to be exact, but hundreds. I think we should work around, check the back. We don’t know who else might be on guard.”

      “I’ve got a better idea,” I say. “I speak with Magnus. I can get down there and into that alley. He’ll tell me all I need to know.”

      Kira considers it a second. This is her sort of work, something she’s done for years. Scouting and spying and staying unseen.

      But, my powers are different from hers. And this situation is different to anything she’s faced too.

      Finally, she says: “OK. We’ll head down together, and I’ll work to the far side of the hall to offer a distraction. It looks like one of the guards on the door is a Hawk. He’ll likely see you trying to get down the alley, no matter how fast you go. I’ll draw their eye, and you make your move. Got it?”

      “Sure do.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      We head back down to the bottom of the building and into the alley where the van is parked. Moving through the streets, Kira activates the Sight a couple more times, making sure that we won’t be sprung upon by an undetected band of soldiers and further improving her understanding of the current patrol patterns around us.

      When we reach the building just down from the concert hall, we stop around the side.

      “OK, I’ll move around to the other side as quickly as I can. You’ll only have a moment to get into that alley when I create the diversion. Don’t hesitate, or we’ll be into a fight. We don’t want that.”

      “And what will your diversion be.”

      “A whistle,” she says. “I’m good at that. It’ll be loud enough to draw all eyes and ears. If the Hawk is any good, he’ll realise something’s up quickly and look the other way. You need to be down that alley and out of sight before he turns around. I’ll wait until that big Brute is down the side of the building. Then, it’s over to you.”

      “OK, I got it. Just a walk in the park, Kira.”

      She grins, emerald eyes flashing.

      “Good luck.”

      With that, she disappears, shooting back from where we came and working her way around the streets until she reaches the other side. I wait patiently, barely able to creep my eyes around the corner in case the Hawk catches sight of me. Even the tiniest bit of moment on an otherwise still street might be enough for him, depending on his proficiency.

      I don’t have to wait too long. Within only a minute or so, Kira’s speed has taken her into position. Listening closely, and barely breathing, I await the signal in silence.

      And then, a loud, piercing whistle fills the air.

      Even from here, it’s quite shrill, cutting through the quiet afternoon. I don’t delay for even a split second, and immediately burst around the side of the building and begin dashing towards the hall.

      Kira’s instincts and experience are spot on. As I speed towards the hall, and the side-alley just to the right, I see both guards outside the doors staring away from me, their eyes and ears drawn by the sudden noise.

      I’m into cover just in time before the Hawk turns, my gaze now working into the darkness. And there, about thirty metres ahead of me, I see Magnus’ huge form spinning around, drawn to the whistling sound as well.

      I’m on him in a flash, materialising before his eyes as they widen in surprise. His cavernous mouth begins to open, but I quickly stretch out to my full height and cover it with my little hand, so small against the gaping space.

      It takes a second, but behind his visor I see those eyes taking me in, the surprise passing and turning to recognition. And with one hand on his mouth, I draw the other to my own, lifting my index finger and covering my lips.

      “Shhhhh,” I say. “Don’t speak.”

      It may be enough just to say it, but I take no chances, slipping the order into his mind as well. Only when I know he’ll stay silent do I withdraw both of my hands, and get off my tiptoes.

      His giant paws rise up and retract his visor, which slides up into his helmet, revealing more of his bountiful face. But still, with my order in his head, he doesn’t speak. He just stares, as if wanting to say something but being completely unable to do so.

      “You’re wondering why I’m here,” I say.

      He nods, eyes still wide, head shaking. Under this influence, he must now know what I am. It was only Titus, his older but slightly smaller brother, who knew I was a hybrid. He worked that out when he found me beyond the southern wall in the outerlands, secreting me back into the city to stop me from being taken to the REEF.

      Magnus, meanwhile, never knew what I was. To him, I was just a regular Unenhanced, courting a Savant and moving to the High Tower.

      This is very much news to him.

      “I’m here to find my friends,” I inform him. “You probably have a lot of questions, Magnus, but I don’t have time to answer them. I need your help, and I need it now. Now hold still for a second, OK. I’m going to enter your mind, it won’t take a moment.”

      Still locked in place, I move back into his head and begin my work. Time is too short to chat, to explain myself and everything that has happened.

      Yet I want him to understand. I want him to see what we’re doing and why we’re doing it. I want him to break free of the spell that holds him and all his brethren among the City Guard.

      So before I do what I’ve come here to do, I quickly impart into him a highlights reel of my experience over recent weeks and months.

      I show him who I am.

      I show him what I am.

      I show him all the evil I’ve seen, all the lunacy spat from Cromwell’s mouth, all the terrible plots that the Consortium have committed. I show him that the attacks by the Fanatics were sanctioned by Cromwell, that the explosion that killed so many City Guards in the market was by his own hand, that he’s been working for years to breed fear and compliance among the people, turning all to his will, turning all to slaves.

      I show him this awful vision of the future, and then prominently display our own. Fighting for equality, for the good of all the people of this city. Fighting for the saviour of humanity against a man who wishes only to strip it away.

      I do it because he deserves to know the truth. Because he needs to know the truth. For too long his kind have been kept in the dark, conditioned to follow and not lead, to act for others and not think for themselves.

      But no more.

      I feel him taking it all in, feel the shock and surprise as the truth of it all dawns. And then, before I even set about the real purpose of my presence, I withdraw and look into his eyes, and remove the order from his mind to keep him from speaking.

      His faculties return, and his breathing begins to increase, his mind struggling to take in so much in such a short amount of time. But slowly, he comes around, and his head begins to shake as he stares at me.

      “I had no idea…” he whispers. “I feel…so stupid.”

      “You shouldn’t. Cromwell’s conned us all for years.”

      “And you, Brie…it’s all true. I heard rumours about you. That you were a hybrid, that you tried to assassinate the Director. I didn’t believe it, I couldn’t. But…it’s true. You did.”

      “I did,” I whisper. “And I wish I’d succeeded. This war is because of him, Magnus. Every single death is on his hands. Now, all we want is to prevent further loss of life, save as many as possible. That’s why I’m here…”

      “Your friends,” he breathes heavily, nodding.

      “Yes. My old guardian and the kids from my academy. They’re my priority right now. Have you been inside the hall? Do you know how many guards are in there?”

      His eyes drop behind a mountainous frown.

      “I can’t…give them up,” he says, still battling with it all. “I have friends of my own.”

      “And I understand,” hurries my voice. “I’m not here to hurt anyone. It’s just me and a friend. We only want to help get the people to Inner Haven, to safety.”

      “They’re safe here,” he tells me. “We’re not bad people. We’re protecting them.”

      “I know, I know. We’ve all been lied to. We’re fighting each other for him. It has to stop…”

      The clock is ticking. I have little time to waste. I aim my gaze right back at his and work inside once more, searching for the faces of Brenda, Tess, Abby, and the rest.

      I see the interior, the large space ornately furnished and decorated, if a little unkempt. I see hundreds of bodies sitting in penned off areas, see other guards patrolling within. I see tables with rations and bottled water, the people seemingly being kept safe.

      I don’t know where the order came from, whether it was given by a lower ranking City Guard, wishing only to protect the people, or came right from the top, from Cromwell, seeking merely to continue the illusion that he has the people’s interest at heart.

      Either way, it doesn’t really matter. What matters is I find my friends first, discover if they’re here or not. So within Magnus’ mind, I scan his memories, scan the faces of the people as if looking at a video screen.

      I look from one to the next, searching for familiar features. And then, I see them, locked tight in a pen. Mrs Carmichael, Tess, Abby, a dozen other kids from the academy around them, all of them huddled together towards the rear of the hall.

      With a throbbing heart, I pull back and out of the Brute’s mind. He grimaces a little, looking a bit spaced out, as I return to the alley.

      “They’re in there,” I say, half to him, half to myself. “I have to get them out.”

      He shakes his head, blinking hard.

      “You can’t. They won’t just let you take them…”

      “But they’re my friends, my people,” I say, my fists tightening. “They’ll be safer in Inner Haven with me.”

      He readies himself to speak, but stops short as another voice enters the fray.

      It comes from behind me, deep and penetrating, right from the end of the alley.

      “Magnus, what’s the hold up?”

      I freeze in place and look into Magnus’ eyes. They lift from mine to the opening onto the main street over my shoulder.

      “Brother,” he says. “Um, I’m just…”

      He stutters, not quite knowing how to explain this. I hear a set of giant feet stamping towards me, so heavy they send little tremors through the earth.

      “Who is that you’re speaking to?” comes the voice, advancing.

      I take a breath to compose myself, and spin.

      “Hi, Titus,” I say with a nervy smile. “Good to see you again.”

      He stops. His face changes. My sentiments are not repaid.

      He looks anything but happy to see me again…
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      The glaring eyes of Titus are very unlike his brother’s. Sucking a full breath into his cavernous lungs, he stalks towards me without losing eye contact.

      I see, in his mind, more animosity than I’d like.

      He raises his gun, a great, heavy rifle, and points it at me as he comes.

      “Step aside, Magnus,” he says. “We’re taking her into custody.”

      “Titus…”

      “Step aside!” he growls.

      His younger brother does as he’s told, swooping to the other side of the alley. Titus continues forward until he’s about ten metres away from me. Given his gigantic size, he looks at lot closer than he is.

      “Put your arms behind your back, Brie,” says Titus.

      I do as I’m told, sliding my hands together behind me.

      “Now Magnus,” he continues. “Cuff her.”

      He stands firm for a moment. I can tell he’s torn.

      “Brother, you don’t understand. You don’t know what’s going on here,” he says.

      “Oh, I know exactly what’s going on,” says Titus. “I’ve known for a long time that Brie is a hybrid. I just didn’t take her for an assassin too.” He takes a step closer. “I warned you, Brie, not to do anything stupid, or I’d escort you to the REEF myself. Don’t you remember that?”

      “I remember,” I say. “And I also remember you saying you felt sorry for hybrids, and thought their treatment was awful. That’s why you helped me into the city in the first place, isn’t it?”

      Magnus clearly doesn’t know about this. His eyes swing down to me and over to his brother, back and forth as we spar.

      “Yes, and I’d do the same again. But what you’ve plotted is unforgivable, what you’ve done is unforgivable. I know all about your attempt on the Director’s life, Brie. And when that failed, what did you do? What did you do?” he growls, staring at me.

      I don’t answer. My heart is racing now, his voice growing loud.

      “I’ll tell you what you did…you destroyed the entire High Tower! You killed thousands and thousands of people. Men, women, children, Brie! And don’t tell me you weren’t a part of it. You’ve clearly been a part of all this from the start…”

      He takes another step forward, his weapon still raised and pointing right at my chest.

      “We had no choice,” I whisper, taking ownership of that terrible act. “We had to kill Cromwell, to kill all his men. You have no idea what he was planning, Titus. I showed your brother. Let me show you too.”

      “Show me? Show me? You mean, use those tricks of yours, get inside my head. How do we know you’re not lying. How can we trust anything you say?”

      Some doubt hovers over Magnus’ face now, as though he hadn’t considered it. I see it all through my Hawk-eyes, and turn to him.

      “I’m not lying. I swear it.” My eyes return to Titus, swapping between the giant brothers. “You’ve seen it yourself, both of you. You’re just too conditioned to serve, to do whatever your masters tell you. That’s all changing. We’re here to free everyone, Titus.”

      “Everyone? Everyone except the thousands who died when the High Tower fell?”

      “This is war!” my voices rumbles. “How many have been killed here in Outer Haven these last few days? How many, Titus?! And how many more have been taken to the REEF, or the new facility that’s meant to strip away people’s fears and set them free. They’re NOT free. They’re being turned to slaves, and you know that. Look at all the Con-Cops. You see them, and you still question me, question us? What side are you really on, Titus? I thought you were better than this…”

      His eyes flash with fury at the suggestion. His lungs draw in all the nearby air, and he stamps straight towards me, covering the ground far faster than you’d expect for a man of his size and reaching out with a massive hand towards my neck.

      I hold my form, and don’t move, ready to spring away if I need to at the last moment. But just as he comes at me, Magnus surges from the side, the two giants meeting in a mountain of muscle and flesh and armour, the younger but bigger brother sending his sibling crashing into the brick wall on the other side of the alley.

      Titus’ body cracks into the brick, crafting a crater, and Magnus holds him up, locking him in place.

      “Stop, Titus, and think!” he shouts. “Everything she says is true. Everything she says makes sense!”

      I barely know either of these men. I barely know what Brutes are really capable of. In all honesty, I’ve spent the last few weeks growing enamoured by their charms, by their smiling, friendly demeanours.

      Yet there’s another side to their characters that they keep locked away. A wild, testosterone fuelled bloodlust that, when unleashed, can be difficult to hold back.

      I think I’m seeing it now, Titus breathing heavily, his eyes on fire, struggling to hold back the growing madness inside him. I try to get into his head, but find his consciousness blurred and wild, some impenetrable barrier forming in this state that renders my powers useless.

      Magnus clearly knows it. He knew that, should Titus have taken a grip of my neck, he’d have snapped me in half like a twig. Perhaps I’d have gotten away, perhaps not.

      Perhaps, like Titus before him, Magnus has now saved my life too.

      “Look at me, brother,” shouts Magnus. “Look into my eyes, and calm down!”

      His voice is calling loudly now, but I’m so enthralled by the crazy spectacle that I don’t take proper note of my surroundings.

      Don’t hear the City Guards coming from the main door.

      Don’t see them gathering at the end of the alley.

      Don’t see them lifting their weapons in my direction, quickly recognising just who I am.

      Even with my Hawk-eyes, I don’t see it. I lose my concentration, if only for a second, my eyes stuck to the wildness spewing from Titus’ every pore.

      Then, a voice cuts through the commotion.

      “Hold up your arms,” it calls out. “Do it slowly. We have two Hawks with us. We’ll see you move if you try to escape, and shoot you right down. Don’t do anything stupid now…”

      I turn and see four guards at the end of the alley, pulses rifles pointed my way.

      The two Brutes stop their bickering. Both turn in the direction of the City Guards, their colleagues, panting. I turn to look at Magnus, who looks more torn than ever. He’s seen what I’ve seen, knows what I know, but has no choice but to keep quiet or else be taken in himself.

      I raise up my arms, guiding my eyes down the alley at the men. They’re too far away to manipulate, the link to their minds far too weak. I have no choice but to do as I’m told.

      “Now no sudden movements,” says the guard. “We don’t want any trouble.”

      Two of them begin moving a little closer. The other two stay behind. I scan them and see that it’s the Hawks at the rear, watching from afar. I can’t tell for sure what the two approaching men are, but one has the brimming mannerisms of a straight up Dasher.

      The main commander, one of the Hawks, continues to issue orders.

      “Now turn around, and lower your hands behind your back.”

      I quickly consider my options, staring down the opposite end of the alley. It ends in a dead-end by the looks of things, although surely must lead somewhere. Otherwise, why would Magnus have been patrolling down here, unless of course it’s another way into the concert hall?

      Whether there’s a way out down there, however, I can’t chance it. The Hawk sounded convincing when he told me they’d see me move before I could get away. Clearly, they’ll all aware of me and what I can do. My infamy must have spread through their ranks like wildfire by now.

      I have no option. I must do as ordered.

      Turning nice and slow, I let my hands fall. The two guards approach behind me, and I hear one withdrawing a pair of cuffs. I look to Magnus once more, just off to my right, and consider giving him an order to help me.

      I don’t follow through. It would only put him in danger, possibly even get him killed. I won’t sacrifice him for me.

      Turns out, I don’t need to.

      Down the alley behind me, the voice of the commander calls out once more. “Nice and slow,” he says. “No sudden moveme….”

      His voice ends abruptly, turning to a strange, vibrating hum. Then the sound of two collapsing men filters to my ears, giving way immediately after to the velvety tones of a girl I’m just about ready to fall in love with.

      “No, no, no,” comes Kira’s smooth voice. “Don’t you go pointing those weapons at me. Drop them all…now!”

      I spin as she talks, and see her standing between the two Hawks at the end of the alley; both of them immobilised and sent to the dirt. Already, she’s managed to fix her baton back to her waist, and drawn out two pistols, one for each hand.

      One, she aims at the two guards nearing me. The other points straight at the two colossal Brutes off to the side. None of the four had a chance to react before she had them in her sights.

      “Drop them all, come on now. You heard your commander…don’t do anything stupid.”

      Even from here, I can see the glint in her emerald eyes, the whites of her teeth as her lips curl into a lively little grin.

      The four men have no choice. Rifles hit the floor, clattering loudly in the sudden silence.

      “OK,” says Kira. “Very good. I can see why you make such good soldiers; you follow orders in exemplary fashion. Now, you two,” she says, looking at the regular-sized City Guards, “keep on walking towards Brie. She’ll see to your handcuffs.”

      Scowling, they amble over to me. I set the handcuffs that were meant for me over their wrists instead, binding them both together. Then, just to be sure, I send my zapper into their necks, knocking them out cold.

      Kira raises her eyes and shrugs.

      “Fair enough,” she says. Then she turns to the Brutes. “Right, you two, big fellas...erm, I’m guessing there are no cuffs in your size. Brie, let’s immobilise them instead. I’d say ramp that baby up to its top setting. Might take a few jabs too. These guys make Freya look like a toy doll…”

      The Brutes look at me, Titus’ eyes still little more than a glare.

      “Go ahead,” he booms. “Just get it done.”

      I step forward.

      “It doesn’t have to be like this, you know,” I say. “We’re on the same side, all of us. Come with us to Inner Haven, then you’ll see…”

      Magnus looks to his big brother optimistically. His mind has been turned now, I know that. But Titus doesn’t look back.

      “That’s not possible,” he says. “Our place is here.”

      “It’s not,” says Magnus. “Our place is defending the people. We swore to defend this city, brother…”

      “Yes we did,” says Titus. “And that’s what I’m doing, defending it from these invaders.”

      “We aren’t invaders,” says Kira, sweeping down the alley. Her posture has changed, her pistols lowered and set to their holsters. We stand, not as enemies, but allies.

      We stand as one.

      “Then what are you?” questions Titus.

      “Emancipators,” answers Kira, those green eyes showing no deceit, no lie. “We have come to free this city from the grip of slavery. That’s all we’ve ever been – slaves. Slaves to the Savants, to the Consortium, to Cromwell. No one here is truly free…”

      “And now?” calls Titus. “What will change? Your people destroyed the High Tower. How can anyone ever trust you?”

      “Because sometimes terrible things are done in the name of good,” Kira says passionately. “You’re a soldier, a warrior. You understand the sins of war. Some sins are worse than others, and sometimes you need to commit unthinkable acts to prevent something even more cruel.”

      I can see Titus beginning to yield to the logic coming from Kira’s mouth. He can’t deny what she’s saying. He is a good man, sensitive to the pains of the people. But, like it did with me, it’s blinding him to the bigger picture.

      And now, Kira is showing it to him.

      “Director Cromwell wished to see all Unenhanced destroyed,” she continues, staring right at Titus, and Titus alone. “He was using them merely to breed and swell his ranks, rebuild his population of Savants. In time, he’d have wiped them out, and the rest of the Enhanced would follow. Brie saw it herself, heard it from the man’s own mouth. He wishes only to develop a super-race, and none of us here would be included in that.”

      She takes a breath and looks down the alley. I see her ears quickly prick, her nostrils sniff, her eyes narrow as if conducting a swift check of her surroundings.

      Then, she looks at the Brute again, and simply says: “Yes, we killed people in the High Tower, we can’t deny that. But in doing so, we wished to save countless more. It will weigh heavy on all of us forever. That is the price we pay, and we pay it gladly.”

      A silence falls. It seems to last an age as the wind whips through the alley, fluttering some loose bits of trash. I cast my gaze to the sky, and see some wispy white clouds gliding by, storming overhead on a strong wind. And behind, the sun peeks through, only just starting to take its bow on this long, long day.

      One, like so many others, that I’ll never forget.

      But always wish to.

      Once more, as the silence swamps us all, I see Kira react to something. Her eyes drop into a frown, and she cocks her head a little to one side.

      And then, a few seconds after, I hear it too. A sound of electronic static, buzzing around ahead of the concert hall, and away off through the streets all over the city. We all look to each other, and then begin moving as one down the alley, drawn by the sound.

      Reaching the end, I look out and see the large screens across the square beginning to glow to life. There are a number of them, just outside the hall, and others off down the street too, fixed to tall buildings at major intersections.

      The screens glow blue for a moment, fizzing and crackling, before a figure starts to materialise. And as it comes into focus, I see a face that will be being beamed all over the city, all across the public screens and advertising boards, the old archaic TVs and modern holograms, watched by the people in their homes and houses.

      It’s a face that every man, woman, and child in the city needs to see.

      It’s the face of Lady Orlando.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            184

          

        

      

    

    
      We all stand at the edge of the alley, looking up in silence.

      For a moment, Lady Orlando stares ahead, her greying eyes unblinking. Then, as if playing to the camera and the thousands she knows are watching, a small, closed smile lifts the corners of her mouth, and she sets a twinkle to her eye.

      Her first words boom out from the speakers all across the street. And all other streets too, stretching from this district to the next, all over the city of Haven.

      “Good afternoon to you all,” she begins, her voice practiced and precise. “To the men, women, and children of Haven. To the civilians and soldiers, to all those fighting for their survival, and the survival of those they love. My name is Lady Orlando, and I am the leader of the Nameless…”

      She stops for a moment, as if letting her words settle. As if giving everyone not in front of a screen a chance to find one.

      Then, she goes on.

      “The last few days have seen this city reduced to war. It is a state that we, the Nameless, have been fighting to avoid for many years. And through those years, you have been lied to, manipulated, turned into slaves. We have come to free you all. We have come to save you.”

      I glance up at Titus as she speaks. He does the same to me, and then Kira, our leader’s words mimicking our own.

      I look back to the screen, and wonder where Lady Orlando is. By the sounds of her voice, she’s in an enclosed space, the background bland. Most likely it’s her new office at the summit of the City Guard HQ.

      “Many of you listening to me will have your doubts. I would be disappointed if you didn’t. To doubt something is natural. It keeps us safe from harm, makes us wary of things we don’t yet trust or fully understand. So let me tell you exactly who I am.”

      She takes a breath, and shuts her eyes very briefly. When they open, the smile slides away, and some pain appears behind them, the network of wrinkles spreading for their corners seeming to deepen and multiply.

      “I was once of Inner Haven,” she says quietly. “I was once of the High Tower. I lived there at a time when all Savants did. It may surprise you to know that I am one of them myself.”

      Titus and Magnus’ eyes widen. They stare, transfixed to the screen.

      “When I was a younger woman, I had a child, a daughter. She was taken from me. This is the custom of the High Tower. To take children from their parents when they’re born. To raise them in communal nurseries so their parents can be free of the burden of love, of caring. Free to continue their work without distraction, while their children are raised elsewhere. It is a custom that most of you will find repellent, yet one that few in the High Tower ever questioned. That is our nature, to lack emotion, to see only logic. It is a nature that we cannot change or escape.”

      She goes silent for a moment, letting the truth dawn for all those who aren’t aware of it. I look again at the two Brutes to see if they knew, and wonder just how many of the Enhanced are aware of the realities of the High Tower and the lives of the Savants within.

      As I inspect them, noting the sympathy in their eyes, Lady Orlando continues her tale.

      “Some, however,” she says, “do fight back against such immorality and injustice. I was one of them. For so many years, I stayed quiet, conforming as I was supposed to, as I was bred to. But, eventually, something changed in me, and I found myself unable to keep from speaking out against the doctrines of my own people. For that, I was banished to the REEF, sent for execution, purely for loving the daughter I never really knew.”

      I watch and listen with bated breath, wondering if she’ll reveal who her husband was, who it was who sent her to the REEF in the first place. Cromwell, rising to the summit of the City Guard, was the very man to sign the execution order.

      She continues to maintain her composure, recounting the brief history of her life with a calm assurance. Even though I’ve heard it already, I feel gripped.

      “I was sent to the REEF,” she repeats, “for loving my child, and it was Director Cromwell himself who sent me there. Back then, he was Deputy Commander of the City Guard. Back then, he was my husband…”

      I feel the recoil across the streets. Magnus, Titus, Kira, they all stand, mouths agape as she drops the bomb. I even hear a gasp off-camera, the person operating it clearly shocked by the reveal.

      And though I already know it, I am too. I never expected it, but realise now that it humanises her greatly, while serving to spell out Cromwell as the awful villain he is.

      “He was my husband,” she says again, drumming it in. “And he was the father of the child I loved. Yet still, he sent me to my death without a second thought. He followed the dogma of the High Tower with no caring at all. He sent me on the path I now stand on, one that had me escape from the clutches of death and sit here before you today.

      “I am a Savant, and yet here I am, telling you all it doesn’t have to be this way. Telling you that the future Director Cromwell was building would lead only to your destruction. It was he who devised and created the Fanatics, he who masterminded the terrible terrorist plots around the city, he who forced you all to live in fear and willingly give yourself up for reconditioning.

      “He has strangled the life from this city, turning normal people into slaves. And if he were allowed to continue, all of you, from the far reaches of the outer quarters, to all of the Enhanced living in Inner Haven, would be eliminated from his world.”

      Her words end abruptly. I hear a collective intake of breath from the three companions beside me. I stare, heart pounding, wondering just how anyone could continue to deny us after this. Wondering how anyone, barring the most fervent of Cromwell’s supporters, could not be convinced by Lady Orlando’s honesty and passion.

      She fills her lungs and speaks again, her words speeding with more purpose than ever.

      “Director Cromwell promised all of you that your fears would be supressed. In doing so, those who submitted to his will were merely added to his army of servants. But right now, right here, I offer you the same. We have taken Inner Haven, and will make sure it lives up to its name.

      “For anyone who wishes to be free of fear, Inner Haven will become your sanctuary. Come to us, and we will protect you, feed you, give you water. We will show you that we do not discriminate, we do not hate. We only wish to see all the people in this city given the equal right to live, and to live free.

      “And now, I speak directly to the many City Guards still occupying the streets of Outer Haven. We are not your enemy, but your friend. Our ranks are filled with people like you, good people who wish only to protect this city. We have hybrids, forced to live in secret and fear should they be discovered and destroyed. We have Enhanced defectors who have seen the light, been shown the true nature of those they once served. We have some of your own, City Guards who have blazed the trail for you to follow. Truly, we are one and the same, and there is no further need for senseless death.

      “I invite you, too, to come and join us. To break free from the spell Director Cromwell and the Consortium have put you under. To mend the ties that have divided us, and come together for the common good. Inner Haven is your home, and you are welcome to return.”

      As she speaks, I look to the Brute brothers, still hypnotised by the huge face of Lady Orlando up on the screen across the street. If this doesn’t convince Titus, I don’t have a clue what will…

      A few final words come, a final push from the Lady of the Nameless to mend this fractured city, or at least begin that process.

      “I hope,” she says, “I have shown many of you something that, perhaps, you’ve refused to believe, or been in denial about. But I understand, too, that my words can only do so much, and many of you will continue to distrust me. So let me show you just what Director Cromwell and the Consortium are capable of. Let me show you their future…”

      As her final words come, the screen changes. Her face disappears, replaced by what looks like security footage from drones and other cameras, footage mined, most likely, from the archives of the City Guard HQ.

      I see images of things I know and have heard about, but never seen. Video of people sitting in large metal chairs surrounded by equipment, arms and legs locked tight and strange helmets on their heads. I see the process of reconditioning playing out in real time, normal people having their minds scooped clean and filled with the single directive the Consortium wish them to see through.

      I see the creation of Con-Cops and other slaves. I see the pain that such a process entails, the fear in the faces of those about to go through the procedure, realising that they’ve made a terrible mistake. I see footage of executions too, and other awful experiments conducted on innocent people, and the mass graves that result, filled with the dead that are yet to be burned.

      I see such terrible things that, even after what I’ve witnessed, what I’ve done, force me to grimace and squint through tight eyes. And to my side, the Brutes do the same, looking on in horror and shame, the images having more of an impact than Lady Orlando’s words ever could.

      It lasts for a couple of minutes, before the screens fade out once more to black, and the city falls back into a desperate silence. I look at Kira and see that she, like me, is inspecting the faces of the Brutes, eager to see what impact all this has had on them, a barometer perhaps for many other City Guards across Outer Haven.

      I look into their faces and see more than just what my eyes take in. I feel it exuding from them both; a disgust, a terrible anger at the high Savants who command them.

      And then, burgeoning from within the brief silence, I hear a noise begin to build, footsteps and voices and a heavy murmuring spreading from the concert hall down the road.

      I turn, and see the double doors opening up, and a crowd of people begin to spread out onto street.

      Normal men and women, and children with them, come pouring, a few City Guards among them trying to maintain control, maintain order. And I know, as I look at them, that they’ve all seen what I have, that the large screens inside the hall will have played out what we’ve just witnessed.

      I stare forward, ready to move, my heartbeat heaving as my Hawk-eyes scan the scene. And then, within the thrashing throng, I pick out the very people I came here to find.

      Mrs Carmichael, with Tess and the kids of the academy alongside, comes hobbling out into the road.

      And I rush straight for them.
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      It’s a great mess outside the hall as the bodies come rushing. A fire has been lit, one the City Guards are unable to quench. I burst straight forward, battling through the horde, calling out for my guardian as I go.

      She hears me immediately, stopping on her old legs. One looks injured, wrapped up in a bandage, her already weakened old frame forced to work that little bit harder.

      “Brie!” she calls.

      The mention of my name has the rest seeing me too. Tess is the first to react, my best friend hunting me straight down, her own stab wound looking as though it’s well on the mend by the way she moves. She coils me up into her arms as we clash right there in the crowd.

      “Brie, what the hell are you doing here?!” she shouts over the din.

      “I’m here for you, to take you all to safety. We have a van…”

      “We?”

      I turn to see that Kira is hovering nearby, watching proceedings closely. Amid the rush, the City Guards appear to have completely ignored us both, many of them coming to terms with what they’ve just seen.

      “That’s my friend, Kira,” I say, pointing out the fiery redhead. “She’s a hybrid like me. We’re taking you to Inner Haven.”

      “Yeah, we all just saw the film. Looks like we’ll have plenty of company,” she shouts.

      As she speaks, I feel a set of tiny arms wrap around my waist. I look down and see Abby clutched tight to my trunk, nuzzling her head right between my gun holster and immobiliser baton.

      Mrs Carmichael, meanwhile, continues to hobble over, flanked by the rest of the kids, big and small, and making sure none are being swept away by the tide.

      “You saw the footage?” she calls out to me. “So that’s Lady Orlando, is it? Quite the woman.”

      “I think you’d get along great,” I call, moving closer to her. I draw her into a hug and look down to her leg. “What happened?”

      She brushes it off in typical fashion.

      “Ah, nothing really. Chunk of shrapnel got me when we made our way here. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Right, well we’ve got transport so it’s all good. How’s everyone else? They all here?”

      I look up, from one face I recognise to the next. Some are friends, living at the academy for years. Other I know less intimately, more recent additions to the gang. Then there are a few who draw a completely blank in my mind, most probably stragglers Mrs Carmichael has taken under her wing. It’s just the sort of thing she’d do.

      Yet, whether old or new, they all gaze at me like they never have before. Now, they all know just what I am, something that’s very much backed up by my appearance, draped in my dark grey and black uniform, weaponised and militarised and armed to the teeth.

      I’m hardly the girl I was.

      Mrs Carmichael confirms that we have everyone, doing a quick check once more, her lips mumbling away as she runs through the names. Once she’s done, I unclasp Abby from my hip, take her little hand, and begin moving us away down the street to where Kira waits.

      And right there with her, the Brute brothers stand, drawing the amazed eyes of each and every child.

      “This must be the famous Brenda Carmichael,” says Kira. “It’s a great pleasure to meet you.”

      “Why…thank you very much young lady,” says Mrs Carmichael. “And your name is?”

      “Kira, and I’m here with Brie to escort you to Inner Haven.”

      “Well, isn’t that efficient,” says Mrs Carmichael, nodding around to the kids. “How did you know we were here?”

      My mind switches back only a few hours, and the sight of Nate lying dead on that cold slab. Now isn’t the time to tell her.

      “We have our spies,” I say, before Kira can speak. “The van’s just around the corner...”

      My eyes lift to the Brutes, who stand by and don’t move off. I see Magnus smiling, and Titus still looking slightly horrified by the recent reveals.

      “You boys coming then?” I ask.

      Magnus looks to his big brother. Titus nods, half reluctantly, half vacantly.

      “Great,” I smile. “If one of you could carry Brenda here, that would be great.”

      “Allow me,” booms Magnus, striding forward.

      The kids scatter like frightened mice as he comes, reaching down to scoop Mrs Carmichael up into his arms.

      “Oooo,” she exclaims, “it’s been a long time since I was whisked off my feet.”

      “Well, aren’t I the lucky one,” grins Magnus. “Now, Brie, lead on.”

      In actual fact, it’s Kira who leads on, bustling away as Mrs Carmichael shouts orders to the kids from Magnus’ muscular arms, and Tess does her best to corral them into position like a rancher with a herd of cattle.

      Titus, meanwhile, seems to still be caught in two minds. A call from one of his colleagues, another City Guard over amid the throng, seems to be the catalyst he needs.

      “Titus, where are you going with those kids?!” the man shouts.

      I look at the Brute as the rest bustle off.

      He heaves in a mighty breath and then calls out: “I’m going to Inner Haven, and I suggest you all come too…”

      His voice is so loud, his lungs so vast, that it’s as though he’s connected to one of the huge speakers up above us. His words ring out across the street, and many others, besides the intended target, hear him.

      Or maybe that was the plan, to show his stance, to be a man for the others to follow, so mighty as he is.

      I look at him and smile.

      “Glad you’re coming around,” I say.

      He remains somewhat ambivalent, despite his words. And then, almost begrudgingly, a smile lifts on his bountiful lips, and he dips his head in the direction of my – our – companions.

      “Well come on then,” he calls. “You don’t want to miss your ride.”

      Together, we begin jogging after them, me having to run at a decent clip to make sure I keep pace with his lengthy strides. We catch them up soon enough, and I look down and across the streets to see people creeping from doors, emerging from their apartments, drawn out by the commotion and the fever of hope that’s suddenly gripped the city.

      It’s amazing what words can do, Lady Orlando galvanising the people into action, showing them just what we stand for and who we are at a time when desperation is so rife.

      Right now, the people will cling to anything they can grab hold of, so many of them thinking it, just not saying it. Those that have lost loved ones to the fighting, or seen them taken to the REEF, of giving them up for ‘optional reconditioning’.

      Now, every single one of them who stayed strong, who rejected the lure that Cromwell dangled before their eyes, has been given a voice. The voice of the Nameless. The voice of freedom.

      The voice of choice.

      They come, creeping into the road, seeking out others who think as they do. Dozens of them, hundreds, spewing onto the sidewalk, looking to one another and nodding with a collective determination.

      They look to us, a show of unity, a display of everything Lady Orlando said in a nutshell. Kira and me; hybrids of the Nameless. Mrs Carmichael, Tess, all the kids from the academy; regular Unenhanced seeking a better life. Titus and Magnus; City Guards choosing, too, to turn from the deceit of Cromwell, to join the fight for good.

      They look at our grouping of giants and children and regular sized people in between, and say ‘yeah, I can do this. If they can, so can I’. And as we reach the van, and flock inside, I sense a change taking hold in the city, the frightened masses saying ‘no more!’ and surging towards the gates.

      It’s a tight squeeze in the van, what with our two Brute escorts. They take up positions in the back, Magnus climbing in first with Mrs Carmichael, Titus following soon after once all the other kids have settled in, two giant bookends for our little gathering.

      Only Abby, clinging to my hand once more with her soft little fingers, refuses to get in.

      “I’m riding up front with you!” she announces.

      Kira laughs. “Can’t argue with that.”

      I can’t, and I don’t. Around the front we go, Kira stepping into the driver’s seat, me climbing in the other side with Abby alongside me.

      As the van begins to chug, setting its sights back towards the inner wall and the southern gate, I can feel the weight in the back slowing us to a crawl.

      “This one isn’t made for guys like us,” comes Magnus’ foghorn voice, a jetstream of hot air pouring at us through the little window into the back. I turn and see his massive face filling the entire space. “Maybe we should get out and follow behind,” he suggests.

      “Nonsense,” shouts Kira. “She’s driving perfect. You two earned the ride.”

      They sure did, although I suspect that plenty of their brethren might well follow suit. The City Guard are, for the most part, a very proud force of men and women, and after hearing, and seeing, what they all saw, there can be little doubt that many will see the light.

      Grinding low, the van cruises on, scraping occasionally over any little mounds in the road. Kira keeps her steady, driving as quickly but as carefully as she can manage with such a precious cargo in the back.

      And precious they are. I glance back, the window now free of Magnus’ moon-face, and see Mrs Carmichael speaking with the kids, easing any tension they feel. And Tess too, taking care of a couple of the newbies, herself showing her motherly side that, until recently, I never knew existed.

      Then my eyes are drawn to Abby, sitting wide-eyed beside me, leaning forward as she gazes out of the window with her little pink backpack clasped between her fingers. She barely knows where to look, twitching like a puppy loaded up on amphetamines, excited by just about everything that passes across her eyeline.

      I smile at seeing the thrill in her, the sort of joy only a child could feel at a time like this. And I smile at the knowledge that my friends are here with me now, safe, and the city is buzzing with an energy I haven’t felt since…well, ever.

      Yet still, there’s a job for us to do, and the stark reality quickly swipes down at my growing elation as a crackle of gunfire buzzes from up the street.

      The kids in the van cower and call out in concern, and I look a little way down the road to see a few of the fleeing civilians of the southern quarter being gunned down.

      The van, so heavily loaded as it is, chugs to a slow stop, and from a side-street I see a small band of renegade Con-Cops marching forward, firing wantonly at people who might just be old friends, old relatives.

      But these Con-Cops are no longer human, just vessels of Cromwell’s design, carrying out his evil purpose. Most may have gathered in the east, but pockets of them still remain here, perhaps waiting for this very thing.

      Who knows just how deep Cromwell’s contingencies go. Who knows whether he considered this very situation to be a possibility all along, and made sure there would be Con-Cops littering the streets to ruin the party.

      But not here, and not today.

      I don’t have to think before acting. As the van skids to a glacially slow stop, I’m already opening the door and darting from the van, swinging up my pistol, dashing towards the little grouping of killers at a pace they cannot possibly see or contend with.

      I skid along the turf, kicking up a trail of dust behind me, peppering my enemy with a barrage of bullets that cut quickly through flesh and bone. There are eight of them, their guns swinging to me, filling the air before me with a hundred hungry rounds.

      I have my wits about me, and know that the van lies just down the street. I surge to one side, drawing their fire away from it, quickly ending the lives of three of their number before Kira can even join in.

      Then she does, and together we act just as Zander and I did, firing and displacing and destroying the physical remains of these people who no longer have souls. We cut them down like lightning, my pistol running dry with a couple remaining, the poor final two suffering the indignity of being blown clean in half by my pulse rifle as I swing it from my back.

      But they don’t care. They don’t feel. Not fear or pain or anything else.

      And right now, nor do I. The process of killing, of administering death, has become second nature to me now. With my friends behind, and innocent people being so needlessly gunned down, I don’t have the luxury of caring.

      I take lives to save lives.

      That is what I do.

      And when the eight men and women are lying dead in the dirt, Kira and I return straight to the van and step back inside. Abby looks up at me with eyes as big as dinner plates, the sheer wonder on her face growing exponentially.

      “Queen-Brie..,” she whispers, staring, the fantastical stories of her comics coming to life..

      I smile, wink, and then guide my eyes back ahead.

      And the van just keeps on rumbling.
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      As the van moves on up the road, our eyes wash over the civilians caught out by the Con-Cops. It looked for all the world like all were dead, but my Hawk-eyes pick out some movement, and Kira, with her far more powerful senses, pricks up her ears and notes that a heart is still beating.

      She stops the van immediately before I can suggest it, and just as we step out, the rear of the van opens up as the Brutes clamber out too. Losing their weight, the van rocks and rolls for a moment, swaying wildly before steadying like a boat caught in a sudden storm.

      It’s in the Brute’s veins to help people in need. And it seems to be in mine too. Without hesitation, they lunge in and start checking for pulses and breathing. Kira, with a blend of powers they can’t have even seen before, informs them that there’s only one survivor.

      The woman in question, dark haired and middle-aged, is quickly scooped up as gently as the big men can manage, Titus doing the honours and quickly taking her back to the van. It’s getting overcrowded, so Magnus suggests the two giants stay on the streets and help, should they need to, to keep any fleeing people safe.

      We agree that it’s the best course of action, not least because their weight is also slowing us down so much, and hit the gas immediately, speeding now far faster towards the southern gate.

      Mrs Carmichael, given her extensive experience in patching up scrapes and burns and semi-major cuts, does what she can with what she’s got in the back. Yet a handful of bullet wounds to the body is more than she can realistically deal with, her job merely to halt the flow of blood using the medical provisions available.

      Sitting up front, Abby now watches through the hatch window to the rear with a grim look on her face, the wonder gone and her fingers still gripping tightly at her pink pack. I do the same, the flow of blood from the woman’s body oozing into the metal cracks on the floor, forcing the kids to bend their legs and raise their feet to avoid it.

      Speeding fast, we reach the southern gate in no time at all, Kira swerving down the shortest and safest routes, the van hurtling for the gate as one of our guards steps through the side door on the right.

      I lean out of the window and wave and shout for them to open up, hoping it’s a Hawk on duty who might just recognise me. If they don’t, they sure do recognise the van, the guards at the western gate doing as Kira ordered and informing them that we may return this way.

      Without needing to slow, the gate opens before we arrive, and the large trucks beyond pull away too to present us quick passage onto the outer spiral.

      Far from the slow, leisurely tour I had when I first ventured here, the first-timers see only the cold empty streets rushing by in a blur. Yet most remain more interested in the poor woman slowly dying at their feet, a whole mess of hands now pressing down to stem the flow of crimson as it seeps from the holes in her flesh.

      Winding down the outer spiral, we curl inwards down side-roads, making straight for the centre. In the City Guard HQ, proper medics and facilities are on hand, this rush to save a single life, a woman none of us have ever met, saying so much about the difference between us and those who cut her down.

      In a panicking rush, we finally curve for the final time and speed straight down the central road on which the HQ sits. We can go only so far, the rubble from the High Tower spilling way off the platform and blocking much of the road, so are forced to screech to a stop a good fifty metres from the front door.

      Our entrance doesn’t go unnoticed. Efficient as always, our men at the southern gate have called it in, and a medical team appear, running with a stretcher in hand and ready to get to work.

      When I step out, it becomes immediately clear that yet more Savants have been recruited to our cause, two of the doctors carrying the flat demeanour that only they portray.

      It’s odd, really, to think that these emotionless people will so willingly jump ship over to our side, happy enough to just follow orders from someone else now that their master has tucked tail and run.

      But then again, come to think of it, it’s not weird at all. Savants are like sheep to a shepherd, smarter than the rest of us and yet unable to think for themselves. It’s a strange and cruel irony, really.

      Their cool heads are, however, well suited to this sort of work, and so they, along with a couple of orderlies, quickly take the dying woman off our hands and rush her away to be seen to.

      And, finally, we all breathe.

      The kids clamber out of the van, some still huddling together for safety, others gazing around at the strange, alien streets.

      Mostly, people coming to this part of the city would only be looking at one thing, finally venturing close enough to gaze right up at the High Tower, from base to tip. Now, it’s to the building’s remains that all eyes are drawn, even now still smoking at certain spots, a whirling cloud of dust constantly hovering above it like a dark cloud.

      “Brie…where’s the High Tower?” asks Abby, at my side once more and tugging at my shirt.

      Clearly, she didn’t see it come down. I wonder if any of them did, hidden away in that concert hall.

      I catch eyes with Mrs Carmichael and she shakes her head.

      “It’s gone, Abby,” is all I say.

      The core of the city isn’t how we left it this morning. Now, with the afternoon drifting quickly by, and the sun beginning to trundle off towards the horizon, I see a sea of people peppering the huge, vast platform ahead, dispersed among the debris.

      Already, a massive operation is underway, and much of the population of Inner Haven, it seems, have come to help out. Digging through the rubble, survivors are being sought out, and the many, many remains of the dead taken to be identified and cremated.

      It’s a horrible job, but one that needs to be done. Many, it would seem, have come willingly, both the Unenhanced living here, and the regular Enhanced too, all of them banding together at this time of need.

      Among it all, I see large machines as well, rumbling loudly with the guttural roars of their mighty engines. In areas cleared of the remains of the dead, they work to gather up huge piles of stone and brick and metal, some using giant sweepers, and others massive, robotic arms to clear the streets.

      It’s all being overseen by a few of our people, keen perhaps to ensure that the evidence of what we’ve done is quickly swept away.

      But really, this is more about a search for survivors. A public show of compassion as the city comes together to ensure that anyone trapped in the tangled mess get out of there alive.

      Looking upon it, I can’t imagine that there’s anyone with a heartbeat in there.

      “Come along now,” calls out Mrs Carmichael, herding the kids back into a more manageable group as they begin to wander and stray off course. “Let’s, um, get you somewhere safe.”

      She clearly doesn’t know where that somewhere is. While trying to stay in control, it’s obvious that my old guardian is just as mesmerised by this place as the rest.

      With Abby alongside me, I return to the group, moving up alongside Tess whose eyes have refused to budge from the ruins since we arrived.

      “Hard to believe, isn’t it,” she murmurs. “It was only, what, months ago, less, that we were there on the platform for the ceremony.”

      I nod silently, picturing the scene once more.

      Tess seems to be doing the same.

      “Do you remember how uptight Sophie was?” she asks, smiling at the memory. “She was all about the etiquette…hardly seems to matter now. Do you know if she’s…alive?”

      I forget how little Tess must know about all this. How much I’ve been through that she hasn’t been a part of.

      “She’s fine,” I say, hoping that’s the case but, in reality, not truly knowing. “She’s way outside the city, in some old mines. I helped get some of our people there to safety. Oh, and Drum’s there too.”

      She rounds on me.

      “Drum! He’s OK?!”

      “He was when I left him,” I say.

      A long blow of air is pressed from her lungs, battling from between partially open lips.

      “I’ve missed a lot, huh,” she puffs. “And um, sorry for…you know…trying to kill you.”

      Her eyes dip shamefully, and Abby looks up at her in shock and surprise.

      I look down at the little girl.

      “No, she doesn’t mean it, Abs,” I say. “She didn’t try to kill me.”

      “Well,” shrugs Tess, cradling her abdomen and the padded dressing beneath her shirt. “I’ve got the scars to prove it.”

      “Tess, it wasn’t you, or Brenda. You had no choice in the matter. I’d hoped you wouldn’t remember.”

      “I remember enough,” she says. “Comes in flashes, you know…”

      “Well, I can take care of that if you want.”

      “Yeah, I guess you can. Show off…” She looks at me with a smirk. It’s not like the rest, gazing at me in wonder. No, not Tess. She’s my best friend, and doesn’t get impressed by such things. I’m delighted to see that she’ll treat me just the same as ever.

      Abby, on the other hand, seems quite unable to look elsewhere but me right now. All with that slack jawed gape that marks me out as very different to the rest.

      When Kira comes jogging over – it seems she returned to the HQ briefly and has gathered up a couple of administrators – Abby now looks at her in much the same manner. Her appearance alone is enough to garner such interest, what with those dazzling green eyes and wild red hair. Add some rather fantastical abilities to the mix and you’ve got yourself an attention-seeking winner.

      “Right, everyone,” she says, commanding all our attention. “We’re going to get you housed, OK. This way.”

      We follow her and the two tablet-wielding admins towards a building a little way up the street, marching in the opposite direction from the City Guard HQ and right towards a building I’m quite familiar with – Compton’s Hall.

      Moving past the pillars outside and into the reception hall, I find a whole stream of mattresses and beds being ferried into the main hall itself. Tess’s eyes wander about, and I nudge her in the side, a little too close to her stab-wound for comfort.

      She grunts. I apologise, and then say: “You always wanted to go to a bachelor ball, right?” with a grin.

      “Here? This is where they take place?” she asks.

      “Yep, right here in this big dull building.”

      Right now, however, it’s anything but dull. Instead of the bland open space, it’s filled with beds and food and water stations, very distinct areas set up for little groups just like ours. There’s not much privacy, but then again that’s hardly a priority right now.

      “OK, here we are,” says Kira. “It’s just temporary for now, while we get things sorted.”

      I suspect it’s a lot easier to manage the people if they’re all bunched together. And, should any attack come, they’ll be easier to protect too.

      “I’m going to hand you over to these lovely ladies right now,” she continues, looking at the admins. “They’ll get you all set up and cosy. I’d like to grab your guardian, though, if I may. Mrs Carmichael, would you step over here?”

      Kira works her way off to one side. Mrs Carmichael smiles comfortingly to the kids and follows. They remain in earshot, even over the din of the hall and all its activity. Clearly, this isn’t some clandestine meeting.

      “Lady Orlando would love to meet you, Mrs Carmichael,” Kira tells her. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you right to her.”

      My guardian nods and looks to the kids once more.

      “Go with the nice ladies,” she says, “they’ll get you set up. Tess, look after them, I’ll be back soon.”

      Tess nods and begins moving off with the kids and carers. I stay in place for a moment, before Kira beckons me over.

      “You too, Brie. Come on, let’s go.”

      We move back out of the hall and down the street towards the City Guard HQ. All the while, Mrs Carmichael continues to take things in, ogling every inch of space in her own way, half scowling at the emptiness and clean ugliness of it all, and half entranced by somewhere she’s so often heard about, but never set foot.

      Always a cynic, she’s spent her life refusing to be impressed by just about anything at all. I can see she’s trying hard to continue that trend, and failing miserably.

      The walk is long enough – only about a minute or two, and that’s plenty long for her – to draw a cigarette from her pocket and light up. By the time we reach the threshold to the HQ she’s still puffing away. It looks like the sort of place that would be termed ‘non-smoking’, but no one seems to care.

      We enter, the cigarette still dangling from her lips, and move straight for the lifts. Gliding to the summit of the building, our next port of call finds us outside the Deputy Commander’s door, his name and title now hastily scrubbed away.

      Kira knocks, and we’re called in.

      And Lady Orlando awaits.
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      Even for Mrs Carmichael, never daunted by anyone, the sight of the leader of the rebels has an impact. Quickly, she snatches the decaying cigarette from her lips and searches for somewhere to snub it out. Lady Orlando merely shakes her head and says: “Please, Mrs Carmichael, feel free to finish it.”

      “Yes, if you’re sure, Lady Orlando,” murmurs my guardian with a rare nervousness.

      Another quick couple of puffs and it’s done. Kira steps over, takes the cigarette off her, and tosses it out of the room into the corridor. Mrs Carmichael seems surprised by the littering in such a pristine place.

      Lady Orlando smiles.

      “I’ve lived for many years in an old, derelict church, Mrs Carmichael,” she says. “All this cleanliness is quite unattractive to me.”

      That said, I’m sure it’ll be swept up later.

      Other than the rebel leader, there’s some young helper boy in the room, standing rigidly off to one side of the desk. His eyes suggest Savant. Another for the cause.

      “Timothy, you can leave us,” Lady Orlando says to him.

      The boy, perhaps my age, shuffles off and out of the room. By the looks of his shadow through the frosted glass, he’s already seeing to the removal of that cigarette.

      Lady Orlando now stands for the first time from behind her desk, the room already growing more cluttered with files and box units, if only to give the place some life. To the side, I also notice a large camera unit set up, the very same one that just beamed her image right across the city.

      She moves around her desk, dressed again in some measure of maroon finery that looks quite out of place in a war. It’s another way for her to show that she’s hardly a Savant at all, the warm colours and embroidery quite the statement against her upbringing.

      “Mrs Carmichael,” she starts, “let me introduce myself formally. My name is Cornelia Orlando, but please do call me Cornelia. Your work with the children is an inspiration to so many. I am proud to have you here, and so very grateful for raising Brie into such a fine young woman.”

      Mrs Carmichael, never lost for words, has at least misplaced a few. She gulps, somewhat awed by this great woman, before stepping forward and taking her outstretched hand.

      The two old ladies greet before me, and a smile canters up my face. Cornelia and Brenda, the former a little thinner and taller, the latter a pinch shorter and rounder – although less so than she once was – could quite easily be old friends from many moons ago.

      If nothing else, they have two things in common: me, and a fondness for whiskey. I can just picture them now, hammering away at a bottle and sharing old tales. I dearly love the thought.

      “Lady Orlando – sorry, Cornelia – it really is my pleasure to meet you. Do call me Brenda. I, um, thought your speech was fantastic, by the way.”

      “Oh, you did? Well, thank you. I’m delighted you saw it. I can only hope the rest of the city share your view.”

      “Oh, they will,” Brenda says. “I’ve been something of a critic all my life, but you won me over. I know this city, Cornelia. Above all, the people want to live free.”

      “I do hope so,” smiles Lady Orlando.

      I must say, I find it surprising that she allows my guardian to use her first name. No one else I know calls her that, not even the older mages who advise her. At least, not to my knowledge anyway.

      I suppose, though, Mrs Carmichael is somewhat outside of the bubble here. She’s not part of the Nameless. She’s not an advisor or military commander. She’s not someone for Lady Orlando to order about. She’s just an old contemporary, someone from another world, another life, doing her own little part for good.

      I like it. I like that she’s showing Brenda the respect she deserves. She’s earned that much, and far more, in my humble and somewhat biased estimation.

      With their hands now parted, Lady Orlando returns to her desk, and invites Brenda forward to take a seat. She does so as the rebel leader begins rooting around in a drawer, before pulling out a bottle of whiskey.

      “I hear you’re an avid fan,” she says.

      Mrs Carmichael’s eyes light up like a cat spotting a mouse.

      “I do like to dabble occasionally,” she says.

      “Well, I call this an occasion,” says Lady Orlando.

      She pulls out two glasses first, then lifts her eyes to me, before sweeping them over to Kira.

      “You two care to partake?” she asks.

      Kira and I glance at each other. Her eyes say ‘yes’. After the day we’ve had, we fully deserve it. And in some cases, need it too.

      We step forward, moving either side of the desk so that we’re sitting and standing as a square. The glasses are poured out and then raised. Brenda, who I assume hasn’t had a tipple for a good couple of days, licks her lips at the sight of the smooth brown liquid.

      “To Brenda Carmichael,” says Lady Orlando, “and all she’s done for the children of this city.”

      Glasses clink, and my guardian adds: “And to Cornelia Orlando, for saving it.”

      The two old women smile, Lady Orlando’s effort quite natural despite her disability, and we all take a sip. It feels good, oh so good, to feel that caustic burn in my throat again.

      It feels good, too, to see my guardian sitting ahead of me. And to know that Tess and the kids are safely back in Compton’s Hall, well protected right at the core of this city.

      But within all of that good feeling, some lingering bad claws back up into my head. She needs to know. Brenda needs to know.

      I take a breath, and just blurt it out. Now may not be the best time, but it comes out anyway.

      “Nate’s dead,” I say.

      My words fall like a lead balloon. The growing light in Mrs Carmichael’s eyes fades out, dulling.

      “How?” she whispers.

      “The people who came to the academy,” I say. “The people who raided it. They did it.”

      She nods, and I see the memory of that day flash in her eyes. Only a couple of days ago now, although seeming like a lifetime, when the men came pouring through the smashed door of Zander’s making, looting and pillaging the place and taking some of the young boys to turn into pickpockets and thieves, and goodness knows what else.

      “You found them? How?” she asks, looking up at me with heartbreak in her eyes. There’s no tear there, though, not even any dampness. She’s prepared for this, seen too many others die to react as a normal person might. It’s just another tragedy in a long line of loss.

      “It was Kira,” I say. “She led us to this gang hideout. The Voiceless, that’s what they call themselves…”

      “Called,” adds Kira, eyes burning. “Brie got revenge for Nate, Brenda,” she says. “She got her revenge.”

      Lady Orlando’s eyes glint with approval, and so do Brenda’s.

      “Good,” growls my guardian. “I hope you made them suffer.”

      The memory of my slashing knife plays again. The memory of the fountain of blood and the terror across the men’s eyes. I grimace at the thought, an unpleasant one.

      But I’d do it again.

      Again, and again.

      “The Voiceless are, or were, nothing but a blight,” says Lady Orlando. “They used our own name to give them some authority. Good riddance to them all.”

      Now, the toast turns to Nathan, the little boy from the academy. A boy who was always so shy, forced to creep from his shell as the city began to change. He changed with it, along with so many others I could mention, growing strong, refusing to be intimidated by those who he would once have feared.

      And that, in the end, led to his death. His defiance was what got him killed.

      We raise our glasses again, this time with a sombre atmosphere infecting the room.

      “No Nate,” I whisper.

      “No Nate,” they repeat.

      It feels cathartic getting it out, sharing it with someone else who knew Nate so well, cared for him, raised him from a frightened pup to a brave young wolf.

      And I do it too for a selfish reason. To pass the baton to my guardian, to give her the responsibility of telling the others, a job she’s grown numb to as the years have passed, and others have been lost.

      I wonder how many have passed through her doors, only to now be six feet under. Could you count them on one hand? Two? Would it take a dozen hands to yield a more accurate result?

      All those discarded from the academy because they’d ‘aged out’. All those who become Disposables, battling the terrors of the northern quarter. All those who succumbed to some disease or injury or terrible tragedy, like Fred and Ziggy who died in the attack on the market.

      Now, though personal losses, they merely join the thousands of others lost to this war, this once secret war that’s now become so real, engulfing the city and everyone within it into its tight and inescapable vise.

      We gulp down the whiskey in silence, and all four of our glasses hit the cold metal desk with a clang. Some brightness is needed again. Surprisingly, Lady Orlando supplies it.

      “Tonight,” she says, “I will have some food prepared for you. You and your kids will have a private space, and you can have as much whiskey as you can drink, Brenda. Call it a wake for the young boy. Celebrate him.”

      Mrs Carmichael nods, the kindness unexpected at a time like this when there are so many bigger things to consider. Her composure threatens to melt, a tear so nearly gathering in one eye.

      “That’s very generous, Cornelia. But we’re no different from anyone else. We don’t deserve it…”

      “You do,” cuts in Lady Orlando. “You do deserve it. Now don’t argue with me, Brenda,” she adds with a rare smirk that she reserves for such circumstances. “Go back to the kids, and I’ll send someone for you soon.”

      Mrs Carmichael stands up on her old legs, pushing back her chair. Lady Orlando notices her injured leg for the first time, but has her concern brushed away in typical fashion as soon as she mentions it.

      Then, out of the room my guardian goes, with me alongside for support, leaving Kira back in the office as Timothy re-enters.

      A brief respite; some smiles and whiskey, later joined by the dark clouds of grief.

      I guess, from now on, that will be the standard state of play for us all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            188

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time the kids are ready for dinner, night has fallen.

      Stepping out of Compton’s Hall, the dark skyline of Inner Haven appears, shorn of its most spectacular silhouette, the place looking so very different without it.

      The kids, though, after days of worry, appear to have relaxed. There’s even some excitement bubbling among them as we’re guided down the road to another state building, once used by the board of education.

      Now, as with most of the offices and council headquarters along this stretch, it’s been repurposed for the simple use of housing our people. And, in this case, feeding them too.

      It seems quite appropriate that such a place should be the site of our mini banquet, given our company. This particular education board, of course, would have been mostly concerned with managing the affairs of the Savants. They could never have expected to be invaded by a bunch of little Outer Haveners.

      It’s to an office on the ground floor that we’re taken, the room prepared with a long table blanketed by a white cloth and stacked with a whole host of snack foods, non-alcoholic drinks, and cutlery. The kids rush in, losing their manners, before Mrs Carmichael calls hastily for order to be maintained.

      At her command, they retract their claws from the bowls of chips and other goodies and take their seats. Mrs Carmichael takes hers too at the head of the table, with Tess and me on either side. Abby, typically, makes sure she gets a spot right next to me, her eyes still struggling to leave me alone despite all the tasty treats on display.

      As yet, I know that our guardian hasn’t informed the kids of Nate’s death. And I know that tonight won’t be the time for that either. For those of us who do know – and Tess, for one, has been told – we can silently think of him as we indulge ourselves, leaving the kids to enjoy this single evening of pleasure without having to suffer the burden of loss.

      With us all in place, Mrs Carmichael finally gives the thumbs up, and the rush of hands dive in, fingers turning sticky and salty and quickly covered in crumbs. I look at Tess and Brenda, and we smile at the sight of them all, our own end of the table not quite so boisterous.

      Lady Orlando’s promise, however, is kept. From the table, Mrs Carmichael takes hold of a fresh bottle of her favourite vintage, savouring the moment as she opens up the top and takes a long sniff.

      “Bet you wish you were a Sniffer right now,” I smile, watching her draw in the scent.

      She nods silently, then pours three glasses, and spends another few moments to herself savouring the smell, then taste, as she finally takes a sip.

      “Magnificent,” she purrs, drawing a laugh from Tess and my lips.

      The evening is a rare, joyous one. I revert, somewhat, to the girl I once was not so long ago, surrounded by my academy companions. We could just as well be back in the canteen, the realities of the world outside the door fading away for those few hours that we spend there.

      I try to steer clear of my experiences, both in my mind and when asked about them too. As the kids fill their bellies, questions are thrown my way, the sort that I don’t really want to answer.

      Mrs Carmichael, as always, is on hand to cool their tongues by firing up her own. I’m reminded of when Tess and I were embroiled in the attack on Culture Corner, and our subsequent trip to the streets just outside this building.

      Back then, the kids were only too eager to quiz me on everything I’d seen. Back then, the city was a very different place to what it is now.

      Now, we’ve all been through the ringer, some more than others. And so their interrogation doesn’t last long, the trauma of the past few days and weeks trying to claw its way back into their heads.

      I do, however, update Tess and Mrs Carmichael of a few of my recent run-ins, speaking quietly at the end of the table as the room grows louder once more. My explanations are brief, but include the necessary information I think they might consider important.

      Mostly, it’s Drum’s fate that I focus on, telling them about the trip through the outerlands, Rhoth and the Fangs, the Shadows and the Bear-Skins and Bjorn, their mighty leader.

      I tell them too of West, and what I saw in his mind, of the arid lands so far from here where he saw his family die and his village burn.

      We enter into a discussion about the lands beyond this place, not just ten miles or a hundred miles, but thousands of miles away. About the world beyond the seas and oceans, our isolated city growing disconnected from whatever else is out there.

      They listen intently, amazed by it all. By what I’ve seen and done, by the tribesmen who inhabit the lands around our walls, and those that exist even further away.

      “You think there are other cities out there?” asks Tess. “I mean, like you say, across the seas?”

      I nod, thinking again of what Lady Orlando told me, what Rhoth told me.

      “I don’t think it, I know it,” I say. “People come here from far and wide. They call it ‘the big city with all the lights’ in the outerlands. At least, that’s what Rhoth always calls it. A beacon that the wildmen all seem to know about. But that’s all here, across these lands. I’ll bet there’s so much more across the water…”

      The conversation leads to wild theories that have no basis in truth. Even Tess, who never even believed that the rumours of the Shadows, and the men in the mountains, were real, seems to be taken up by it all.

      I suppose, now, the truth is irrefutable, and she appears only too happy to open her eyes and extend her imagination to what may lie beyond.

      She seems eager about another thing that happens that evening too. It occurs towards the end, when the kids have eaten their full and our whiskey bottle is getting worryingly close to its conclusion.

      Mrs Carmichael, more than us, is to blame for that, her constitution and tolerance far greater than ours. Her love of the brown stuff, too, means she has at least two shots for every one of ours.

      Still, even a small amount is enough to rev Tess’s engine, the drink taking its toll as our party is interrupted by one final guest.

      Zander.

      He appears through the door and comes straight for me, and I leap straight up to my feet and suck him into a tight hug. Tess, sitting opposite me, looks at him in half a daze, gazing straight into his eyes.

      He smiles a dazzling grin and looks over the table.

      “Looks like you’re all having a good time.”

      His eyes drop to Mrs Carmichael.

      “Mrs C, so nice to see you again. I’m so happy you’re here.”

      Quite out of character, Mrs Carmichael also climbs, a little drunkenly, to her feet and drags him into an awkward and rushed embrace.

      “My boy, thank you, thank you,” she mutters.

      “Um, you’re welcome…” says Zander, frowning and grinning over her shoulder at me.

      “For what you did in her office,” I whisper to him.

      I suppose that’s what she’s referring to.

      Turns out, I’m right. When she lets him go, she smiles up into his bright hazel eyes and says: “Beautiful boy, just beautiful.”

      She’s a little incoherent, the effects of the alcohol now starting to take their toll.

      “OK, Brenda, that’ll do.” I step in and place her back in her seat, before pouring her a glass of water.

      Then I notice Tess, still staring - well, gazing, actually - at my brother.

      “I think you’ve got an admirer,” I say, rather loudly and in a bid to snap Tess out of it.

      She comes to, and dips her eyes quickly in embarrassment. Zander wanders around the table.

      “How’s the stomach,” he asks softly.

      Her eyes lift slowly. It’s really not like her to be this coy.

      “It’s perfect,” she says dreamily.

      Zander laughs.

      “Hmmmm, a perfect stab wound. Didn’t think there was such a thing.”

      “No, no, I mean…it’s good. It’s healing.”

      “I know what you meant,” grins my twin. “So, you all having a nice time being back together?”

      It seems quite unfair to say ‘yes’ given those we’ve lost, and everyone else besides. I mean, literally outside the door there’s a giant pile of collapsed building, and heaven knows how many bodies still trapped inside.

      Still, this is our moment to enjoy. We can’t always be burdened by all the awful things in this world. We have to snap up these opportunities when they come.

      So, both Tess and I nod and smile, and Mrs Carmichael looks over her family with a glint in her eyes. It’s all we need to say.

      Zander joins us for a little bit, first pulling up a chair and sitting next to Tess. I watch them talk and smile to each other, Zander doing most of the talking and Tess most of the smiling.

      In the meantime, as Mrs C, as my brother called her, gulps down some water so that she feels better about having more whiskey, Abby appears from the other end of the table – where she’d retreated to as I spoke with Brenda and Tess – and tugs once more at my shirt to get my attention.

      I look down through tired eyes and see hers, bright and blue, staring up at me. In her hands, I see that pink backpack again.

      “What’s in the bag, Abs?” I ask.

      It’s as though she was hoping for the question. Her face lurches into a smile and she places the bag on her lap, opens the zip, and starts fiddling around for something inside.

      Then, she draws out a ring-binder, the front of it a pinky-purple and stamped with colourful letters and stars and the sort of crazy doodling you’d expect from a girl of her single-figure age.

      It takes a moment for the letters to form into words, Abby holding the thing up to me with her nose and eyes hovering above.

      I read it out loud.

      “The Adventures of Queen-Brie and Abtastic…”

      A huge smile swirls into position on both of our faces, and she stretches out her arms and hands me the binder.

      “It’s my comic!” she says. “You wanna see?”

      She shuffles closer to me as I say: “Do I! I can’t wait!”

      Laying my arm over her narrow shoulders, I sit the comic on my lap and open the first page. I see a picture of two of us standing there, side by side, me with my dark hair and her with her blonde, and our hazel and blue eyes bright and colourful.

      We’re both adopting heroic poses, arms on hips and with capes billowing in the wind, dressed in multi-coloured spandex and with our superhero logos emblazoned on our chests and a plethora of weapons hanging across our belts and fixed to our backs.

      “Do you like it?” she asks.

      “It’s sooo cool, Abs. I love it!”

      She beams again.

      We begin turning the pages, stopping on each as I read the story and look at the attached drawings. All the while she explains what I’m looking at, giving more backstory, explaining her method and what each of the weapons or enemies we’re facing are.

      She’s taken inspiration from the comics she loves, but also from the real world we inhabit. I see soldiers dressed as the City Guard, some of them massive like Brutes, others with dazzling eyes like Hawks or big noses or ears to indicate they’re Sniffers and Bats.

      I see others, too, mixtures of them all, just like hybrids, and characters completely drawn from the little girl’s wild imagination. Some, it seems are friends of our little superheroic duo. Others – in fact most others – are enemies, cannon fodder for us to cut down.

      I look through it all and think of how real some of this is now. When I see a drawing of my character, Queen-Brie, cutting through a bunch of empty eyed enemies, I can only think of the Con-Cops I’ve killed. When I see me fighting a large, black-cloaked spectre, I think only of the Stalkers I’ve met and still worry about having to fight.

      There’s a prescience to it that Abby can never have known about or expected. She looks from my face to the comic, back and forth as she flips the pages, expecting me to smile each time and tell her how great it is.

      I do, of course, and it really is. The girl has talent that I never knew about, talent that, unfortunately, will be wasted in a city like this, at a time like this.

      But still, I can’t help but think of the reality of it all as I sit there, struggling with each new turn of the page, each new drawing of me slaughtering my foes, to raise that smile.

      It’s a person that, perhaps, I really am becoming. A killer, a soldier, maybe even a hero.

      But whatever you call it, it’s something that doesn’t sit light on my shoulders. It’s a burden I never wished for or desired.

      When we’re done, Abby shuts the book and looks upon me again.

      “I can’t believe you’re real,” she says.

      “How do you mean, Abs? Of course I’m real?”

      “No…no, I don’t mean Brie, normal Brie. I mean Queen-Brie!” she says. “I saw you today. You’re my hero. I want to be just like you when I grow up.”

      Her arms wrap around me again, her head nuzzling against my side. And as she squeezes tight, I whisper to myself: “No, Abs…you really don’t.”
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      I end the evening with my brother.

      Before she gets too drunk, Mrs Carmichael calls it a day and leads the kids back to Compton’s Hall. Tess, while she’d prefer to stay, is forced to go with her, begrudgingly tearing her eyes from Zander as she leaves the room.

      I’m left with only my twin, who quickly updates me on his day before hearing of my own.

      His sounds fairly uneventful by comparison, his primary job now involving security. For the most part, he spent the day making sure the perimeter is well protected, and scouring the streets for any potential troublemakers.

      Having taken Inner Haven, now it’s all about occupation and consolidation, rather than invasion.

      “Sounds like you had a rough one, though, sis,” he says once I’ve completed my tale. “Sorry about Nate. He seemed a good kid.”

      “He was.”

      I don’t say anything more than that.

      “Well, we’re safe here now,” he says. “The new discussion is what to do with our people out in the mines.”

      I widen my stare, despite my fatigue.

      “Don’t tell me you’re thinking about bringing them back?”

      The idea makes me exhausted just thinking about it. We only got them out there a few days ago. Surely there’s no need to bring them back already?

      I’m schooled, as I am so often, by my ‘big’ brother.

      “The risk,” he says, “is that Cromwell will find out about them and hunt them down. He’s suffered a pretty serious blow. He might want to wreak some revenge.”

      “But he doesn’t know where they are, does he?”

      Zander’s lack of immediate response is telling. Then, before he answers, I draw my own conclusion.

      “Rafe,” I say. “He’ll have known about the mines, and what the plan was. So, Woolf will too. And, assuming she’s with Cromwell, then…”

      “Bingo,” pings Zander’s voice. “If he can’t get to us here, he might just send a bunch of Stalkers out there. It’s a very real risk.”

      A rumbling, exhale of stress-filled air blasts from my lungs.

      “So…what? You’re bringing them back again?”

      “That’s being decided. We’ve got a bunch of hybrids and soldiers there, as you know. But they’ll be no match for Cromwell if he sends some of his better agents.”

      “And they’re no match for the wild anyway,” I add. “I mean, jeez Zander, we lost about, I don’t know, fifty people on our first go…and that was without running into the Bear-Skins or Fangs, and with Rhoth’s escort to boot.”

      “Yeah, I know it all, Brie. And on the way back you did run into Bjorn and his hunters. I know…”

      “And we could have all died. Seriously, Bjorn is not a happy bunny after what I did. There’s no way the people can pass through that way without loads more guards. And I mean loads. They’d be slaughtered otherwise.”

      “I agree with you. And, as always, we’ve got a problem of numbers. Lady Orlando hardly wants to lose too many of our soldiers here.”

      “But you said it yourself. We’re safe, right? And we’ve got City Guards joining up too. They might help…”

      “We do, and after Lady Orlando’s speech, our ranks will probably swell. But, having them join us here is one thing. Trying to get them to head out into the outerlands to save a few hundred people…that’s another.”

      “But Cromwell’s nowhere to be seen. We’re secure here. I say we get back out there and bring them home. What about Rhoth?”

      Zander is already shaking his head.

      “No chance in hell will he help. And anyway, he’s a whole other problem right now. We’ve had him moaning down the line, calling for us to get out there and fight his war for him. Adryan’s having a whale of a time dealing with all that, I can tell you.”

      “Well he can damn well shut up and stop his moaning!” I announce. “If he’s giving Adryan a hard time, I’ll…”

      Zander raises his eyes and smirks.

      “You’ll…what exactly?”

      “I…I don’t know. I’ll kick his ass, that’s what I’ll do.”

      “Well, as much as I’d love to see that, I think we can think of something better. It’s possible we can kill a couple of birds with one stone here. You see what I’m saying?”

      I let my ire settle, and then it comes to me.

      “Right…right,” I say, nodding. “Help Rhoth take out the Bear-Skins, and go and fetch our people on the way. Smart.”

      “Why thank you. Although, that was Kira’s.”

      “Yeah, she’s smart too. Damn, that girl’s got some moves, Zander. She was great today.”

      “She’s great everyday,” says my brother quickly.

      “You don’t…like her do you?” I query, leaning in. “You seemed to be getting on pretty well with Tess earlier. I won’t have you messing with my girls.”

      His laugh is wild and abundant. It fills the room right up to the brim.

      “First, none of your business. Second, I’ve got no time to ‘like’ people right now. This isn’t school, Brie, this is war.”

      I smile at his attempt to side-step the issue, and sneak right into his head to survey his thoughts. They’re a little less pleasant than I’d like, so I quickly retreat.

      “Ew…Zander.”

      He grins.

      “I knew you’d try that. Thought I’d show you something you didn’t want to see.”

      I pick up a few chips from a bowl and toss them into his face. He dodges them with annoying ease.

      “Anyway, we’re getting off-topic here. The simple fact is, no decisions have been made yet. There are other things at play too…”

      “Such as?” I ask quickly.

      “Well, such as you let me speak and get to my point,” he glares. I’m not buying it. He’s just sore because I brought up his love life. “Cromwell,” he continues, “is priority one. We’re sending out some scouts tonight to try to find some clues. Right now, he’s completely AWOL, and still no word from Burns.”

      “Right, well let him rot out there,” I say. “We have the city now, what can he do to us…”

      “Brie, you’re being naïve. Never underestimate a man like that. If we can blow the High Tower with what we had at our disposal, I’m sure he can think of something.”

      Why does he have to put me in my place so damn often? Why, Zander, why?

      “OK, anything else?” I ask.

      “That’s not enough for you?”

      “Oh, it’s plenty. It just seems like you’re building up to something…”

      “Actually, no. That’s all I’ve got. Overall, it’s not a bad place to be. I mean, I’ve looked forward to something like this for years. I never actually believed we’d be here.”

      “Well, it’s hardly ideal. It would have been a lot easier if Burns had just secretly taken Cromwell’s place.”

      My brother doesn’t agree with me immediately. I briefly survey his thoughts once more and see that, despite it all, he’s enjoying this. That, in a way, he’s glad it went down as it did.

      “Brie, stop it,” he says firmly. “I thought Lady Orlando told you not to invade people’s private thoughts?”

      “Ah, yeah. Sorry. I’m trying.”

      “Try harder,” he snaps. “You’ve got no right to do that.”

      He stands from the table. I’ve irritated him, I can tell. No need for thought-reading for that one.

      But then, I think it’s more than that. I think he’s perhaps a little ashamed by how alive all this is making him feel. That war, perhaps, is all he knows. That growing up with the Nameless has made the idea of peace, of total victory, unpalatable to him.

      He thrives in turmoil and conflict. It gives him purpose, gives him meaning, allows him to make use of his wondrous gifts.

      Without all of that, what would he be? Just a boy of 18, living a normal, boring, quiet life.

      And while he seems to abhor such a thing, my mind is quite different.

      In the end, this night has shown me that it’s all I long for.

      Family, friends, laughter and joy. That’s what I’m fighting for.

      And the sooner a real, lasting peace can be struck, the better.
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      I wake the following morning with a sore head in a room allocated to me within the City Guard HQ.

      Like the last few years at the academy, I have a roommate. The blonde locks of Tess have been replaced by the red ones of Kira, deemed to be an appropriate sleeping buddy for me given our mutual roles and powers.

      Here, on this floor, two up from the lobby, all of the offices have been given over for the housing of our more influential members. Over the course of the previous day, personnel were assigned to ensure that mattresses were fitted; simple, thin ones with little padding and the sparsest allowance of bedding too.

      The bed was comfortable enough, though, and merely tucked up against one corner of the room, with Kira’s on the other side. When I come around, I find that hers is empty, just as it was last night. The only reason I know I’m staying with her, in fact, is because I woke up several times in the night in cold sweats and spotted her fiery hair across the room.

      I quickly dress and gather my weapons, before heading down into the main lobby, which has now been filled with desks and chairs and all manner of equipment, the rebel technicians quick to configure a fairly advanced looking base of command.

      It’s certainly a level up from the set up in the church, a necessity given how Lady Orlando and her underlings now have to try to run an entire city, and not just a few derelict buildings and damp, underground caves.

      My first port of call is to chug down as much water as my belly will allow, the whiskey from last night still lingering a little in my veins. I’d say that Mrs Carmichael would be in a far worse state, but know her too well for that. She’s so conditioned to the stuff that a full bottle to herself would most probably result in a pretty bad case of ‘alcohol breath’ and little more.

      As I stand at the water station in the atrium, swigging as if my life depended on it, it becomes evidently clear that I’m not going to get a chance for any RnR today. Already, more of our soldiers are ‘suiting up’ in their tactical armour and fetching their weapons from the stock room.

      “Lock and load,” I hear one particular grunt call out, before marching off through the main hall with a force of about a dozen men at his back.

      There are plenty of faces about that I don’t recognise. And a few that I do. Among the latter, the grizzled visage of Beckett stands out, the primary commander of the rebel army doing what he does best; barking orders here and there, calling the shots like a master conductor.

      I shuffle on over to him to get an update on what happened overnight. Our relationship is hardly friendly, but I wish for it to at least be professional. So I address him as a good soldier should, formal and respectful.

      Nevertheless, he appears a little too busy to deal with me right now.

      “Kira is outside,” he tells me. “She’ll fill you in.”

      That’s all I get.

      “Thank you, sir,” I say, before heading straight out of the large double doors.

      The morning air is still dusty, trillions of tiny, invisible particles and grains teaming up to create a cloud that continues to hover over the main platform and street right at the city’s core. It will take time to settle, the falling of the High Tower creating a coating of the stuff that’s now colonising just about every street in a two mile radius.

      It makes visibility poor, not helped by the dark cloudy skies above. Through the fog, I search ahead and note that several hundred people continue to pick at the remains of the High Tower, removing the dead and searching for the living. It will be a long job that will last days and perhaps weeks, but one that needs to be done.

      There are a fair number of soldiers around too, mostly ours by the looks of their outfits. However, among them I see City Guards, adorned in their distinguished uniforms and gathering into a troop. Among them, two giant frames stand out.

      I rush over and find that they belong to Titus and Magnus, the Brute brothers having made it here safe and sound. They look like they’ve been through it, though, their uniforms grimy and large faces peppered with soot. By my reckoning, neither have slept.

      “You got here then?!” I say, dancing forward.

      Magnus notices me first, his tablet-like teeth showing up well against his soot-darkened skin. “Sure did,” his voice rumbles, spreading across the morning air.

      “Looks like you brought a few friends with you too,” I say, surveying the gathering of their colleagues. “Did they take much convincing?”

      It’s Titus who answers.

      “Not from us,” he says. “Your rebel leader did that herself. I sure would like to meet her.”

      “And I’m sure you will. So good to have you with us, though.”

      I smile, and even draw one from Titus’ lips.

      Then, another voice sings from my right, and I turn to see the half-Hawk face of Rycard coming into view through the smog.

      “It sure is,” he says. “And they’re still coming. We’ve had a couple hundred come through the gates already, with more still pouring in. Some are taking longer to come round, but the tide is definitely turning.”

      “I guess it’s some vindication for you,” I say to Rycard. “Seeing all these City Guards follow in your footsteps.”

      “Just a matter of showing them the light,” he says. “Some take more convincing, and that’s where I come in. I know a lot of them, and have been given command of their transition. All I have to do is talk about the attack on the market, and they’re on board. Lots of them lost friends that day.”

      I look to the Brute brothers again, who nod solemnly.

      “It’s unforgivable,” growls Titus.

      “Completely unforgivable,” adds his younger brother.

      “So how about you? You guys know each other?”

      “We’ve crossed paths,” says Rycard. “I mean, look at the size of them…they’re not exactly easy to miss.”

      His good eye glints.

      “Yeah, well Rycard here is more forgettable,” retorts Magnus with a lopsided grin. “At least, he was until he got that fetching eye patch.”

      Rycard laughs, seemingly coming to terms with his disability. Until now, it’s hardly hindered him. He’s been fully involved with the Nameless since he joined up, and now seems to have been given the control of the City Guard too.

      Quite the promotion. And well deserved.

      “So, what’s going on then?” I ask, looking around at the continual movement of troops. “Looks like we’re mobilising.”

      “Not the whole army,” says Rycard. “Just squads. There are pockets of Con-Cops causing havoc around the streets, killing people as they try to reach the gates. We have to protect them.”

      “Yeah, we saw the same when we came here yesterday,” I say. “Is it bad?”

      “Pretty bad. Hundreds have been killed already. Others are just staying in their homes because they’re too afraid to leave.”

      “We took down quite a few on the way here,” says Titus. “Escorted a whole bunch of civilians, a lot of them from the concert hall, and got them here safe. The Con-Cops are dumb, but fearless. They don’t care if they lose their lives, and don’t care about taking them either.”

      “Well, where’s my brother?” I ask. “And Kira…I was told she was out here?”

      “She is, over there,” says Rycard, pointing down the street. “More squads are being prepared. I saw Zander about too, think they’re heading out momentarily.”

      “Not without me they’re not!” I say. “I’ll see you guys later…”

      I twist on the spot and leave them there, heading straight for my roommate. As I reach her, Zander appears as if from nowhere, swishing from the dusty gloom, fully locked and loaded and ready to go.

      “You’re heading out?” I ask. They both spin to look at me. “Why didn’t anyone wake me up? What, you think you can just leave without me, is that it?”

      “Thought you needed some rest,” says Zander flatly. “We have plenty of soldiers now. We don’t need you.”

      I lift up my brows.

      “You don’t need me? Wow, that’s hurtful.”

      “Come on, sis, you know what I mean. It’s simple search and destroy squads. We’re dealing with Con-Cops only, with perhaps the odd City Guard troop loyal to Cromwell. Take the day off. Hang out with your friends.”

      “Zander, that’s ridiculous. I can’t just chill out here when people are being killed out there. I’m coming too.”

      “You don’t need…”

      “I’m coming too,” I repeat.

      He stares at me for a little while, and then glances at Kira. She smirks at the exchange.

      “It’s fine by me,” she says. “Your sis can handle herself from what I’ve seen.”

      I perform a grateful little bow in her direction.

      “Thank you. Nice to know that someone believes in me.”

      “Always,” winks Kira. “We girls have to stick together.”

      Zander rolls his eyes.

      “Fine, if that’s what you want. I just thought this soldiering stuff wasn’t for you.”

      “Maybe it’s growing on me,” I say.

      “Yeah, and growing fast,” Kira says. “Honey, the way you dealt with those Con-Cops yesterday…I’d say you’re getting used to it.”

      “When in Rome,” I say.

      Both of them frown.

      “Rome?” asks Kira.

      “Jeez, do neither of you know any history? It’s an old city across the sea. It’s just a phrase. Anyway, I’m just saying that, during war, I’ll be a warrior if I have to be. Needs must, I guess.”

      “Good philosophy,” says Kira. “Big bro here enjoys it, though.”

      “You do too, I can tell,” I say.

      “Brie! STOP getting in people’s heads!” reprimands Zander.

      “I’m not, I swear. Come on, it’s obvious that you both thrive on this stuff. I’m not judging or anything. You grew up with it, so fair enough. War needs people like you.”

      Zander doesn’t appear to enjoy the intimation. Kira, on the other hand, appears all too happy about it. She’s to the manor born, trained to scout, spy, and kill. And she’s mastered all three.

      “Right, well we’re taking that City Guard vehicle over there. It was just going to be Kira and me, but I guess you can tag along too as well,” says Zander.

      He still seems slightly annoyed at me. Perhaps for last night, I can’t really tell. Or maybe it’s simply the fact that he operates better when I’m not around, not having to be concerned for my safety. Were I to quickly check his thoughts, I’d get my answer.

      But no, I guess that’s off the table right now.

      Certainly, though, the two super-hybrids like to operate either alone or in very small groups. While other squads set out in larger numbers, Zander and Kira, with me tagging along, head straight for our car without any backup.

      I guess, given their power sets, they can work quicker as a pair, moving around the city at speed and covering far more ground than if they were burdened by others.

      And, I suppose I fall into that ‘others’ bracket. While I have the same powers as Zander, I don’t exactly have his fitness or durability yet. I can tell immediately that this is going to be a long and tiring day.

      We move to the car and step in. Kira slides into the backseat along with me. Zander sits up front and takes the wheel.

      “Ready?” asks Zander from the front.

      “Always,” says Kira, green eyes flashing.

      And off we go to hunt and kill.
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      I spend the short car journey getting more information about any overnight developments. First, I question how the scouts that were sent out have gotten along.

      “No feedback yet,” announces Zander, zipping along the roads. “We’ve lost contact with a few already. Signs aren’t good.”

      “Lost contact? As in, they’ve been taken out?”

      “Most likely.” His reply is deadpan, as if he expected it. Losing scouts during war is oh-so-commonplace that it doesn’t even warrant a raising of the voice. “It suggests that Cromwell is holing out in the REEF,” he goes on. “His Stalkers are probably wiping out anyone who gets too close.”

      “So, an attack is out of the question then?” I ask.

      “On the REEF? Yeah, that wouldn’t be a good idea right now. We’ve been there before, right? We know what it’s like.”

      “So what is it like?” asks Kira. “I’ve never been out that way.”

      “Like a stronghold,” I say. “Horrible place, and easily defended.”

      “And not easy to attack,” adds Zander. “We’ve won our position here through trickery and secrecy more than anything. An all out strike isn’t in anyone’s best interests.”

      “Sounds like you might want to negotiate?” I query. “You reckon Lady Orlando would go that far, given her past with Cromwell?”

      “She’s a leader, and will do whatever is best for the people,” says Zander. “Whether entering into negotiations for a cease-fire is among them, I don’t know.”

      “It’s mad, though, right?” says Kira. “Lady Orlando being married to Director Cromwell back in the day. Did you know that, Z-man?”

      My brother shakes his head at the front, and his foot stamps a little harder on the accelerator.

      “She never told me.”

      I stay quiet. I’m probably the only person who actually knew, not that I want my twin to know that.

      “She really kept that one quiet,” continues Kira. “To think, the leaders on either side of the war are old husband and wife. I mean, talk about keeping it in the family,” she laughs. “No wonder Lady O hates him so much!”

      “It’s not about that, Kira,” grunts Zander. He’s being pretty serious today, more so than usual. I mean, that’s fair enough, but he just seems to be in a pretty rotten mood. “Lady Orlando won’t allow personal feelings to influence her.”

      “I guess. But still…”

      She looks at me and lifts her brows. I present a smile to say I’m on the same wavelength as her. We decide, secretly, to change the subject, given Zander’s apparent dislike of the current one.

      “So what about Rhoth?” I ask. “He still being his unbearable self this morning, demanding we fight his war for him?”

      “Nothing more on that,” says Zander flatly. “I only told you last night.”

      “Yeah, well, things move quickly around here. Jeez, you wake up on the wrong side of the bed today or something?”

      “Bed? What bed,” he says. “I barely slept at all.”

      Ah, hence the awful, snappy mood. My insistence on coming on this Con-Cop hunt probably hasn’t helped either.

      “Right,” I say.

      Then the car goes silent.

      We continue towards the gate, heading once more to the west. As we go, I begin chatting directly with Kira instead, just to ease the growing awkwardness in the car.

      Mostly, it’s a running commentary on what we’re seeing out of the window that occurs. And there’s lots to see, with a whole host of civilians being marched along in groups, flanked by our men and some of the new City Guards joining our cause.

      It’s a full on humanitarian crisis that’s going to require all hands on deck. That includes the civilian residents of Inner Haven, already helping clear the rubble, who’ll need to help house, feed, and water all the Outer Haveners now too.

      Soon, perhaps, such terms will fade away. Outer Haveners. Inner Haveners. I guess the plan is to eventually scrap such distinctions and blur the lines between us all. Who knows, maybe even the general names we give ourselves will disappear. No more Enhanced and Unenhanced. Just people, whether ‘gifted’ or not, living as one big happy family.

      Yeah, right. I’m not so naïve as to think that will happen.

      Yet, the tide is definitely turning, as Rycard said. Whatever happens next, this city will never be the same again. And neither will the people who inhabit it.

      As we reach the western gate, we find an ever-increasing glut of people. Pens have been set up just inside, beyond the gates and the large blocking trucks, in order to ensure that order is kept as the people are processed and integrated into the city.

      It needs to be this way. Anything else would be too much of a mess, and by the looks of things we’re already being stretched to breaking point.

      “Looks like Lady O’s speech had more of an impact than we thought it would,” remarks Kira. “Can we handle all these people?”

      “We have to,” says Zander, rejoining the conversation after a little sulk. “We made promises.”

      “Good thing we have City Guards joining up too,” I say. “So, Rycard said he’s been put in charge of them. What is he, like the new Commander or something.”

      “Well, he doesn’t have a title like that, but yeah, in a manner of speaking. Lady Orlando thought he was best placed to integrate them, given his background.”

      “Good idea,” I say. “Once he’s built up a big enough force, maybe it should be him who goes out and collects the people from the mines. Lord knows he’ll be happy to do it, given how Sophie and Maddox are there…”

      “Afraid not,” answers my brother immediately. “The City Guard are sworn to protect the city, not go marching outside of it. If we decide to take action and form as escort for the mines, we’ll have to do it with our own men, or those who volunteer.”

      “Yeah, and what’s the latest on that one?” asks Kira.

      I’m glad it’s her, and not me. I can already sense Zander’s short answer coming.

      “It’s in discussion,” he says, a little more softly to her than he might have done to me. “Pearson is keeping a close watch on the surrounding areas with the hybrids he has. There’s a good chance that Cromwell isn’t even aware of them. And if he is, he may or may not bother trying to reach them, not with his own resources being squeezed.”

      I hope he’s right. How awful would it be for them to suffer that horrible journey through the wilds, only to be hunted down and slaughtered by a team of Stalkers.

      But then, war isn’t fair. Death isn’t fair. I’ve learned that lesson several times already.

      It takes a little while for us to navigate through the burgeoning crowd around the gate, so much so that Kira suggests we get out right here and continue on foot.

      “We’d travel quicker using our Dasher powers anyway,” she says, before glancing at me. “Ah, maybe not.”

      “Hey…”

      “Ah, honey, no offence. You’re just as quick but just, you know, not as fit yet. You’d lose steam too quickly.”

      “Yeah, hence us travelling by car,” says Zander. He says it in such a way as to give me absolute confirmation that he doesn’t want me along for the ride. “Anyway, we’ll go a bit further first. We’ll be starting in district 3 of the western quarter. Apparently there’s a load of them there.”

      “And are they still mainly in the eastern quarter?” I query. “Last I heard they were all bunched up over there.”

      “Lots are, yeah,” says Zander. “But pockets remain here and there. It should be a simple enough job. We’ll sweep through, street by street, and take down any we see. No hesitation, just kill them whether they fire on us or not.”

      He glances back to me, as if suggesting I might, in fact, hesitate.

      I assure him, in no uncertain terms, that those days are behind me.

      “We might also run into some City Guards,” adds Kira. “Not all are as morally well-adjusted as those big ol’ Brutes you know. Lots are too ingrained into Cromwell’s philosophy and will try to keep hold of the streets for him.”

      “And no hesitation with them either,” says Zander. “Anyone who doesn’t comply is our enemy, got it?”

      “I got it, boss,” I say, a little snarkily.

      Frankly, while I generally look upon City Guards as good folk, those who refuse to turn are perhaps too long gone for me. And, I have experience of those more sinister types too. I only have to think of the ones who escorted me to the REEF after my High Tower incarceration for that.

      We move up through district 1 of the western quarter, heading straight for district 3 in the northwest. As we go, the streets take a new shape, even worse than they were the previous day.

      The corpses that appear begin to rival what I witnessed in the northern quarter. And, worst of all, they seem to be predominantly civilian casualties, shot dead as they tried to make for the western gate.

      The wreckages of cars are also prominent, many still burning and with the dead still inside. At certain points, I see gridlock, dozens of cars caught bunched up as they tried to weave their way towards Inner Haven.

      Those that aren’t burning, and don’t entomb the dead, have been abandoned, the people choosing to brave the streets on foot and, most likely, return to their homes or any nearby shelter they can find. Along the way, I spy some people still hiding, individuals, couples, and little groups trying to sneak from alley to alley, work towards the sanctuary at the centre of the city.

      We can’t stop to help them, despite wishing to. These streets have been cleared now, and they should have a free run for the gate. The distant chatter of gunfire, however, alerts us to the fact that nearby districts are still being swept, our men working through the morning to make them safe.

      It’s such an odd turnaround, seeing all these Outer Haveners make for the inner city. As a kid, the idea of ever setting foot beyond the walls and venturing into Inner Haven was fanciful at best, and utterly absurd at worst. Now, what was a closed off portion of Haven, so rarely set foot by any of the Unenhanced, has become the beacon of hope they’re all trying to get to.

      Soon enough, we’re crossing into district 3, not far from the border to the northern quarter, and Zander is pulling to a stop. He spots a family huddling in a dark corner, fearful eyes lit up in the shadows as they cower and try to stay still, hoping we don’t notice.

      My brother raises his hands to show he’s a friend.

      “Don’t be afraid. Are you trying to get to Inner Haven?” he asks, creeping gently towards them.

      The father answers, standing nervously to his feet with his wife and two daughters behind.

      “Yes…but the roads are too dangerous.”

      “Why haven’t you returned to your home?” asks Kira.

      “We don’t have one anymore. Some Con-Cops…they came and killed everyone in our building. It’s a massacre out here. I just want to protect my family.”

      Zander steps further forward.

      “Do you know how to drive?”

      The man nods.

      “OK, take our car. We don’t need it anymore. Head straight for the western gate. We’ve just passed that way and the roads are clear. Go fast, and don’t stop for anyone. Go…”

      The father takes a moment to activate. Then, in a sudden rush and with a flurry of thanks, he gathers up his family and climbs into our vacant car. Zander gives him some brief directions, and they set straight off into the misty morning.

      “So, I guess it’s on foot from now on then,” smiles Kira, flicking her pulse rifle from her back in a skilful, single motion, and setting her finger right to the trigger. “Let’s go hunting.”
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      The streets are, for the most part, eerily quiet.

      Occasionally, the rattle of gunfire will signal some fighting in an adjoining district; usually coming in short spurts rather than prolonged engagements. Given our enemy, and their limited capacity as soldiers, I can only assume it’s them who quickly bite the dust.

      We creep along in silence, utilising our senses as we go. Mostly, it’s Kira upon who we rely, her use of the Sight allowing us to scan ahead and observe the world beyond the reach of our ocular ability.

      She sniffs the air, honing in on the specific scent she’s grown to associate with Con-Cops in particular. I ask her how she determines that, and she tells me it’s the material in their uniforms that give off the unique odour, something that no normal person could ever hope to smell.

      Their pulse-rates, too, can be an indicator of their whereabouts. Normal people, she says, hiding up in their homes, will likely have raised heartbeats and rates of breathing. They will perspire more too, and give off other imperceptible signals that only someone like Kira could detect, even down to the electrical currents in their brain and nervous system.

      Con-Cops, on the other hand, tend to have fairly steady heartbeats, unencumbered by stress or fear as they are. They perspire less too, and breathe in a more regular fashion. Naturally, over her many years of practice and training in the field, she’s grown extremely efficient at deciphering just who or what might lie around a hidden corner.

      Like a pig hunting truffles, she leads us through the war-torn streets in search of our quarry, the signals growing stronger the closer we get. Within about ten minutes of leaving the car, she’s led us right towards a troop standing in wait at a quiet crossroad, eager to ambush the next unfortunate soul who might wander or drive right by.

      Instead, it’s us who ambush them, moving into position so quietly and quickly that they don’t even know we’re there. With our pulse rifles fixed at an appropriate setting, we fill the misty air with lights of blue, fizzing and crackling straight towards them before they can react.

      The crossroad gets a fresh coating of blood and charred flesh.

      And we move straight on.

      The morning continues in much the same fashion. Kira hunts, and we all kill.

      It’s like shooting fish in a barrel, the Con-Cops rarely even able to lift their weapons before their trigger-fingers go limp and they hit the dirt.

      To hybrids like us, they are a feeble adversary, hardly causing us to break a sweat as we work through the district, cleaning away any pockets of resistance we find.

      Our other squads are likely to be having similar success, yet probably without the same level of efficiency. We base our strategy on tracking, stealth, and the element of surprise. Other teams with other skills will employ a more direct approach, something that becomes clear when a few more sustained periods of fighting reach our ears.

      Of course, Kira is able to update us on all of that. Her hearing is so advanced that she can, if concentrating hard and focusing only on that particular sense, hear right across the city depending on the sound. So, while Zander and I can hear gunfire in the next district, she can quite easily hear it many miles away, and probably much further than that too.

      According to her, there are lots of little battles raging that we cannot hear, not only between our own men and the enemy, but also between the enemy and the civilians. The latter, though, wouldn’t be termed a battle, but more of a slaughter, as the Con-Cops continue to cut down anyone brave enough to venture towards Inner Haven.

      It must be a directive sent through the ranks by Cromwell. Some revenge for our assault on the High Tower perhaps, or merely a show of his absolute willingness to do anything to weaken our position.

      It’s the action of a coward, hiding away in his fortress out in the woods, and makes my blood boil. So we quicken our step a little, and speed the hunt, and the hours begin to sweep by until the sun is skidding low, and the dark clouds are giving way to an unearthly, beautiful sunset.

      I begin to lose track of the number of lives I’ve taken. Yet, for every life I snub out, I imagine that I’m saving several more, perhaps three or five or ten times that many.

      I imagine it because it’s true, the people starting to creep back out of their homes as we work through the streets, the path cleared for them to get to Inner Haven. For each Con-Cop who sees the business end of my pulse rifle or pistol, many more civilians pass by me, rushing off to safety.

      But, not all is plain sailing. The advancing hours bring a growing fatigue, and as if by fate, we encounter a more dangerous and deadly force just as we’re starting to wane.

      Drawn perhaps by the commotion, a group of rogue City Guards come rushing towards a large intersection that, not so long ago, would be bustling with people around this time. Surrounded by dormant advertising boards and screens, and with a host of abandoned and destroyed cars littering the street, it’s clearly already seen a fair bit of fighting.

      And it’s about to see more.

      Kira, quick on the draw with her powers, quickly counts out the number of approaching soldiers as we rush towards the safety of a broken wall, off to the left where one of the tenement blocks has seen far better days.

      “Ten,” she says, before any of them even come into view. She points up the street to the north, her green eyes locked behind tight lids. “That way. Um…three Dashers…two Brutes…the rest, I’m not sure.”

      “How can you tell?!” I ask.

      “Dashers have quicker heartbeats,” she says. “And if they’re using their powers, it’s easy to tell by the movement of the air around them, and the pace of their feet. Brutes…well, their pulses are much louder and stronger, and their footfall too…”

      “OK, OK, classroom time’s over,” says Zander. “Ten should be manageable. Remember, Brie, they won’t just run in like Con-Cops, and if they have Sniffers or Bats with them, they’ll already know we’re here. In fact, they can probably hear me right now.”

      He shuts his voice off, and begins issuing some hand signal commands to Kira. She watches and nods, taking it all in.

      Then he turns to me, and begins communicating telepathically.

      Kira’s going to flank round to the right, he says in my head. I want you going up the street to the left, behind the cars. I’ll go down the middle. Got it?

      I nod.

      Right. Watch for the Dashers. They’re the most dangerous. Your Hawk-eyes should pick them out. As soon as we’ve despatched them, the rest will fall quick. OK, let’s go.

      He looks to Kira once more, all set to make her move as soon as Zander gives the order. She listens closely for the movement of the enemy troop, about to come around the corner at the top and venture straight for us.

      She nods, and then we move.

      Stepping out from behind the broken wall in the recess of that half destroyed building, we activate our Dasher powers and press straight on up the street. I go left, Kira right, and my brother heads straight up the centre.

      We reach the first batch of cover in a flash, huddling behind the husks of cars. Mine is flaming, obscuring my view ahead. I drop to my knees, arch my neck around the side, and drive my Hawk-eyes right up the street.

      A mere second later, I see the first signs of activity. A whooshing of dust is kicked up, appearing from a side street and hammering its way towards us. Then, another joins in, and a final trail, telling of the positions of the three Dashers Kira mentioned.

      I catch them out with my vision, see their armoured frames come surging at a terrific pace to suggest these guys – well, two guys and one girl, by the looks of things – are fairly powerful among their single-Enhanced kind.

      I stay put, though, and see the rest come rushing too. Most prominent are the Brutes, completely covered in strong armour that even our pulse rifles may have trouble penetrating, and fixed with an intimidating display of double-miniguns.

      Behind, towards the rear, three others set up shop, most likely Hawks able to aim and fire with great accuracy from a distance.

      Finally, another two move in, Bats or Sniffers or one of each. I suspect they’re more out of their depth than the rest.

      Yet, they probably don’t know to what extent. They probably think we’re regular Nameless soldiers, or at the very most low-level hybrids. Unfortunately, they’re about to get a rude awakening.

      The Dashers come up on us first, moving close and behind cover just ahead. It’s obvious that one has been assigned for each of us, the three of them shooting and displacing with great pace as they work up the street in our direction.

      I hear Zander in my head again.

      Let them get closer. Draw them in…

      He gives the same order to Kira with a few swift gestures.

      We wait, but don’t have to for long. Perhaps believing they can surprise us, the Dashers all press forwards at once, zipping so fast around the side of our busted cars that, were we anyone else, they might just have caught us napping.

      But we’re Hawks. And Dashers. And much more else besides.

      No one catches us napping.

      We see them coming before they arrive, and each of us joins the fray. I move just in time as my opponent whooshes in front of me, pulse rifle raised and ready to chop me down. I dance to the left as the female Dasher pulls the trigger, the flaming car split in half with the two parts sent rolling off down the street in a tumbling trail of smoke.

      The dust takes a moment to settle, long enough for me to get into position. The Dasher has no Hawk-eyes, and didn’t see me move.

      I’m right behind her, gun to her back. I do as I told my brother I wouldn’t, and hesitate. At this range, with the setting my pulse rifle is on, she’s likely to be split right in two.

      But I have no choice.

      I shut my eyes and pull the trigger. Even behind my eyelids, I see the blue. And then, straight after, I see the red. And feel it too.

      Blood splatters right across my face, a heavy spray of the stuff that comes with a few bits of something more solid. I spit the bitter liquid from my lips and open my eyes. The sight before me is the sort of thing the worst nightmares are made of.

      I avert my eyes from the mess and look to my right. It seems the other two Dashers didn’t fare much better, their bodies similarly mangled. Then I look up, and see Zander and Kira already pressing on.

      I head straight after them, keen to escape the gore-fest behind, just as the two burly Brutes begin to batter us with their miniguns. They’re armoured in a manner I haven’t yet seen, with some sort of metal rig on their back with two miniguns fixed to either flank.

      They stand and roar, squeezing on the triggers of their weapons and filling the streets with a barrage of gunfire that’s impossible to dodge. Hundreds of rounds a second pour at us from the four guns with their dozens of little barrels, forcing us to dash off in retreat and find whatever refuge we can.

      My choice is another car. Kira and Zander, meanwhile, toss themselves through the low window of a shop, ducking behind the wall inside. They’re closer, further up the street, and both Brutes quickly pick them out, swinging their massive guns over towards the shop and quickly sending it crumbling to dust as it’s blasted by a thousands ravenous rounds of lead.

      I’ve been ignored, hidden further down the street. I have a chance, and have to take it.

      With their attention away from me, I surge straight up the left side of the street, dashing with all the speed I can muster behind their backs and sliding to a stop behind another car. It’s so loud my presence continues to go unnoticed, the Brutes far too focused on dismantling the building in front of them and bringing it crumbling down upon my brother and friend.

      Heart blazing, I lift my pulse rifle to the nearest Brute, now only a dozen metres away, and search for some weak spot in his armour.

      I can’t see any, but wonder whether I’ll need one from this range. Without delay, I crank the dial on the weapon and power it up to its highest level. It begins to whir and hum, barely audible over the deafening sound of the four miniguns just ahead of me, the charge metre changing colour from red to blue and, finally, to green.

      Then, I feel a distinct click, and in one swift move, I thrust it to my shoulder, stand from behind the car, and send an eruption of frantic blue energy right at the nearest Brute’s head.

      The kickback is so strong I stumble off my feet, catching my heel on a block of rubble behind me. As I hit the floor, however, I feel a tremor that can’t possibly be a result of my 55kg weight.

      Scrambling back to my feet, I glance back over the car and see my foe on the ground, collapsed in a heap and headless.

      My eyes lift straight for his comrade, who must have felt the tremor too. He stops firing and turns.

      And then, seeing his decapitated friend, he roars.

      But it doesn’t last long.

      From the now largely destroyed shop behind him, two blue rounds gallop at him together, hit him in sync, and burn right through his gigantic chest.

      His roar ends, his eyes burst open in pain, and he joins his brother in the dust.

      Zander and Kira clamber out of the broken down building, brushing dust and soot from their eyes. They both look at me with eyes that say ‘good job.’

      Then, we all quickly turn to look down the street, where the other City Guards appear, peering from behind their cover. None shoot. They just stare in shock, awe, and a whole load of fear.

      For a moment, no one seems to do anything. And then, suddenly, as if all coming to the same conclusion together, they turn back down the side streets and begin racing away as fast as their shaking legs will carry them.

      I turn to my brother and Kira, who glance at each other.

      “You wanna take this or should I?” Zander says calmly to her.

      She smiles and shrugs.

      “Be my guest.”

      He turns, his body powering up, and quickly disappears, leaving a swishing trail of smoke in his wake. Moments later, blue lights shine, and screams ring out.

      And Kira looks at me and says flippantly: “I think we should call that a day.”
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      As we await the return of Zander, I peruse the carnage on the streets with the sort of dead-eyed, detached stare that even the most emotionally crippled of Savants might be proud of. If they could feel pride, that is.

      There’s a futility to it all, a hopelessness at seeing what we’ve been forced to do. And while these men and woman have seemingly pinned their flag to Cromwell’s mast, they’re still people manipulated by his system, and are people that I’d rather not have killed.

      But I did. I killed two, and did so in rather gruesome fashion that hardly helps me reconcile what I’m starting to become.

      In the last two days, I’ve brutally killed three men with a knife, burned a bunch of others alive, cut a woman in half with my pulse rifle, blown off another one’s head, and done just about everything else in between to the many, many Con-Cops to have suffered my sting.

      And only now, standing here with a moment to catch my breath, am I starting to wish that I hadn’t volunteered to come along in the first place.

      Still, those feelings are fading. Mostly, my growing emotional detachment to it all is something that concerns me for my own sake. I guess, in a way, that says it all – that it’s not the fact that I’m taking lives that worries me, but the fact that I’m beginning to grow used to it, and am changing so rapidly as a result.

      It’s really a selfish way of thinking. With all the lives I’ve snatched away, my main concern is seemingly the changes all of this mayhem is making to my own. Then again, people are inherently self-centred, so why the hell should I be any different?

      Kira, of course, has been here many times before. And as we wait for Zander, she sets about checking our fallen foes for intelligence and any possible loot – specifically weapons – that she might want to take for herself. She seems to have a penchant for knives, something that makes sense given her gifts. I suspect that she’s quite the marksman with a throwing knife in hand.

      I just stand there in the middle of the street, watching her and waiting for my brother. He’ll be back momentarily I’m sure – finishing off a few Hawks and Bats shouldn’t take long – and then we’ll, hopefully, call it a day and return to HQ.

      It is starting to get late now. The sky is beginning to turn blood red, quite appropriate really, infused with the sort of beautiful colours I’d once have thoroughly enjoyed.

      Of all the sorts of sunsets I saw when sitting on top of the factory in the eastern quarter, gazing upon the distant mountains, the red ones were the best. It just contrasted so wonderfully with the green trees in the distance, and the toxic mist that would glow around them.

      I stare for a while at the colours, before my attention is taken by Kira. I notice her out of the corner of my eye, for no other reason than the fact that she’s suddenly gone still.

      Very still.

      Like that of a statue, or of someone suddenly caught doing something they shouldn’t, their body fixing to stone and refusing to budge.

      I turn to her and see a frown above her eyes. She seems to be listening carefully, and sniffing the air too, as if she’s caught a strange scent.

      The sight causes a natural jump in my pulse rate. It’s always unnerving to see Kira like this, and I’ve quickly learned that it most likely means we have a new party of soldiers incoming.

      And here was me hoping that the day was over…

      In the silence, my voice cuts a clear path to her ears.

      “What’s wrong?” I whisper.

      Her eyes keep staring, at nothing in particular, just a blank space on the tarmac.

      “Something…” she whispers. “I smell something…I don’t recognise.”

      She turns suddenly, looking right up the street towards the north.

      My eyes follow, guided towards the sight of the setting sun, the sky bright red and orange and the streets below caught in their shadow. I squint through the colourful haze, and Kira shifts her position right next to me, behind a slab of broken building, swinging her rifle into place as I do the same.

      We watch, silent and unmoving, searching with our super-vision through the shade. My lips drip out another whisper.

      “What is it?”

      My heart is really hammering now, jabbing at my chest.

      “People…some people are coming.”

      “City Gaurds?” I ask.

      Her head shakes; a millimetre left, a millimetre right.

      “Something else…”

      My mind goes straight for ‘Stalkers’. Nothing else would cause a reaction like this.

      We lower ourselves gently to the ground, hunching behind the slab of stone. Down the street, a little way off, I hear the slightest sounds of Zander returning. My eyes glint in his direction, and I see him wandering from the distance, no longer seeing any need to use his powers to return to us quickly.

      I consider calling out, but there’s a better option.

      Get back here, now! I shout at him telepathically.

      Still watching him with one eye, I see him stop, hear me, and suddenly come running.

      And as he does, my other eye spots movement in the dark alley ahead. I turn back with my full attention and, from the gloom, see the shape of bodies materialise, garbed in clothing I’ve never seen; capes and cloaks of red, ornate silver armour, helmets with wondrous patterns and embellishments.

      They have a variety of blades on them, swords and knives and other weapons I’ve never seen, some strange mix of the ancient and the new. And they carry shields too, light but large and protecting any weak spots in their armour, of which there appear to be few.

      I get only a brief look at them before Kira’s pulse rifle goes off. It spews out its blue flame on instinct, and my finger jams straight down on the trigger too. The light joins the red of the sunset and the black of the darkened alley, but hit nothing but the brickwork of the buildings behind.

      The four men approaching us move off at tremendous speed, two moving left and two moving right as they reach the end of the alley and spread out into the main street. Immediately, I search for any sight of them, my gaze swinging to the right as Kira looks left.

      I see little more than a swish of smoke and dust, before suddenly, from the side, a car comes hurtling right at me. I see it first, and push Kira away as I roll off in the other direction. The car comes smashing down right where we were, crumpling into the block of stone and turning to a heap of twisted metal.

      I hurry off to find more cover, scampering behind a small van, and see a series of bricks and bits of rubble rushing through the air towards me. Behind them, one of the men appears, his hands swirling, drawing up more random wreckage from the earth. All the chunks of stone and brick and bits of debris are hurled right at me, straight across the street, hailing down where I hide.

      A Mind-Mover. He must be a Mind-Mover…

      I’m forced to move again, further away from Kira. I see her being surrounded by the other three men, enclosing her as Zander comes pouring down the road to help.

      I’m distracted, my focus lost. Another barrage of bricks comes at me, and I’m unable to dodge them all. Displacing, I feel a heavy hit at the back of my head, the block knocking me forwards and off my feet.

      My eyes begin to blur, the wind pressed out of me as I hit the ground, stomach first. I blink hard and look at my foe, but he’s gone, dashing off to battle the others.

      I try to struggle to my feet, feeling suddenly weak, grabbing the opened door of a car to haul myself up. I hear the commotion ahead, and see the world swirling in a gigantic whirlpool of smoke, the dust dancing and making it impossible for me to see what’s going on.

      I try to press forward, reaching down and grabbing my pulse rifle from the turf, a warm trail of blood now creeping down the back of my neck. I lift the gun weakly and aim, but there’s nothing to aim at, nothing to see but the churning vortex.

      The street roars with the wind, and I hear voices crying out too. Kira’s. My brother’s. They roar for each other, and roar for me, lost in the squall. And then, suddenly, one of them goes out, my brother’s words cut off.

      My heart thunders, and I step again, moving towards the tornado, and through the haze of smoke and grit see a shadow within. A figure, his arms circling like he’s launching a lasso, manipulates the wind, obscuring the world, tearing the streets apart.

      I try to move on, but the world continues to blur and deaden before my eyes. I collapse to my knees again, waves of debris rushing past as its drawn up by the gale.

      I lift my rifle once more, trying to aim it at the man with his rotating arms, but am too weak, the gun too large and unsteady as its battered by the relentless breeze. I withdraw my pistol instead - lighter, easier to aim in this furious, man-made storm - and begin firing. The bullets enter the twister, rushing straight at the man, but seem to do nothing but bounce off his armour or get caught in the maelstrom.

      He barely appears to notice, his arms now beginning to slow, the tornado weakening. Another round of detritus comes swirling right at me, peppering my face, stabbing at the side of my head. I shut my eyes tight, my visor insufficient to fully stop the flow, cracking as its so violently assaulted.

      I hunch to the ground, shielding myself, praying for it all to end. And then, with the blackness starting to creep around from the corners of my vision, all goes suddenly calm and quiet.

      I lift my eyes one final time, and see the four strange soldiers standing over the bodies of Kira and Zander, the sky raining with the final bits of debris now left to fall as the wind subsides.

      I watch in horror as a few large objects – cars, massive slabs of battered building – come tumbling, right towards where my friends lie. One of the soldiers sees them coming, lifting his arms and slowing their descent. The slabs of stone and crumpled vehicles are caught in mid-air, slowing to a stop. I see him flick his arms to the left, tossing the objects aside as they crash into the streets with loud, quaking booms.

      Then, from the alley, another man walks, young and dressed slightly differently to the rest; less armour and more finery, his magnificent maroon and silver outfit lighting up resplendently in the dank streets.

      He looks at my downed friends, and straightens a cool finger at Kira.

      “Her,” I hear him say, his voice carrying over to me in the sudden silence. It sounds odd, his accent unlike any I’ve ever heard.

      “Not him?” asks one of the guards, his voice similarly strange, glancing at my brother.

      The leader shakes his head.

      “Just her.”

      And then, he spins, his cape flowing, and begins moving off once more down the alley, disappearing into the darkness. Three of his soldiers go with him. The fourth bends down, scoops Kira up into his arms, and marches straight after.

      And as I watch her get taken off, and then switch my eyes back to my brother, my own vision fades away.

      And the blackness closes in.
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      The light slowly creeps back from the corners of my eyes, my lids creaking open.

      My limbs feel weak, my head a pulsing throb. The glow around me is artificial, unnatural. I’m no longer out on the darkening streets.

      A word rushes to my aching head and croaks out from my lips.

      “Zander…”

      I try to sit up, pushing myself up from a soft mattress, and guide my eyes around the room. It’s small, boring, metallic. I must be back in Inner Haven.

      I’m not alone.

      As I press myself weakly from the bed, I see a figure rushing over, the haze in my head beginning to disperse.

      “Brie!”

      My eyes soak up the form of my best friend, Tess hurrying towards me from a little chair set up against the opposite wall. She reaches out and helps me sit up, and I realise that the mattress I’m on is laid out on top of a desk, the same sort you get in many of the offices at the City Guard HQ.

      “How are you? Are you feeling OK?” her voices rushes.

      I wince and my hand stretches to the back of my head, feeling the little cut at the base of my skull, patched up and covered in a dressing.

      “What happened?” I ask, looking around the room. “Are we at the HQ…”

      “Yeah,” she says quickly. “You and your brother were found by one of the squads. They brought you back…”

      “Zander…” The name rattles off my tongue again. “Is he OK?!”

      “He’s fine, already up and running. There’s a meeting going on right now…I was brought here to look after you.”

      I sit right up, despite the ache in my skull, and turn my eyes to the door.

      “Meeting,” I say. “Where?”

      “Um, at the top of the building I think. Lady Orlando’s office…”

      I stand on shaky legs, dropping my feet to the floor.

      “Brie, you need to rest. You had a bad knock to the head…”

      “It’s nothing,” I say, stumbling a little as I try to stand up straight. “I’ve…had worse before.”

      I have, that’s for sure. And I’ve had this exact same thing too, back when I passed out during the bachelor ball as my powers began to first manifest. I hit the deck hard that night, and woke up with a similar thud in my head. I definitely know the drill…

      I begin moving towards the door.

      “Brie! What are you doing?!” calls Tess, hurrying behind.

      “I need to know what the hell’s going on,” I say. “Kira…she was taken.”

      “Taken? By who?”

      I shake my head as I reach for the handle, and pull open the door.

      “That’s what I’m going to find out.”

      My legs remain shaky as I find my bearings, moving down the corridor and searching for the nearest lifts. Tess comes with me, acting chaperone in case I should fall.

      A few feeble attempts at persuading me to go back and lie down fail. Then she decides that coming along with me is more exciting and so leads me right where I need to go. Within minutes, we’re in the lift and hurtling towards level 15, stepping out into the corridor and making straight for Lady Orlando’s office.

      My mind continues to swim, threatening to knock me off my stride. I press straight on, though, moving as quickly as I can go without falling as the sounds of voices begin to rise up from beyond the door ahead.

      I don’t knock when I reach it. I march right inside, Tess hovering slightly sheepishly behind me, as all eyes immediately turn straight to me.

      I take the room in.

      It’s full, not just with people, but with a new allocation of tech too, presumably to ensure that Lady Orlando can effectively run things from up here. I see a station set up in one corner that looks familiar to the security and comms room back at the church, and note that Alfred, the Nameless’ main intelligence agent, is sat in front of it.

      There are others in the room too. Beckett, Freya, Rycard, a couple of the older advisors that Lady Orlando likes to keep around. She’s at her desk, of course, sitting in her usual spot. But it’s to Zander that my eyes quickly go, his face bruised but little more. He looks fine, like he came out of the battle with the mystery men with little more than a black eye and swollen cheek.

      It’s him I’m looking at when I first speak, my words seizing the attention of the room as soon as I enter.

      “Who the hell were those people?!” I ask.

      A series of looks are passed around the various occupants of the room. Every single one of them suggests that they’re discussing exactly that.

      “I don’t know,” says my brother plainly. “They weren’t like any soldiers I’ve ever seen.”

      I take another step in. Tess stays behind me, sinking a little closer to the wall, probably just hoping not to be noticed or chucked out.

      “Cromwell,” I say. “They have to be Cromwell’s men.”

      No one seems to agree or disagree. Other than me, only Zander was there. No one else can really have an opinion on this until they’ve got the full picture.

      “Zander says they wore strange armour, dark red cloaks,” says Lady Orlando. “And had strange weapons with them too.”

      The tone of her voices poses it as a question. I guess she’s asking for my testimony and version of events.

      I oblige.

      “Yeah,” I say. “I mean, I’m not experienced like you all here, but they were weird for sure. One of them at least was a Mind-Mover. But I think there were two, actually. One was tossing around cars and rubble like it was nothing, just using his mind…”

      “And the other created a tornado,” adds Zander. “Yes, they were different people,” he says to me. “Clearly proficient at manipulating different elements. Earth, wind, etcetera.”

      “We have had some experience with Mind-Movers before,” says Lady Orlando. “But nothing like that. Not with those sort of powers.”

      “Well, like I say, it has to be Cromwell, right?” I argue. “What about these experiments he’s doing in the REEF. I’ve heard the rumours. Maybe this is the result.”

      “Maybe,” says Lady Orlando quickly. “What else can you tell us?”

      I think back, to the young man who seemed to be in command. By the time he came out, Zander was already unconscious. He won’t have seen him.

      “There were four soldiers,” I say, “who attacked us. But they…they clearly didn’t want to kill.” I look to my brother. “I saw you knocked out, when the tornado stopped. I saw…I don’t know, a young man come out. He pointed at Kira and told the men to take her. Then he just left you behind.”

      “He ordered for Zander to be left and Kira taken?” questions Rycard. “Then it can’t be Cromwell’s people. He’d have taken all three of you, or just killed you right there and then.”

      Heads nod. Mumbles of agreement rise.

      “He’s right,” grunts Beckett. “I’ve never heard of soldiers as you and your brother describe. And I’ve never known of Mind-Movers with those sorts of powers. But if Cromwell cooked them up, none of you would be here now. You’d either be captured or dead, most likely the latter.”

      “But why Kira?” I ask. “Why would they just take her? Who else could they be?”

      My question draws a blank. No one can offer a single explanation.

      Then, another thought comes to me, another memory.

      “They sounded odd too,” I say, thinking back. “I only heard a few words, but their accents were strange, not like anyone around here, not even Rhoth and the tribes. And Kira, she caught their scent, and didn’t recognise it. She’d never sensed anyone like that.”

      Again, the occupants of the room share confused and slightly alarmed looks.

      “Did you see which way they went?” asks Lady Orlando.

      “Yeah, north,” I say. “They came from there and left the same way. It all happened so fast…that’s all I know.”

      “Well, none of our other teams have reported seeing anything like what you describe,” says Beckett. “But one thing is clear to me…”

      He seems to pause for dramatic effect, swaying his eyes over the assembly.

      Then his voice croaks out ominously: “They’re not from around here…”

      A fresh silence hangs in the air. I lift my wrist and pull up my sleeve, my body armour now discarded, and see that it’s a little past 10 PM. I must have been out for a few hours.

      Finally, Lady Orlando breaks the silence. She lifts her eyes to Alfred, over at his station in the corner.

      “Alfred, get the church on the line,” she says. “Right now.”

      He does so immediately, nimble fingers working feverishly to make contact with our old HQ. Within a few moments, a brief period of static has given over to silence, and then a voice rises.

      “Yes, this is Adryan.”

      My heart flutters a little at hearing him. I turn straight for the communicator, wishing to pick it up and speak with him. Instead, it’s Beckett who marches over at Lady Orlando’s behest.

      He picks it up and begins walking to her desk, speaking as he goes.

      “Adryan, this is Beckett. I have Lady Orlando on the line for you.”

      “Yes, Beckett. Go ahead.”

      The military commander hands the rebel leader the radio. She sets it down on the desk and begins speaking.

      “Adryan, I’d like you to fetch Rhoth for me. There’s something I need to ask him.”

      “Right away, Lady Orlando.”

      I hear some shuffling in the background, followed by a period of silence. A minute later, more movement, and then the gruff, growling voice of Rhoth filters down the line.

      “Please tell me, Lady Orlando, that this is about my war. You made promises. I will see them kept.”

      “I did, and I will keep them all. But in good time, Rhoth. We are assembling some men to come and aid you soon, I assure you. However, right now I merely have a question.”

      “Hmmmm, OK,” he grunts. “What is it you want to know?”

      “A few hours ago, Zander and Brie encountered some strange soldiers in the streets of Outer Haven,” Lady Orlando explains. “I’ll let Zander describe them to you.”

      My brother steps forward and leans over the communicator, setting his hands to the table. He sets about giving a brief description of the men and the various powers they employed. I listen carefully, nodding along.

      Then, finishing, Lady Orlando speaks again.

      “Does that ring a bell for you, Rhoth. You’ve met many people from far and wide. Anything like what Zander described.”

      Everyone listens silently, the line heavy with the sound of Rhoth’s pensive breathing.

      Then, he says: “I’ve met and heard of many people, as you say. But…nothing like that. The powers, I know of such powers. We call them Elementals, people who can use the elements like that. But, what they wore, no. I don’t know anything like that.”

      “And do you have any opinion on why they might take Kira, and leave Zander and Brie?”

      “This is not for me to say,” he mutters. “I do not know this Kira.”

      A feel a frustration building in the room. No one seems to have any answers, beyond the fact that this doesn’t sound like the doing of Director Cromwell. But if not him, then who?

      “Fine. Thank you, Rhoth, for your help,” says Lady Orlando courteously. “We will update you soon on the promises we made. Please, hold the fort at the church for now.”

      “Oh, I’m not going anywhere until I get what I want. I have heard whisperings from my people in the western woods, though, that may interest you.”

      “Oh?”

      All our ears prick up.

      “Yes, a scout of mine came to us a couple of hours ago. Maybe you know this already, maybe not, but these men of your Director Cromwell are flooding the woodlands around this, um, facility of his…what do you people call it?”

      “The REEF,” says Zander.

      “Yes, that’s it, boy. The stink of death is spreading from that place. And gunshots have been heard in the area.”

      “Our scouts,” suggests Zander, looking to Lady Orlando and Beckett. “Cromwell’s Stalkers are taking them out before they can get too close.”

      “Then he’s definitely there,” says Beckett. “It’s as we thought.”

      “He remains alive, does he?” comes Rhoth’s voice on the line again. “It sounds like you’ve merely cornered and enraged the beast. I know just what happens next…”

      “Yes, thank you for your input, Rhoth,” says Lady Orlando. “If you hear anything else from your hunters, please do let us know.”

      She shuts off the line, severing the link to the church.

      There’s another short lull, before I myself break it.

      “So, what do we do about Kira then?” I ask.

      “There’s nothing we can do,” says Beckett, shaking his head. “We don’t know who took her, why, or where. She’s gone.”

      He answers in his typically curt and unsympathetic way, yet behind his eyes I know that he’s hurting. My brother, even more so, seems slightly broken by it all, the toll of losing so many soldiers and friends beginning to weigh heavy on his youthful soldiers.

      I still look at him and wonder sometimes how we’re twins. He seems so much older than his callow years, a natural leader of men, a warrior to inspire those who fight under and alongside him. But I saw it when Burton was killed by the trickery of Agent Woolf, saw the fury on his face, the hatred in his eyes.

      Burton was clearly a good friend, more than just a soldier. And now, I’m seeing it once more, that pain beginning to bubble up and burst on his face, the loss of Kira more keenly felt to him than any.

      He cares about her deeply, whether as a friend or more I don’t know. He’s trained with her, fought with her, bled with her. They’ve been key cogs in the rebel machine for years, and now, like many others, she’s been taken away.

      And the more that happens, the more the machine will begin to break down and falter.
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      The meeting goes on for a little while longer, the focus turning once more to Cromwell.

      Kira’s fate, it seems, is out of our hands, and until we hear something, anything, on her whereabouts or those who took her, there seems little point in further speculation.

      Nevertheless, the loss will be keenly felt. Even over the last couple of days, I’ve quickly taken to her, not only for her powers and gifts as a soldier and spy, but her jovial spirit and the smile she takes with her into every battle.

      For others, the loss will be far worse. Zander, perhaps most of all, will feel that particular sting, while Beckett, Lady Orlando, and any other high profile leader among the rebel cause, will miss her greatly as an asset, as well as a friend.

      It says a lot that I’m already beginning to assume the worst, and that we won’t ever see her again. The manner in which she was taken, and the powers of those who snatched her away, suggest that we’re dealing with a formidable force. To take out her and my brother so quickly, and with such ease, and all the while doing so without causing them serious harm, is quite, well, frightening.

      Yet it’s the mystery of it all that gets me the most. No one knows who these people are. No one knows where they came from. No one knows just what they want with her.

      It’s the sort of thing that grates on someone like me, always hunting for the truth. Right now, the last thing we need is some formidable foreign force appearing from nowhere and wreaking any further havoc.

      But, as I say, it’s all speculation, and as Alfred works away in his corner, gathering intel from our many teams across Outer Haven, it seems that no one has seen anyone matching the description of Kira’s kidnappers.

      They came, they saw, and they conquered us in a flash. And now, they’ve disappeared like shadows in a black night.

      Gone. Vanished. Never to be seen again.

      It’s mystifying.

      So, on the meeting goes, with Cromwell the focus of the discussion. Yet for the first little while, my mind continues to chatter away at me about Kira, trying to come to some reasonable conclusion as to what happened.

      In the end, I wonder whether she was taken for information. Whether, perhaps, there’s someone else out there, other than Cromwell, who we may have to contend with. It seems the only rational explanation…

      “Brie…”

      I’m drawn back into the conversation by Lady Orlando, withdrawing from my thoughts and back into the room.

      I find all sets of eyes on me.

      “Yes…Lady Orlando.”

      “You seem a bit distracted,” she says. “Maybe you should go and get some rest.” Her eyes lift to Tess, still up against the wall and trying to remain invisible. “Tess, is it?”

      Tess nods.

      “I don’t think we’ve met yet, have we?” asks Lady Orlando.

      Tess shakes her head.

      She seems rather daunted by the rebel leader, so famous as she now is.

      “Would you escort Brie back to her room please.”

      “Um, of course…” says Tess.

      “I’m OK,” I argue. “I don’t need to rest.”

      “Your eyes say otherwise, Brie,” says Lady Orlando. “You took a nasty hit to the head. You need some time to recover. There’s nothing you’re going to miss here.”

      “But…what about what you said to Rhoth, sending soldiers to him. What about our people in the mines? What about Cromwell? What’s the next step?”

      I feel like I’ve probably missed a few updates whilst embroiled in my own thoughts. It’s possible all these questions have already been posed and discussed, if not now then before I arrived.

      “We have yet to decide,” says Lady Orlando. “At the moment, the priority is making sure we cater to all those in Outer Haven who wish to come here. Until Artemis shows his hand or attempts contact, that is our focus.”

      “It’s a period of consolidation, Brie,” says Beckett. “That’s what happens when you occupy a city. You take it, then you make sure you hold it. We cannot consider making any attempts to strike at the REEF now without suffering heavy losses.”

      “And what about the people in the mines? And Rhoth?” I ask.

      “I didn’t lie when I told Rhoth we are gathering a force for him,” says Lady Orlando. “Our numbers are swelling rapidly, and we’ll be able to keep up our end of the bargain soon. And regarding our people in the mines, Pearson remains vigilant. They are safe there for now, and any attempt Artemis might make to find or attack them would be out of character for him. He thinks too logically to commission such an act. I know him far better than any of you, as you are all now aware. I don’t believe he will see petty revenge as a priority, especially if it won’t actually weaken our cause...”

      I glance at Rycard, itching to speak. I suspect that he’d love to arrange an escort party to go to the mines. His thoughts, despite the heavy workload and responsibility now resting on his shoulders, will rarely stray too far from Sophie and Maddox.

      Lady Orlando takes a breath, before concluding: “In fact,” she says, “I expect Artemis to make contact soon and arrange a meeting, which is something we are also actively pursuing. That is the likely course of action he’ll take. His plot has been foiled. He may have no choice but to concede some level of defeat, and negotiate a peace.”

      “Peace?” I say, recoiling. “You really believe he’ll sue for peace?”

      I see doubt throughout the room. Rycard, Freya, even Beckett and Zander appear unconvinced by such an assertion. Lady Orlando isn’t blind to their eyes. She looks around the space, from one face to the next.

      “Artemis was, and remains, committed to seeing his people prosper,” she asserts. “We have struck a clinical and fatal blow right to the heart of that plan. Now, what does he have left? Only slaves and agents. What remain of his true people are here, within these walls with us. Further conflict will only lead to further loss of life. I’m not sure that benefits anyone.”

      “You seem to have more faith in him than I do,” I huff. “I guess, after the things I’ve seen, I just expect him to try to destroy us all.”

      My instincts tell me the others in the room feel the same. If we have truly destroyed his plan to spread his Savants across these lands, then what does he have left?

      “The desire to destroy for vengeful reasons is an emotional, human response,” says Lady Orlando coolly. “Does Artemis possess such a capacity? Will he seek to kill us all, even if it means that all traces of his true purpose are erased? These are questions that we cannot yet answer, not conclusively. I admit that my opinion on the matter is merely my own, and that while I know Artemis well, I haven’t seen him for many years. In that time, he may have changed. Yes, he has done awful, awful things to the people of this city, but he’s done so for the express purpose of serving his people, serving the Savants. If that remains his priority, peace may be his only option.”

      She talks with her usual calm fluidity, her words largely convincing. In the end, only time will tell what will happen. Yet, however unemotional Cromwell appears to be, I’ve seen that flicker of rage across his face. I know that there’s some part of him that feels anger, hatred, a part that will be seething and stewing right now.

      I suppose I may just be projecting onto him how I might feel or react. If it were me, what would I do? Would I strive to gain vengeance on those who wronged me, who destroyed thousands of my people? Or would I merely agree to shake hands and settle, confine myself to a lesser life and let the villains who ruined everything have it their way.

      Honestly, I just don’t know.

      “And, what about you, Lady Orlando?” I say. “After everything Cromwell’s done, will you just let him have peace?”

      I put her on the spot. All eyes swing to the desk, the little old Lady of the Nameless sitting upright and firm, her posture perfect despite her age.

      I see her eyes darken, a shadow spreading through them.

      “I wish Artemis dead,” she states unequivocally. “He has done reprehensible things, unforgivable things. I don’t wish for peace with that man. But, like him, we may not have a choice either.”

      The thought repels me. And while we’ve thwarted his plot, and taken the city, and achieved more than most of us can conceivably have expected, it’s not enough.

      Because while he still lives, I honestly don’t see how there can ever be a peace.
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      Tess accompanies me back to my room, just as requested by the rebel leader.

      By the time I go, however, the meeting is all but drawing to a close anyway. Zander, like me, appears exhausted after the day’s exertions. And the likes of Beckett and Freya too, both of whom commanded other kill squads in Outer Haven, could probably do with a good long rest.

      Rycard, meanwhile, has had his hands full managing the new City Guards, their numbers expanding by the hour. According to Tess, who was summoned from Compton’s Hall to look over me when I was brought back, the streets are now swimming with them, as well as the huge numbers of Outer Haveners pouring through the gates.

      The half-Hawk, therefore, has plenty to be getting on with.

      As we reach my room, my eyes fall to Kira’s bed, tucked up in one corner. Our brief spell rooming together has been very much cut short, a hole left by her absence.

      “Is all that true?” asks Tess as I stare at the empty, unmade mattress on the floor. “All that about these Elementals I mean. That’s what that guy called them down the line, right?”

      “Yeah,” I mumble. “It’s all true, Tess.”

      “Sounds like the kid you told us about last night. You know, that fire-manipulator who destroyed his village. What did you say his name was?”

      “West…”

      “Yeah, West. You think it’s related somehow? Maybe these soldiers you saw came from there?”

      The thought’s an interesting one. I turn to her, nodding and thinking.

      “Maybe. I mean, the soldiers looked nothing like the people I saw in West’s head, the ones who destroyed his village. But then…that was years ago. Maybe they’ve changed. Or maybe there are others…I don’t know.”

      I feel completely drained, and move towards the desk in the room. It was, of course, previously an office, and so the desk remains, tucked up against the wall. I slide on top of it, my legs dangling off, my posture sunken and weary.

      Tess moves over and takes a seat beside me. We both look at Kira’s bed.

      “I could stay with you if you want,” she says softly. “It’ll be like old times.”

      She lays a consoling arm over my back. A smile hovers weakly on my lips, my head sinking towards her shoulder.

      “Won’t Mrs Carmichael be expecting you back?” I sigh, my eyes growing heavy.

      She tightens her grip.

      “It’s OK. She knows I came here to help when you were brought back from Outer Haven. I don’t have to go anywhere.”

      “How come they didn’t ask her to come? I would have thought they’d ask her.”

      “They did, But…she was busy with Brandon.”

      “Brandon? What do you mean?” I ask, lifting my head.

      “Oh, he’s been let out of his holding cell. She’s trying to reintegrate him, you know, take him back under her wing.”

      I let out a little puff of air.

      “Her charity never ceases to amaze me. Do the other kids know yet? About…Nate?”

      She shakes her head.

      “They just know he’s not around. I guess they’re assuming the worst.” Her voice turns to a little growl, and she adds: “Bran’s got a lot of making up to do.”

      “I guess,” I murmur, my head fading back towards her shoulder. “He seemed pretty cut up about it all. I don’t know, it wasn’t really his fault. He’s just a kid who got caught up in something he didn’t expect.”

      “Yeah, maybe. But he left the academy of his own accord to go looting. He might have been taken in by that gang, but before that he went off looking for trouble. Some kids are just bad eggs, Brie. Some kids are just rotten.”

      A breath rolls out of my lungs.

      “Maybe…” I whisper.

      My posture continues to sink, my head pressing harder against her as she grips more firmly around my back. It’s a comforting squeeze, and I feel a fresh sense of grief approaching, the losses of old friends and new taking their toll as my eyes linger once more on Kira’s empty mattress.

      Tess’s presence, however, is soothing. We sit for a little while in silence, her fingers running through my unwashed hair, my mind busy with the recent memories of what I’ve seen and heard and done.

      I feel like I’m about to break down, as if Tess being here is weakening me, opening me up and laying my emotions bare.

      All it will take is for her to whisper: “It’ll be OK,” and the dam will probably burst open, the tears spreading forth.

      But she doesn’t speak, and neither do I. We both just sit in that heavy quiet, tucked up next to each other, sitting in this room we now may share together, something we’ve done for many years.

      But not like this. Neither of us are the same as we were. There are things in my head that, even with my gifts, I won’t be able to erase or forget. Things that will appear in my darkest dreams and assault me when I’m feeling low. Things that will crawl up from the recesses, from the deepest pits in my mind, and continue to batter and wear me down.

      It’s something I have to accept. Losing people you love and care about will eat away at you. Killing people will do the same. Bundle all of that up together, and you know that life will never be the same again. That it will never be easy. That you may never find peace or happiness after the things you’ve been forced to endure.

      I’m slowly learning that. Learning that any innocence I had in me before all this started has been lost, snuffed out like the many people I’ve now killed. Learning that the life I once had, one I thought was difficult and on the long road to nowhere, was nothing compared to what it’s become.

      But, in the end, I cling to the hope that we’re doing some good. That despite all the casualties, the deaths, all the horror that’s befallen this city, we will come out the other end better than before.

      If the next generation can live free in an equitable world, then that will justify everything we’ve done, justify the person I’ve become.

      We’ll be able to look back and know that it was all worth it. That all those we lost, all those we killed, didn’t die for nothing.

      That, in the end, is all we can hope for.

      I fade away as the minutes roll by, sitting next to Tess on that desk, until I wake with a jolt as I threaten to slide off.

      Tess smiles down at me.

      “OK, let’s get you into bed,” she says.

      I slip groggily to the floor and drop straight to my mattress, Tess pulling the single blanket over me and tucking me up tight. Her fingers glide through my hair a couple more times, and I quickly drift away into the darkness as she hovers above me, whispering a few soothing words to send me on my way.

      The dreams come that night, beginning the assault that will become a regular fixture for me. Perhaps I’ll be able to dull them, learn some tricks from my brother to make life a bit easier. But until that time, I’m laid bare, my mind a blank canvass to be attacked by the demons that begin to breed within.

      They come at me in waves, waking me at intervals. My eyes crack open like a fissure in the earth, and the light breathing of Tess filters comfortingly from across the room, a sound I know so intimately, a sound that helps give me peace.

      I check my watch and see that it’s just past midnight, my mind only able to withstand the torment for less than an hour before forcing me to wake. I drop my head to the pillow once more and begin to slip away. It seems like mere seconds before I’m gasping for breath and sitting up again, my body drenched in sweat and eyes damp with tears.

      I see faces flashing before me, faces of men and women I’ve killed. Faces of friends I’ve lost or fear will follow. I check my watch again and see that it’s barely past 1AM, and once again the soothing sounds of my sleeping friend filter into my ears.

      I take a few deep breaths and try to relax, my body still weary and eyes aching wildly. I fall once more to the pillow, my heart-rate thrashing as the images of blood and death continue to play out before me.

      I refocus on Tess’s breathing, and start to fall back into the void of my mind. Back into the pits where the beasts and devils lurk, staring up with their red eyes and sharp fangs and eager claws, ready to drag me back into their horrifying domain.

      I’m unable to withstand the lure, casting myself back into my subconscious. It seems intent on destroying me, harassing me with such wild abandon that I continue to wake, again and again, until I can stand it no more.

      The final assault brings two faces to my mind that I haven’t seen in a little while. I snap my eyes open, with no intention of trying to fall back asleep, and check my watch to see that it’s a little past 4 AM.

      I sit up, and closing my eyes see the forms of my mother and father, so perfectly seared into my memories. See the details of their faces as they gaze at me, just a little baby in their arms, the two of them somewhat forgotten amid all of this mess.

      The last time I saw their picture, it was sat in my lap as I sat chained to that horrible metal chair. As I awaited my doom at the summit of the great tower that no longer stands.

      I don’t know where that picture is. I don’t know if it fell when the tower did, or was snatched up and taken off to be destroyed or stored as evidence by some guard or agent of Cromwell.

      I don’t know where…

      My trail of thoughts stops immediately. Sitting up in the darkness, a single word battles forward, growing larger in my mind.

      Evidence.

      I lift my eyes, slowly towards the ceiling, and imagine what lies beyond. Imagine the floors above, many of which I haven’t seen, but a few of which I have. One sticks to mind; the floor where the Serious Crimes Unit used to operate, where Agent Woolf’s terrible dungeon-like office is found.

      I think back to my first and only trip there, but not to the interrogation I endured, or the appearance of Commander Burns, then only a Deputy, as he stepped in to save me.

      No, it’s to another room on that floor that I think. To a room just down the corridor, near the central foyer.

      A room that, weeks ago, I wished so desperately to enter.

      A room where, maybe, I might find some answers.

      A room labelled: Archives.
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      I slip from my bed, my body slick with sweat, and move towards the door.

      Glancing at Tess, I see her still sleeping soundly, seemingly unencumbered by nightmares as I was. I turn the handle and open the door as quietly as possible, stepping out into the brightly lit hallway here on level 2 where my temporary quarters have been assigned.

      I carry a slightly secretive walk, as if I’m up to no good, my keen eyes searching for any guards as I move straight for the main foyer on the floor and the lifts that give access to the rest of the building.

      I reach them without encountering a soul, only the faintest sounds of noise still issuing from the main atrium below. Managing a war, it seems, is a 24-7 affair, the main hall now a relentless hive of activity at all hours of the day and night.

      Above, however, most of the floors are being used for sleeping and private meetings. I step into a lift and hit the button for floor 12, the elevator doors shutting with an appealing hiss before quickly drifting gracefully up through the core of the structure.

      It takes mere moments to cover the levels, the doors hissing open with that same satisfying sound, and the dimly light space appearing before me. I move into the central square, once giving passage to the offices of some of the more high profile officials of the City Guard, and make way towards the purpose of my visit.

      The floor is empty, lit only by security lights that pepper the walls. To my eyes, however, the murk is easily penetrated, the room marked ‘Archives’ quickly coming into view.

      I hasten my step until I’m at the door, and reach for the handle. I turn it down, and find that it’s locked.

      A muted curse word escapes my lips, even though I half expected this.

      Thankfully, I’ve come prepared. From the holster on my belt, I withdraw my pistol. I fiddle with the settings and ensure that the silence feature is enabled, before aiming it right where I assume the locking mechanism to be.

      I step to the left, aiming at an angle, and then fire from a mere metre away. The bullet rattles loudly off the metal door, pinging off down the corridor before eventually embedding itself in some surface soft enough to accept it.

      I swear under my breath again as I look at the damage. There’s little more than a scratch and small dent, the pistol clearly insufficient to penetrate the lock.

      I look around the wide corridor, just checking to make sure there’s no one around. Then, aiming at the same spot, I fire off another two rounds, both bouncing off the silver façade before dancing off down the passage as the first one did.

      I inspect the lock again. They’ve had some effect. A smile works up my face, and I go again.

      A few more rounds are emptied from the clip, battering the lock and spiralling off down the corridor. By the time the gun runs dry, the lock appears to be weakening.

      I check my surroundings again, and try to push the door open. It creaks and moans, clearly upset, but refuses to fully surrender.

      My boot has a go, kicking hard. The door grumbles and groans, weakening further. Then, with a final effort, and charging my body up with all the energy I can muster, I thrash hard and the thing gives way, the lock cracking and splintering and the door swinging open.

      I let out a long breath, my head aching from the effort, and send my Hawk-eyes off into the darkness as I step over the threshold. My eyes begin to adapt, but don’t need to work too hard as I turn to the wall and find a light switch.

      Pressing my thumb to the little screen, the room blazes, filling with a bright yellow and while glow. I squint at the sudden change, and see a large space coming into view, tall pillars of filing cabinets spreading down one side, with other units and grouped banks of monitors and screens on the other.

      All the electronics appear to be dormant, shut off and powered down. I move towards the cabinets, fitted with slim, sleek draws around their four sides and labelled with the information they hold. Within each draw, a single electronic tablet lies, a record of each man and woman, past and present, who has represented the City Guard.

      Standing there, I whisper the name of my father.

      “Maxwell…”

      It’s all I know, other than the fact that he was a Hawk, and had old Dasher blood in him too that never manifested. It’s all Mrs Carmichael could tell me, her knowledge of him kept from her for the very purpose of keeping me safe.

      I quickly begin looking down the labelled names, the large cabinet ahead of me listed in alphabetical order. I’m at the first one upon entering the room, the names all beginning with ‘A’. I scan all sides of the pillar, and find that I’m still on the ‘As’ by the time I’m done.

      The next pillar is the same. And the next. Hundreds of names beginning with ‘A’. I move down the line, working deeper into the vast network of eight foot pillars that stretch to the ceiling, until I reach the names beginning with ‘M’.

      But, there’s a problem. A big problem.

      All of these names, listed alphabetically, are surnames.

      And I only know my father’s first name.

      I stop my brief search, and consider returning to the start. If I check each name, I’ll find him eventually, I reason.

      But that will take hours. Many, many hours. Perhaps I’d get lucky and find that his surname began with ‘A’. Perhaps the opposite would be true, and I’d only find him somewhere way down the line.

      Or, perhaps I’d find a dozen men with the first name of Maxwell, and have to go a level deeper: check what their enhancements were, see what their records say.

      My father, who I only know as Maxwell the Hawk, will have been taken to the REEF for execution once his treachery was discovered. The ‘treachery’ of falling in love with my mother, a Savant, a Mind-Manipulator like me.

      An illegal pairing that led to my birth. And Zander’s birth.

      And their death.

      My mother remains just a face to me. She doesn’t have a name, just a beautiful face with warm brown eyes that make it clear she was never like the rest of her kind. That she was more like Adryan, imbued with the emotion and feeling that other Savants don’t possess, capable of falling in love with my father, of bearing two children that she knew, deep down, she could never have kept.

      I stop as my mind works away with thoughts of her, and him. I know what their fate was. Finding my father’s file, and seeing it in electronic print, won’t change that, it won’t help that.

      “What am I doing here…” I whisper, shaking my head.

      I start to turn, moving back towards the door, resigned to the realisation that I’m just opening up an old wound right now. A wound that’s been sewn shut by this war, by the constant concern for my friends, the fighting, the killing, that’s demanded my full attention.

      I don’t need to think of my past again. I don’t need to add that muted pain, that longing, to the very real and fresh grief that now resides constantly inside me.

      So I turn, and head straight for the door, before stopping as I reach the threshold.

      From nowhere, another name, another curiosity, stamps itself down onto my head. I hover for a second and then turn, moving straight back into the field of filing columns, scanning quickly and carefully for a single name.

      My pulse begins to thud as I find it, and open up the drawer. I take out the electronic file and press the little button at the bottom, and the screen begins to glow, set with a name, rank, identification number, and host of other details.

      I look at the name with a growing scowl.

      Artemis Cromwell.

      I flick my finger across the touchscreen from right to left, and the contents page of the file appears. Dates of his ascension through the ranks of the City Guard are listed, his many accomplishment and accolades, all the way up to his time at the summit and his position as Commander.

      But it’s not the achievements and ladder climbing of Cromwell that interests me. It’s the little section entitled: “Next of Kin” that demands my focus.

      I dab my index finger to the title, and the file begins to load up the appropriate content. I find my pulse lifting, beat-by-beat, as I scan the words that appear before my eyes.

      

      Wife: Cornelia Orlando, it reads.

      Enhancement: Savant.

      Current Status: Fugitive.

      Fate: Taken to the Reconditioning, Examination, and Execution Facility for termination.

      Crime: Aiding a fugitive.

      

      Daughter: Elisa, surname given as Munroe.

      Enhancement: Savant, Mind-Manipulator.

      Current Status: Deceased.

      Fate: Taken to the Reconditioning, Examination, and Execution Facility for termination.

      Crime: Illegal relationship with Enhanced (Hawk), Illegal procreation.

      Fate of Offspring: Unknown.

      

      I stare at the screen, my heart slowing to a sudden crawl. My eyes drift from the details of Lady Orlando to her daughter, Cromwell’s daughter, and don’t go any further.

      I fix my gaze on the name, Elisa, and the details, and a terrible realisation forms in my mind. A terrible truth.

      Elisa; a Mind-Manipulator, who fell in love with a Hawk, who had illegal children.

      A mother, a lover, killed by the doctrines of a father.

      A mother…

      My mother…

      “She was my mother…” I whisper.

      And as my words drift into the room, a final thought comes, bringing a horrible grimace to my face. I shut my eyes, ball my fists, and feel sick to my very stomach.

      Artemis Cromwell is my grandfather.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

        

      
        The Enhanced will continue in the next book, Avenger.
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      I sit in silence on level 12, right up against the wall outside the lifts.

      The foyer is dim, lit by security lights that emit a soft red glow, the bustle of the world below unable to penetrate this far. It’s quiet, still, peaceful up here on this deserted floor.

      But not in my head. Inside, there’s a war raging.

      In my hands I hold the electronic tablet that holds the secret to my past. The file of Artemis Cromwell, who climbed to the summit of the city by using the City Guard as a ladder.

      The file glows white, still open on the page marked: Next of Kin.

      I stare at the details, transfixed and unable to look away, trying to make sense of it all. Trying to find some hidden piece of text that will refute the conclusion that my mind has quickly drawn.

      But I can’t. There’s nothing. The truth is plain and clear for me to see.

      Artemis Cromwell is my grandfather.

      My thumb hovers towards the bottom of the screen, sliding over the circular button to switch it off. Still staring, I press my thumb down and the glow of the white screen gives way to black, the details of my lineage fading away.

      I sit for a few more moments, before raising my eyes to the ceiling. Only a few floors up, she awaits. The woman who will give me the answers I need. The woman who has kept me in the dark for so long.

      The woman who is no longer just the leader of the Nameless, the old wife of Director Cromwell.

      The woman who is now my grandmother too.

      I stand on stiff legs, my head still aching from a lack of sleep and the little gash that cuts across the base of my skull. I feel a little disorientated, and pray for a moment that this is nothing but a dream.

      It’s not.

      It’s real.

      I live now in a nightmare that I cannot awake from.

      I steady myself against the wall, reaching out with my palm to stop from slipping back to the floor. I suck in a deep breath, and drag my weary limbs towards the lifts to my right. The first one I reach slides open with a hiss. I step inside, and for a moment do nothing but stand there in that little metal box.

      Then, from my lips, a croak comes.

      “Level 15,” I say.

      The doors slide shut immediately, and the elevator rises, passing floors 13 and 14 and reaching 15 before I can take another breath.

      The doors part, hissing like a sleepy snake, and a shadowy hall appears before me. I step out, guiding my eyes past the little atrium and down the main corridor ahead. At the end, the old office of the Deputy Commander waits, the frosted glass on the door showing a dull dash of yellow colour beyond.

      She’s awake.

      I walk forward, the file gripped between my fingers, my chest beating nervously. When I reach the door, I hear nothing but silence within. I reach for the handle, ready to step forward without invitation, but stop.

      Before I can, the handle drops down and the door is pulled open. I see the youthful face of Timothy, Lady Orlando’s aid, looking at me.

      I look right past him, and see the rebel leader sat in her chair. It’s still early, just past 4.30 AM, but she remains at work, unwilling to sleep for more than a few hours at a time when so much demands her close attention.

      “Who is it, Timothy?” I hear her voice come.

      The boy looks at me with the expressionless eyes of his people, before stepping to one side to allow her a good look at me.

      A small frown drops over her eyes.

      “Brie, I’m surprised to see you up and about this early.”

      I stand motionless, the electronic file to my side. Her eyes fall to it, and then lift once more.

      “Come in, come in,” she says. “It looks like you have something on your mind.”

      As I step forward, she asks Timothy to wait outside. He does so without question, slipping from the room and gently shutting the door. The place is quiet and empty but for the old lady behind the desk, the tech station now without Alfred and the likes of Beckett, Rycard, Freya, and her advisors either sleeping or tending to business elsewhere.

      And Zander…I wonder what he’ll make of all this.

      Lady Orlando is nothing if not perceptive. She’s adept at doing something most of her kind cannot – reading emotion. The flat demeanour I’m trying to portray clearly isn’t doing its job. Because behind my eyes, there’s a turmoil and rage that she’s able to easily make out.

      “Sit down, Brie,” she says, her calm just about maintained as her eyes once more find the tablet in my hand. “I suspected this day would come eventually.”

      I stop, before sitting, and cock my head. The impassiveness of my expression gives way to something else; a slightly surprised stare.

      “You know why I’m here?” I ask, still standing behind the chair in front of her desk.

      She nods coolly.

      “I think I have a rather good idea. Please, sit.”

      I pull back the chair, move round the side, and drop slowly into it, my eyes never leaving hers. I know I’m not supposed to read her thoughts, but right now it’s so tempting to nip inside and see what she’s thinking.

      I refuse the urge, however, and lay the file down on my lap, just below the desk and out of the view of her eyeline. She sits up a little.

      “Artemis’ file,” she says. “I should have had it destroyed…”

      My frown deepens.

      “To hide the evidence,” I say, shaking my head. I lift the file from my lap and place it on the desk in front of me. “Is it true? Is Cromwell my grandfather? Are you…are you my grandmother?”

      My voice has a pleading quality, begging perhaps for my assertions to be denied, my assumptions put straight.

      She reaches out with thin, arthritic fingers, sliding the file over towards her. Looking down at it, she presses the button to activate the screen, and it begins to glow white in the dimly lit room.

      “It’s true,” she breathes. “You are the daughter of the girl that was taken from me. You are my blood, Brie.”

      Despite already coming to that conclusion, her words have an impact on me. I draw in a heavy, abrupt breath, blinking more than I should and setting my hand to cover my mouth.

      My head shakes violently, and Lady Orlando inspects me closely. Then she stands, moves around the table as swiftly as she can manage, and hovers above me, her arms reaching forward to draw me into a hug.

      I recoil, leaning back.

      “Why…why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you tell Zander?!”

      I look up into her face and see the emotion, more than she has ever displayed. Her eyes are crinkled in a vicarious pain, a pool of shame and memory filling them.

      “I wanted you to know. You have no idea how much I wanted to tell you both,” she says.

      I stand from the chair. I can’t be this close to her. Stamping off into another corner, I turn my back and shake my head. I need more. I need an explanation.

      I swivel on my heels and guide my Hawk-eyes right at her. I plan to drive straight into her mind and discover it all for myself, but find her gaze elsewhere, the web of wrinkles around her eyes deepening as she looks at her old hands.

      “My mother,” I say. “Cromwell…he killed her? He killed his own daughter?”

      She nods slowly, her posture coiling closer, shoulders hunching in grief at the memory.

      The delay in her answer forces the cool out of me. I lose it, my words rumbling from inside me, her incessant poise starting to grate.

      “TELL ME!” I shout. “TELL ME WHAT HAPPENED!”

      My raised voice is enough to have Timothy re-enter the room. The door swings open and his pristine, blank face appears.

      “Is everything OK, Lady Orlando?” he drones.

      She doesn’t have a chance to answer.

      “Yes, Timothy, it’s fine!” I say, glaring at him. “Leave us alone!”

      He ignores me, still looking at Lady Orlando and awaiting a proper answer. Were I not in such a state, I’d consider his loyalty to his mistress admirable. But, right now, it just sends me closer to the edge.

      “I swear, Tim, if you don’t get out I’m going to throw you out!”

      He glances at me, the barest wrinkle of worry flickering on his brows. Then it’s straight back at the rebel leader he looks.

      She nods silently, and blinks slowly. He leaves the room.

      The exchange helps to draw back my anger a little. I fill my lungs slowly, before emptying them at about the same rate. Then, speaking again, I do so with my calm returned.

      “Please, Cornelia,” I say, using her first name. “Please tell me the truth.”

      Now, she looks right at me again, and I hold back from searching her thoughts. I see no lie or deceit emerge as she beckons me back to my seat, and she moves back to retake hers.

      I know that the need for secrecy is now gone.
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      “I’ve never told anyone what I’m about to tell you,” she begins, her voice croaking a little. “I am, as you know, a private person. But this wasn’t for me. I kept the truth from you and your brother for your own good. I did it for the good of this city.”

      Her nerves appear to be a little frayed, such an unusual thing to see. A thing that proves how difficult she’s finding this, helping to calm my wrath further, endear myself a little to her own distress.

      Taking a bottle of whiskey from a drawer in her desk, she quickly fills a glass, just as my guardian would do. She gulps down a little sip, before setting the glass to the table.

      Then she speaks.

      “As you know, I had a daughter with Artemis. As you know, she was taken from me, just like all Savant children are…”

      I know this part of the story. She revealed it to me in private not so long ago, and again to the entire city only a couple of days past.

      “I know,” I say, urging her forward. “We all know now.”

      She smiles awkwardly and nods.

      “I…conformed,” she continues. “At first, that’s all I could do. But the pain, it built. I don’t know how or why, but eventually I sought my daughter out. I…I found her,” she whispers, a little smile rising.

      It falls away just as fast, and another drip of whiskey slides down her throat.

      “I used some contacts I had, found her living in the High Tower. I didn’t quite know how to introduce myself. It was so difficult after so long, and I knew I was breaking protocol. But I didn’t care. Just seeing her, my beautiful Elisa, was enough.

      “I followed her,” she goes on. “I used to follow her around, watch her from afar. Anything more, I knew, could get us both into trouble. One day, I followed her out of the High Tower. I saw her go to an apartment towards the outer spiral. She was meeting your father.”

      “Maxwell,” I whisper.

      She nods.

      “I learned of their relationship,” she says. “It was enough to have them both executed. But there was more, something even worse. She was pregnant. Pregnant with you and Zander. I found out that they were planning to escape, to flee the city. I had no choice but to help them.”

      Her story begins to draw tears to the corners of my eyes. A story of forbidden love and the inevitable tragedy that followed. I see her start to well up too as she recounts it all, her emotions running free much like with Adryan. Even without stepping into her mind, I see and feel the agony that the memory brings. An agony that’s reflected in me.

      “I spent some time with Elisa and Maxwell,” she sniffs. “I cherished it. It was happiness that I never knew existed, a feeling that changed me forever. It’s why the Savants have always had their children taken, to prevent such a bond, such love, developing. To ensure they work and conform. I had the longing to meet my daughter, and when I did, it was more than I could have ever hoped for.”

      The tears begin to drip down my cheeks now, silently crafting a path towards my mouth. I taste the salty brine, but don’t blink them away, don’t sniff or make a sound, don’t dare interrupt her now.

      “But…” she croaks, “it was all doomed. I had to help them escape, I just had to. I managed to get Elisa away, hide her in Outer Haven before her pregnancy was discovered. Max would visit her when he was on duty, feed back to me about how she was doing. I couldn’t see her. I couldn’t go to Outer Haven, not being who I was. But he could, and for a little while she was safe. And then…she had you, and Zander, two beautiful, healthy babies.”

      She looks at me like she never has before, and I think back to the times she’s been so relieved to see me safe. To only a couple of days ago when she sat right here, thanking Mrs Carmichael so earnestly for raising me.

      That wasn’t only a proud rebel leader speaking about a soldier, but a grandmother, looking at her granddaughter.

      Just as she is now.

      “I thought – I hoped – that things might work out. I began to wish I could go and visit her, meet you and Zander, my grandchildren. I was…foolish. I made a terrible mistake. I tried to visit… and Artemis found out.”

      Her shivering hand scoops up her whiskey glass. It tightens hard, her grief imbuing with anger, her memory of pain joined by a fierce and undeviating ire.

      “I managed to get word to your father just in time,” she says, taking a gulp. “He was smart, Brie, so smart. He’d already figured out some contingency plans, made friends with Mrs Carmichael and Zander’s guardian, Linda. He took you to them, split you up. Only he and your mother knew where you were. He never told me for fear that someone would find out.”

      I look to the file, still sat on the desk before her. The tears on my cheeks begin to slow, drying as they fall.

      “But it’s listed in the file,” I say. “It says that my mother had children, that their whereabouts were unknown. They obviously knew about Zander and me. Why didn’t they look into my parents’ heads, find out where we’d been taken?”

      A smile of pride and memory takes hold of Lady Orlando’s face.

      “Your mother was a truly gifted Mind-Manipulator,” she says. “She hid the knowledge of where you’d been taken so deep it could never be found. It was only when I found Zander wandering the streets of the northern quarter that I knew who he was. But you…we didn’t know until so recently what had happened to you. Only Zander truly believed we’d find you. His connection to you is so strong.”

      I smile at the thought of him, but then the smile fades away. He doesn’t know any of this. He doesn’t know the truth of what happened. I’ve been in the dark for weeks only. He’s been kept there for many years.

      “So,” I say softly, “you were all taken to the REEF…”

      She nods, a wave of pain once more washing over her face.

      “We were taken together, to be killed as a family. Artemis himself gave the order. He signed off on his wife being executed, and his daughter too. And if his hunters had found you and Zander, you’d both have been put to death.”

      I can barely process it; the cruelty, the ruthlessness. I cannot conceive of a man who could do such a thing.

      “But you’re here…how did you escape?”

      She wipes the wet from her eyes. I notice her fingers are trembling.

      “Your mother,” she whispers, a pained smile hovering and fading away. “She had just enough strength in her to manipulate a guard. It gave me the chance to get away before we arrived. Her final act was to save my life. My darling girl…”

      Her old, trembling fingers now cover her face and eyes, and her body begins to convulse and shiver as the tears start to flow. I find myself moving straight to my feet and rushing around to her, pulling her into my arms, holding her tight.

      And the tears come for me too, stinging from my eyes, the terrible truth of my parents’ fate finally laid bare before me.

      I always knew they were dead. I always knew what had happened, deep down. But to learn the full truth is harrowing. To learn that Cromwell, my grandfather, is the man who destroyed my family – his own family – has shocked me more than anything that’s gone before.

      But in the awful darkness, there remains some light. Because in my arms, I grip my grandmother, the final piece of my remaining family right here with me.

      Slowly, her sobs are replaced by a growing calm, the grief exorcised from inside her. It’s as if it’s been there, hidden in the depths, never being allowed to climb into the light. And now, she’s set it free, purging herself of all those suppressed memories.

      She gazes at me and lifts a wrinkled hand up to my palm, her face stained with tears.

      “You look so much like her,” she smiles. “I’m so happy you finally know.”

      I hug her again, but more questions begin to drive me on, my mind ever seeking the full truth.

      “Why?” I ask as she stares at me. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you tell Zander?”

      Her hand slips from my cheek, and she looks away.

      “I thought…” She takes a breath, steadying herself. “I thought it was best not to confuse things. When I found Zander, I didn’t want him looking at me as a grandmother. I was a leader, and needed him to see me as that. And…Artemis too. It would only have confused him if he knew he was his grandfather. I didn’t want to complicate it all.”

      There’s a brief silence as I consider her reasoning. She looks at me again, perhaps hoping I understand, hoping that the overemotional side of me doesn’t find some way to be hurt by all of this.

      It doesn’t.

      I understand perfectly why she’d keep the truth hidden. I understand that her position required it, and that the longer it went on, the harder it would have become to reveal the facts of Zander’s past.

      And, when I came on the scene, the same is true. I was sent to the High Tower to assassinate Cromwell. Had I known he was my grandfather, would that have changed things? Would it have made it harder? Or would it have made it easier, knowing what he did to my parents, knowing that he killed his own family.

      But she needs to hear me say it. Cornelia needs to know that I understand.

      So I tell her, and see the relief in her eyes, and hear it coming from the long breath that escapes her lungs.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I’ve made lots of mistakes over the years. I…I am to blame for Elisa and Max’s death. If I hadn’t tried to see her then none of…”

      “Don’t,” I say firmly, cutting her off. “Don’t do that, don’t blame yourself. You’re not to blame for any of this. Not for their deaths, and not for keeping the truth from Zander and me. I don’t blame you. But…I’m happy I know. I’m happy to find you, grandma.”

      Her eyes start welling up once more. Her lips shut tight, her face quivering.

      “Grandma,” she repeats.

      I smile, and hug her once again.

      “Grandma,” I whisper.
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      I stay with her for a while longer as the early morning passes by.

      She tells me more of my parents and what she knew of them. Of their good hearts and unbreakable adoration for each other. Of their profound love for my brother and me, and their willingness to give up their own lives in order to save ours.

      She talks of those times, many years ago, with a twinkle in her eye. It speaks of her joy at the brief period she got to spend with her daughter, moments of happiness in a lifetime of servitude and solitude.

      Her love for my mother is so apparent it hurts. And when she found Zander over a decade later, the same feelings were drawn up in her, ones that she was forced to hold at bay.

      It must have been so hard, each day wishing to reveal the truth but being unable to. For the good of Zander, and his part among the rebels, she needed to keep the truth hidden from him, and from me too when I came on board.

      But, now that I know, everything has changed. Zander cannot be kept in the dark any longer.

      “You need to tell him,” I say to her as the dawn approaches. “He deserves to know the truth now, the full truth.”

      She doesn’t deny it. She nods silently.

      “I will tell him,” she says. “I always planned to, one day. Once everything settled down. Once the war was over. I wanted him to stay focused, and not be distracted. I still wish that…”

      I sit back in my chair.

      “You mean to wait?” I question. “But he needs to know.”

      “He will know,” she says. “He will know when the time is right. But that isn’t now.”

      “I don’t understand why not. I know now, and I’m happy that I do. I’m sure Zander will be the same.”

      “Perhaps,” she muses. “But I’ve raised Zander since he was only a boy. It will be harder for him to hear the truth. I urge you to keep it quiet, Brie, until the time is right.”

      “And when will that be?”

      She empties her lungs.

      “When we’re at peace,” she says.

      I think for a moment in silence, wishing not to be put into this position, to become complicit in this continued deceit. But what right do I have to tell him now, when it’s a weight she’s had to bear for so long?

      I must defer to her. I must trust her. I must realise that she knows my brother better than I do, and knows that until this war is over, he needs to maintain a singular and unwavering focus.

      She sees the cogs turning in my mind, the flicker of doubt and then agreement behind my eyes. Then, as I begin to nod, she says: “Thank you, Brie, for understanding. Your parents would have been so proud of the girl you’ve become. Brenda has truly done a remarkable job.”

      “She’s the only mother I ever really knew,” I say, smiling at the thought of my guardian. “I guess, I always longed to know about my real mother, my birth mother. But, I couldn’t have hoped for a better replacement than Brenda.”

      “She’s a wonderful woman,” smiles my grandmother. “I will forever be in her debt for what she’s done.”

      “Just keep her stocks of whiskey up and she’ll be happy,” I say, laughing through my nose. “She’s a woman of simple pleasures.”

      “I’ll do just that. And I’ll look forward to sharing some stories with her once all this is over. I trust you, Brie, not to mention any of this to anyone else, though. Like your brother, I wish for your focus to remain on point. Until it’s all over…”

      Again, I reflect silently, knowing what I’m like. It’ll be hard for me to keep this to myself, but I’ll try my best.

      “OK. I won’t tell anyone,” I say. “And, I suppose I should continue to call you Lady Orlando around everyone else? That will be feel sort of weird now, knowing you’re my grandma.”

      She smiles at the title once more. And I sense that, above all other titles she’s had, including that of the Lady of the Nameless, the one she’s most proud of is mother to Elisa, grandmother to Zander and Brie. The joy sprinkled across her face as I name her my grandma is something that warms my heart. And while I’ve had my doubts over her in the past, I feel so drawn to her now, so close, like I could tell her anything.

      She’s thawed before my eyes, that cool, calm, Savant exterior of hers giving way to a kindly old lady who shares my blood. A woman who spent so long at the empty, black heart of this city but who managed to break free. Who sought out her daughter and felt something that so few of her kind ever feel. Who learned, through her affection for her child, to fight against injustice.

      And then, on the other side of that coin, there’s her old husband. My grandfather. A man I once sat with, face to face, neither of us knowing who the other really was.

      He was all set to recondition me, turn me into one of his mindless agents as he has with so many others. And yet, that’s merely the tip of the iceberg for a man who has seen to the death of his own family. A man who ordered the execution of his wife for helping their daughter, who killed that daughter too and left her children to grow up without any knowledge of their parents.

      I’ve hated him all along. I’ve wanted him dead, wished to see his tyrannical rule of this city end. But now…now that seething hate has morphed into something far, far more potent. There’s a wrath in me that causes a boiling reaction in the pit of my stomach, the depths of my chest, every time I think of him, every time his name it uttered.

      I wish him dead in the most terrible manner my mind can conceive. For all the lives I’ve now taken, and the sometimes gruesome ways in which I’ve seen them to their graves, nothing compares to the ways in which I want my grandfather to suffer.

      I desire nothing but vengeance now.

      Revenge for my mother and father, for my grandmother sitting before me. Revenge for the people of this city, for the thousands, tens of thousands, who have died by his hands or become his slaves.

      I want to destroy him in a fashion befitting his crimes, to draw up as much fear and pain I can from his cold, black soul.

      I want to be there when it happens, watch it all, enjoy it all, play a part in it all.

      I am not a cruel person at heart, far from it. But when I think of him, I become a devil. He has drawn up the darkest parts of me from the depths of my being, the basest of brutal desires. He has made me a monster; unforgiving, unyielding, unwilling to let him receive just a simple death.

      And now, the idea of making peace is too unpalatable to contemplate. We will have peace, but only once he’s gone.

      I will not stop until that man is dust.
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      I return to my room as Tess stirs.

      She comes out of what seem to be a pleasant dream, a little smile dawning on her face as she sees me standing above her.

      Then, in a flash, she drops a frown and returns to the snarky girl I so adore.

      “You watching me sleep?” she asks. “Creep.”

      Her innocent smile turns to a playful grin. She sits up and rubs her eyes.

      “What’s the time?” she asks.

      “Bit past 7,” I say. “You sleep OK?”

      She nods, yawning.

      “Actually, yeah. Better than I have in a while. I guess it’s just familiar to share a room with you. I haven’t slept so well since you left.”

      Typical Tess, turning from playfully insulting to downright sweet in the blink of an eye.

      She stands from her bed and pulls on a couple of layers, telling me she should probably go check on Brenda and the kids.

      “You should come too,” she adds. “Unless…you’ve got more fighting to do?”

      After the day and night I’ve just had, the thought repels me. I’m just too tired, mentally, physically, and emotionally, to consider going hunting for Con-Cops again.

      Thankfully, my grandmother agreed, telling me to take the day off and rest before I left her office. Given I have a minor concussion from the wound I suffered to the back of my head yesterday, that’s probably a good idea. I’ve learned that, in battle, you need to be in tip-top shape. One false move and you might just get yourself, or someone else, killed.

      I return to the atrium with Tess, finding it typically busy. Right now, there are still plenty of rogue Con-Cop units littered around the city, and City Guards loyal to Cromwell too. Yet, the numbers of refugees flooding to our new walls have begun to slow, with most of those attempting the journey already having arrived.

      The same goes for the City Guards, with over half of them either choosing to join our cause completely, or declare themselves neutral and unwilling to engage. And while something of a stalemate seems to have fallen, we’re still sending out our hunting parties and death squads to continue to remove as many of our enemies from the equation as possible, while at the same time easing the passage of the remaining civilians wishing to join our ranks.

      Not all have come, of course. Many remain in Outer Haven, sticking to their homes and waiting things out, often too afraid to venture onto the streets for fear of what may happen.

      When you look out of your window and see such death and destruction, that’s an understandable response. And given the vastness of the city, and in particular the large populations of the western and southern quarters, it will take a long time for our people to sweep every tenement block and residence in order to locate any frightened stragglers.

      Then, of course, there’s the small matter of dealing with those who have come here to Inner Haven. Mercifully, the local population of Enhanced, as well as the Unenhanced who now live here, have continued to show their support.

      At times of such need, the good in people will often show, a necessary counter to the bad. For every person killed, another will stand up and do what they can to help. For every life that gets taken, another will be saved by some good deed.

      It is the dichotomy of war, when the worst of humankind comes forth, and the best comes right along with it.

      And here, in Inner Haven, it’s the latter we’re seeing as the people continue to pick at the remains of the High Tower, or manage all those from Outer Haven coming to our door. They will be housed, fed, watered, and protected. And everyone is doing their part.

      We venture out onto the streets, that perpetual, dusty fog still hanging above the carcass of the high Tower. Looking upon it, however, I notice that much of the outer rubble has been swept away, the giant industrial machines working all hours to clear the area.

      As we wander down the road towards Compton’s Hall, Tess remarks that she heard a few people were saved from within. I haven’t been caught up on such rumours yet, and immediately my mind springs with the very vague hope that it was either Mary or Lucy, my Unenhanced friends from the High Tower, who survived.

      “How many?” I query, as if Tess has all the answers. “Were they Savants?”

      “I think so. I heard at least four were found. They were lucky, got trapped under a sturdy support that managed to block the falling rubble.”

      I realise as she speaks that I’d rather not talk about it. There remains in me a guilt, once or twice removed perhaps, but a guilt nonetheless, at what we’ve done. OK, so I rallied against it, and wasn’t directly involved, but still, I can’t wash my hands completely clean of it all either.

      Yet, it is to the few Unenhanced living there, and the City Guards who were on duty, that my mind turns to. I feel ashamed for even thinking such a thing, but if a large group of civilians in this city were to die, the Savants would have to get my vote.

      Frankly, very few of them even feared death. They didn’t have families, and most didn’t have friends, or close ties to anyone. The very essence of loss would be lost on them, and any survivors will be unlikely to spend much time grieving or mourning the downfall of their people.

      You can see it already. See the faces of the Savants who weren’t in the High Tower when it fell. See them continuing to get on with their appointed lives without the burden of grief and sorrow to wear them down.

      When the attacks occurred at Culture Corner, or in the market in district 5 of the western quarter, the reaction was so very different. The people would come and mourn, wailing to the heavens for those they lost. You could feel the heartache in the air, the collective pain and suffering that spread through the streets and right around the city.

      It wasn’t just those directly affected, those who lost loved ones or dearest friends to the attacks, who suffered. Everyone did, every single Outer Havener gripped by grief and the brewing fear at what might happen next. They worried, night and day, not only about themselves, but about those they loved and cared for, those they simply could not live without.

      The Savants aren’t human in the same way. Yes, they look like us and talk like us and walk like us, but they aren’t us. And right here, at the scene of such a terrible, devastating attack, their faces say it all.

      Impassive, cool, and inhumanly detached, they’ll get on with the lives they are now assigned without breaking stride.

      And, though terrible, when I think of things like that, a part of me looks at this site of such destruction with a simple thought…

      Maybe it was good that so many of them were killed. Maybe, now, we’ll all be better off.

      Around us, more hunting squads continue to come and go from the city. Around the City Guard HQ, the main centre of operations has been established, with Rycard still managing the many City Guards who choose to join the cause.

      There’s a militaristic feel to it that I haven’t yet experienced, everything grander and better organised than before. What was just a rag-tag group of rebels when I first got involved has morphed before my eyes into a far more cohesive fighting force.

      Bolstered by our new recruits, we now command a force that outstrips Cromwell’s army. Over the last few days, he’s suffered several significant setbacks, and while still dangerous, my fears that he may strike at the city, or even send a unit to the mines to kill our people there, have started to fade just a little.

      Yet, while our numbers have increased, there is an argument to be made for quality over quantity. His most potent agents, the Stalkers, remain in operation. And, while we don’t know how many he still has, we can be sure that it’s quite a lot.

      I’ve seen what a powerful hybrid like Zander or Kira, or even myself, can do in single combat, even when faced with a host of City Guards. And in all likelihood, my terrible grandfather will still control more hybrids than we do; men and women who can have an inordinate impact on any major battle should they be fully unleashed.

      Yet, the evolution that I’m seeing at the centre of Inner Haven is quite staggering. To see the place, no longer dominated by Savants, but filled with a mixture of Enhanced, Unenhanced, civilians and soldiers, City Guards and rebels, all fighting together…well, that’s something that lights a fire in me. That makes me believe the momentum is very much with us.

      And, as we continue towards Compton’s Hall, and I look across the hunting parties gathering to return to Outer Haven, I see through the mist my brother.

      He stands alone, his left eye blackened and left cheek badly bruised, steeped in armour and carrying enough weaponry to lay waste to a small army. He isn’t with another band of our men. He isn’t leading a party to sweep the streets.

      No, not Zander. Not today.

      I see his eyes, still weary, yet burning bright with the light of war. It’s a look that makes me nervous, and seeing him there alone makes me nervous too.

      “I’ll be back in a second,” I tell Tess, rushing straight over to him as he prepares to step into a car.

      I reach him before he does, and grab his shoulder. He spins around, those hazel eyes of his, just like mine, just like our father’s, darker than usual.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      It’s a stupid question. I know what he’s doing.

      He doesn’t smile, or present any expression to put me at ease. He knows I’m worried about him, but he doesn’t attempt to calm my concerns.

      With his jaw set to stone, and his chin and cheeks dusted with stubble, he merely grunts out a few words, before stepping into the car and driving away.

      “I’m going to Outer Haven,” he growls. “I need to let off some steam.”
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      “What’s the matter with him?” asks Tess as I trundle back over to her.

      I didn’t like the way he looked. There’s a rage in him that he’s always trying to suppress, one that crawled its way into his mind when his guardian, Linda, was killed all those years ago. When he saw her die in front of him, and could do nothing to save her; an anger, a wrath, an endless, unquenchable thirst for revenge grew that he’s battled ever since.

      It simmers below the surface mostly, kept in check by his own ability to suppress his thoughts and feelings, to work his mental magic.

      But, right now, the loss of Kira has broken something in him. It’s opened a fissure for that rage to burst free, pouring like a spout of fire from an erupting volcano.

      And while Zander isn’t a young man you’d ever need to worry about, I can’t help it seeing him like this. Right now, he’s liable to do something stupid, to push himself too far. Right now, he’s walking a little too close to the edge, that endless precipice just a tempting leap away.

      I watch his car disappear up the street, driving faster than it should. Even that worries me. The fact that he’s clearly saving his Dasher energy means he’s itching for a fight, itching to test himself.

      “Brie…he’s OK, right?” comes Tess’s voice again.

      I’m forced to answer this time, turning to her as his car leaves my field of vision.

      “He’ll be OK,” I tell her, more for me than anyone else. “He was very close with Kira, I think.”

      Tess’s eyes drop a second and then lift.

      “Were they together?” she asks softly.

      “I don’t think so. Just close friends. They’ve fought together with the Nameless for years.”

      She seems slightly happy with the answer, although equally guilty about it given Kira’s mysterious fate.

      I don’t need to read her mind to know that she likes him, to know that she’s happy he’s unattached and currently available. But, as with everyone else, this war has changed Tess, and despite her amorous inclinations, she quickly turns her mind from the idea of romance with my brother, knowing now really isn’t the time.

      Instead, we move straight into Compton’s Hall and find the place beginning to wake. It’s busier now, all the available space being filled with the people from Outer Haven and well managed by the many local volunteers who have put their hands up to help.

      There are now many similar places around the centre of the city, with other larger buildings and halls being used for the purposes of housing the refugees.

      Here, though, is where Brenda and the kids will be housed, for the time being at least. We find them at their assigned spot, Brenda already up and running and rousing the kids from their little, lined up beds.

      “Ah, I wondered where you were,” she says as Tess appears. “And Brie, how are you? How’s the head?”

      “It’s fine,” I say, rubbing the base of my skull and immediately feeling a bit dizzy. “About the same as when I fell over right here.” I look around the large hall, trying to remember just where I was standing when I collapsed right in front of Adryan the first time I met him. “Over there,” I say. “That’s where it was.”

      “Yes, you always seem to be getting patched up, Brie,” remarks Mrs Carmichael with a shake of the head. “I do hope you’ll be taking some time off now.”

      “Um, yeah, today at least,” I say.

      “Good. And where is your husband? I’d love to meet him.”

      “Oooo, me too,” says Tess. “I forgot about him.”

      “Well, um, he’s not really my husband,” I say. “Given everything that’s happened, our marriage doesn’t exactly stand.”

      “It stands if you want it to stand,” asserts my guardian. “So…where is he?”

      Tess seems to remember something as she asks the question.

      “Oh, yeah,” she says. “He was on the radio last night…he’s back at your old headquarters isn’t he? Where is that, at some church somewhere isn’t it?”

      “In the outerlands, yeah,” I say. “Just a few miles north of the city in an old town. He’s still there, running the intelligence team and trying to placate Rhoth.”

      “What good is he doing out there?” questions Brenda. “I think it’s safe to say that the Nameless have taken Inner Haven now. He should come here. A husband should be with his wife at times like this. You never quite know when you’ll next get to see one another…”

      “Brenda, he’s not my husband. I just said that.”

      She inspects me with that quizzical eye of hers, then shakes her head.

      “There’s no pulling the wool over my eyes, my darling. I know you better than you know yourself. You’d like him to be here too.”

      I can’t deny that one. Over the last couple of days, I haven’t really missed him, not with everything that’s been going on. But now, this morning, I sort of do.

      “Maybe,” I whisper.

      My guardian and best friend share a smile. Then, they both turn back to the kids, who continue to climb out of their beds and pull on their clothes. There’s not a great deal of privacy here, although the various areas have been separated into little apartments, partially blocked by thin, collapsible walls to create a number of units within the hall.

      The gang from the academy have one to themselves, more or less. Added to their number are a few other kids who have been handed over to Mrs Carmichael’s care and supervision. Most of them, I discover, are newly made orphans, their parents killed over in Outer Haven and with no other extended family to their name.

      Brenda Carmichael, given her decades of experience and unfalteringly good heart, is best placed to take up the mantle. She, along with several others who run, or ran, different orphanages across Outer Haven, will now be tasked with aiding these poor kids as they come to terms with their losses.

      Hidden away towards the back of the unit, I see Brandon. He sits on his mattress, sheepishly keeping his head low and trying not to make eye contact with me.

      Unfortunately, I have Hawk-eyes, and whether I like it or not, find it impossible not to be aware of all of my surroundings.

      I catch him at the rear, and take a few swift steps towards him. As yet, the death of Nate remains unmentioned to the group at large. At a time like this, however, most are too preoccupied to notice. And those who have will already have drawn their own conclusions from his absence.

      Brandon, of course, is aware. I approach him with a heavy step, stopping at the foot of his bed and gazing down at him.

      “Settling back in OK?” I ask.

      I try to keep the bitterness from my voice. It’s hard, given my state of mind and everything that’s been going on.

      He nods silently, keeping his head low.

      I make a conscious effort to soften my tone. I don’t blame the kid for what happened. He’s part victim too.

      “The boss of the Voiceless,” I say. “He got in your head, didn’t he?”

      His eyes lift a little. He seems quite disturbed by it all.

      “Yeah. He got in all our heads,” he whispers.

      “I killed him,” I say blankly. I move forward a little and lean down so the other kids can’t hear. “I stabbed him right where he stabbed Nate. He’s gone now, Bran. You don’t have to worry about him anymore.”

      He nods again, lifting his eyes with a mixture of wonder and fear.

      “You’re so…different,” he says. “Is it easy, killing? Did it feel good?”

      “With him?” I say. “After what he did?” I nod slowly. “Yeah, Bran, it felt good.”

      I’m surprised by what I’m saying. It’s strange, really. I guess, at the time, it did feel good to take his life. But a part of me still feels appalled at what I’m becoming…what I’ve become.

      “I wish it was me,” he whispers. “I wish I’d killed him.”

      I rest a hand on his shoulder. He eyes lift up to mine.

      “I can help,” I say. “What he did to you, getting in your head, making you do things. I can take it all away. Would you like that, Bran?”

      His eyes falter, and begin to water. A grimace ripples across his youthful face.

      “I don’t deserve it,” he sniffs. “Nate might not have died if it wasn’t for me.”

      “I can help with that too,” I say, taking a short breath, and working up a comforting smile. “I can erase the pain for you.”

      He considers it a second, and then slowly shakes his head.

      “No. Thanks, Brie…for being kind. But, no. I need to get through this on my own. I need to pay.”

      I raise my eyebrows at his maturity. The boy was a silly, foolish bully, troubled by his past. A kid, just into his teens, who had little else to do with his time than to interfere with the lives of others.

      But now, he’s matured quickly. He wants to repent, just like Drum after killing that man. He wants to use what happened as a catalyst to change, and change for the better.

      “OK, Bran,” I say softly. “If you want to help, be good to the kids. Help Mrs Carmichael, and those who have just lost their families. Don’t be the boy you were.”

      His head shakes quickly and assertively.

      “I won’t. I promise, I won’t.”

      “I’ll hold you to that promise,” I say. “Now lift that chin, and stop hiding back here. OK?”

      He steels his eyes and begins to stand. And together, we return to the group.
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      The morning bustles by as I spend some time in the hall, just hanging out with the kids and trying to make them feel as at home as possible.

      It’s a nice refresher for me, a reminder of a simpler life before all of this happened. We chat and play little games and laugh if we can. I hear their stories and even tell a few of mine, making sure to censor them depending on who I’m speaking with.

      They hang on my every word, and none more so than Abby, who looks to be gathering more ideas for future stories in her comic. She sits, with her little binder in her lap and a whole raft of half worn pencils and colouring pens to hand, scribbling and doodling and keeping herself busy.

      The other kids don’t seem to have such a hobby to distract themselves, which around here might become a problem. There’s little to do, and nowhere to go – none are allowed out of the hall unless under supervision – and in time that might cause a few headaches for Mrs Carmichael and Tess as they continue to try to manage the rabble.

      With any luck, however, this place will only be a temporary refuge for them, and life will return to some sort of normality soon. Whether that’s days, weeks, or months, I can’t possibly say, and when asked such questions I have to be honest about it all.

      It seems that the penchant for rumour that all Outer Haveners seem to share has spread here now too. The fate of Cromwell, now known to be the great oppressor he is, remains a point of endless debate. Yet they all seem to be aware that he is still alive somewhere beyond the wall, with worries mounting that he’ll be reforming an army to fight back and retake the city.

      They’re justified concerns, although my natural position is to rebuff them whenever they come my way. I’ve got enough authority to settle them down for now, but in the end the fear that’s so gripped this city doesn’t seem to be going anywhere, even here, even now.

      My mind, while focused for that brief period on trying to relax and help the kids relax, doesn’t appear to allow me such respite. As the morning gives way to afternoon, I find it impossible to stay there in the hall, detached from the grander war outside.

      I determine that I need to do something more useful to the cause, and so decide to attempt something that I tried once a few days ago with limited reward.

      Moving back to the HQ, I pass through the main hive in the atrium and go up to my private room on the second floor.

      I shut the door tight and try to block out as much sound as possible, lie down on my mattress and shut my eyes tight. There, I drift from the physical realm and attempt to zero in on the weak pathway that’s formed between my mind and Commander Burns’.

      I look upon it again as it was before: a tangled, hidden trail through the dark forest, so difficult to navigate and traverse. Yet, I try, pulling out a machete in my mind and doing my best to slice my way through, clearing the path for me to make contact with the man who may yet be undercover within my grandfather’s inner circle.

      Standing there, I call out to him.

      Commander Burns, can you hear me? It’s Brie, Commander Burns…

      I hear no response.

      I try again, and get the same result.

      Nothing.

      I open my eyes, feeling a little frustrated if not surprised. Given the minor concussion I’ve suffered, and the fact that he’s out there at the REEF – at least, we think he is – and surrounded by the toxic mist, contacting him is likely to be an almost impossible feat.

      Yet, I still try again. And again. And again.

      I do so for some time, calling out his name and just trying to get some hint that, firstly, he’s alive, and secondly, remains incognito within Cromwell’s ranks.

      And still, I get nothing.

      The effort takes it out of me. I keep my eyes shut and begin to relax, my head throbbing, the backs of my eyeballs aching. I pull the blanket up over my face and block out the light, take a few deep breaths, and try to drive the discomfort and pain away.

      I begin to calm, and start fading into dreams. The assault I suffered last night nibbles at the corners of my consciousness, trying to batter through the walls I set up to keep them at bay. They’re just about enough to give me some reprieve, a calmer sleep taking hold of me as my body and mind continue to recover from the days of abuse and torment they’ve suffered.

      And, in that relaxed state, I find the pathway starting to clear. And somewhere deep in the recesses of my cognition, a voice begins to sound.

      It rumbles from the depths, like a tremor in the earth, only just audible. And only a few words come, before the voice fades away.

      They have me…comes the voice. Don’t…trust me. He’s calling…

      My eyes open up wide and the words drift away. The ache in my limbs suggests I’ve been out for a while. I check the time and see that it’s late afternoon, the day having quickly passed as I lay hidden, here in this room.

      I whisper out the words I just heard, talking quietly to myself in the empty room.

      “They have me. Don’t trust me. He’s calling…”

      As I try to work them out, a sudden knock sounds at the door. I’m shaken from my thoughts and quickly croak: “Yeah…who is it?”

      The door opens up. Timothy, my grandmother’s assistant, stands in the opening.

      “Sorry to disturb you, Brie,” he says. “Lady Orlando requests your presence in her office.”

      I continue to sweep the cobwebs from my head, and stand to my feet.

      “What’s this about?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure,” he says. “They’re waiting for you.”

      “They?”

      “Yes,” he says, without elaborating.

      Typical Savant…

      “Right, erm, let’s go then.”

      Tim accompanies me down the corridor and straight up to my grandmother’s office on level 15. I find a series of shadows within even before I enter, visible through the frosted glass. Tim steps forward and opens the door for me, allowing me entry before shutting the door. He remains outside.

      I find the usual suspects in the room. Beckett, Freya, Rycard, Alfred, who remains over at his workstation, looking more nervous than usual.

      The main absentee is my brother, a perpetual presence at such meetings and yet, today, conspicuous by his absence. Stepping in, he’s the first person on my mind.

      “Is Zander coming?” I ask.

      It’s Beckett who answers me.

      “Your brother is still in Outer Haven. He’s been in contact and will return soon. He will be updated then.”

      “Updated on what? What’s going on?”

      My eyes turn to Lady Orlando, who has taken on a different mantle for me now. She sits in her usual perch, with that same composed look on her face. Yet now, I see beyond it. I see family.

      “Artemis has been in contact,” she says immediately.

      A hush hits the room. I think of the words that came to me in my sleep, the words of Burns: He’s calling…

      “He wishes to arrange a meeting,” my grandmother goes on. “It is as we expected. He has no option but to negotiate a truce…”

      Her words cause a bubble of fury inside me.

      A truce? With that man?

      The thought sickens me, as it must her. But she’s a leader, responsible for all these people. She can’t allow personal feelings to get in the way.

      “So, he’s giving in is he?” grunts Freya. “Always the case with cowards and bullies.”

      “We can’t be sure of that, Freya,” says Lady Orlando. “Artemis is too crafty to be fully trusted. We will meet with him under strict conditions, agreed by both parties, to ensure it is a peaceful negotiation. We will hear him out, and discuss terms. But, do not underestimate him.”

      “And when is this meeting to take place?” asks Rycard.

      “Tomorrow afternoon at 4 PM.”

      “Where?”

      “We will meet with him beyond the western perimeter gate. We will have our men posted along the walls for security. He will no doubt bring his own force of bodyguards with him as well.”

      “And you don’t think he’ll try to kill us all?” questions Freya doubtfully. “This sounds like a trap to gather us all in one place.”

      “It isn’t a trap,” asserts Beckett, surveying the white-haired half-Brute with narrow eyes. “If he tries to take us out, he’ll suffer the same. It serves no one to try anything stupid, and we’ll be in the stronger position around the western gate.”

      “But what about his soldiers in Outer Haven?” I ask. “He’s still got a load of City Guards out there, and Con-Cops, right? I thought they controlled the outer regions in the west?”

      “Not so much after the last 24 hours,” says Beckett. “We’ve driven most out and, as we know, the majority of the Con-Cops remain in the factories and warehouses in the east. We’ll go with a large host. We’ll be well protected from all sides.”

      “Hmmmm. Sounds like we might be leaving Inner Haven a bit undefended,” I say.

      “No, we certainly won’t,” yawns Beckett, who remains rather irritated by my general lack of knowledge and experience of such things. “We know what we’re doing, Brie. We have all of this in hand, despite your well-informed reservations.”

      The sarcasm in his voice isn’t lost on me. I send him a short glare but little more. As far as I’m concerned, I’m quite within my rights to question the motives of the man who created this entire damn war. And, now that I know who he truly is, and what he did to my family, I’m only liable to be even more distrustful of him.

      “Brie, your concerns are fair,” says my grandmother with a little smile. “But Beckett has our security well in order. This is merely a meeting to discuss terms of peace, and while we’ll remain wary of anything untoward, it’s an opportunity we cannot miss if it will save lives.”

      Her old grey eyes sway across the room, moving from one to the next.

      “I wish to have all of you at my side when we meet. We are a group of mixed races, genders, and ages, and will present ourselves as such to Artemis and his cohorts. Ours is a positive vision of the future. His is archaic and inhuman. Gather your mental faculties overnight, and do not allow personal feelings to boil over when we come together.” She looks directly at me on that point. I can understand why.

      As she concludes, a timid voice issues from the corner.

      “And me, my Lady?”

      I turn to see Alfred sitting at his workstation.

      “Ah, Alfred. No, you will do as previously ordered, and return to the church. I believe Marler is down in the atrium now, ready to transport you over. Is that correct, Beckett?”

      Beckett nods.

      “He’s all ready to go, along with a few of our men. He’ll take Alfred and come back with Adryan…”

      “Adryan?!”

      A pulse erupts in my heart for a second, the name causing a jolt of adrenaline to surge through me.

      My grandmother smiles once more.

      “Yes, Brie. Adryan is returning to the city…”
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      I wait with a sense of giddy anticipation that is such a rarity at a time like this.

      It’s a feeling that I can’t and don’t want to suppress, an oasis in this desert of worry and grief that, when you find it, you wish to never leave.

      Right now, I’m lingering around the edges of the City Guard HQ, watching the sun melt away below the edges of the buildings, creating this strangely mesmerising sunset as the light filters through all the hanging dust that continues to hover above the remains of the High Tower and inner city at large.

      The entire site, of course, remains as busy as always. The people continue to clear the rubble and search for survivors, discovering several more pockets where several Savants managed to hide. They’re drawn out, well on the way towards dehydration but otherwise in decent health, each one helping to erase some of the red in our collective ledger, drawing us slowly back into the black.

      Rycard continues to operate in his new capacity, arranging the City Guards in protective units and handing them over to Beckett to be used for our cause. Those who remain torn are given more time to transition, while some continue to choose to put down their weapons and provide their aid elsewhere, beyond the scope of military action.

      From Outer Haven, more squads return from their patrols, most of them made up of our own men but some now utilising the new forces we have at our disposal. Among that number, Magnus and Titus have put themselves forward, keen to help more civilians to safety from the war-torn, ravaged streets to the west and south of the wall.

      They stamp down the street, only two in a number of Brutes now part of our cause, and fill me in on what they’ve been up to. I’m delighted to see that Titus’ doubts have now been fully allayed, his devotion to helping the people superseding any animosity he might hold towards us for toppling the High Tower.

      That sort of thinking is necessary at times of war. The shared desire among the good people of this city to help those in need is what carries us through and brings us together. Any rifts, minor or major, are sealed or up stepped over in favour of saving lives.

      Right now, that’s the priority that we all buy into.

      My brother returns too, a little while before the sun starts to set. His reappearance settles my natural concerns for him, a tendency I can’t seem to escape despite who he is and what he’s capable of.

      But, seeing what happened yesterday with Kira, I’m well aware that he isn’t the most potent hybrid out there, and that he’s perhaps more vulnerable than I once thought.

      I find him splashed with dried blood and painted in soot and grit, his eyes hidden behind a dark covering of dust. That grimace he wore when he left early this morning doesn’t appear to have lightened, and his usually bright hazel eyes continue to creep out from narrow, weary slits.

      I sit with him for a while, happy to see him back safely but still slightly concerned by his demeanour. He slumps wearily against one of the pillars outside the HQ, staring out at the centre of the city that he never saw up close in all its glory, and tells me he returned to the site of Kira’s disappearance looking for clues.

      I ask if he found any. He shakes his head, still seeming a little lost.

      “Nothing. No trace at all…”

      He doesn’t mention what else he got up to that day. But, judging by the state of his clothing, and the mere fact that he said earlier he needed to ‘let off some steam’, I can only assume it involved lots of dead Con-Cops.

      He clearly needs to rest, something that’s been lacking for all of us recently, but perhaps him most of all.

      “You’ll need it,” I say. “We’re meeting with our…with Cromwell tomorrow.”

      I almost said grandfather. It’s right there at the front of my mind. I draw it back in case he should survey my thoughts through instinct and find the truth. In some ways, I wish he would. I promised our grandmother I wouldn’t reveal it, but this wouldn’t be that. This wouldn’t be my fault. It would be nothing but an accident, an unfortunate turn of events.

      But, not so unfortunate from my point of view. I still think he should know, sooner rather than later.

      He appears too tired to offer much reaction, or even look into my eyes to try to gauge more than I’m revealing in just my words.

      “When? Where?” is all he says, still leaning back on that large grey pillar, his eyes staring forward.

      “Erm, tomorrow at 4 PM, just outside the western gate. You should speak with Lady Orlando about it.”

      He nods, takes a breath, and begins to stand.

      “And then get some rest, Zander,” I say as he gets set to trundle off. “Please, for me.”

      He draws up a weak smile, and nothing more.

      That was a little while ago, before the sun began to settle for the night. Now, with my brother’s safety no longer an immediate concern, I stand and wait for Adryan to return, a straight swap for Alfred by all accounts.

      “I prefer working with Adryan,” lady Orlando told me after the meeting earlier.

      She did so with a sufficiently bright glint in her eye to make me think that she did it for me as well, perhaps as a means of compensating me for keeping my mouth shut about her true identity, and that of Director Cromwell.

      Either way, I can’t deny my delight at the thought of having him back. I still consider the church to be under threat out there, and would much prefer to see Adryan right here with me.

      Pacing from side to side, I watch the streets carefully for his return, and eventually catch sight of an armoured vehicle rumbling on through from the northern side of the side. It rolls up towards the City Guard HQ, working its way around the rubble, and comes to a stop a little way down the street.

      Marler steps out first from the front, and my mouth curls into a grin. Then, a couple more soldiers empty from the vehicle, with Adryan following behind.

      I find myself hurrying straight towards him as his feet hit the streets he’s trodden so often, and his eyes immediately turn towards the central platform where his home once stood.

      Yet, my rushing frame is enough to gather up his attention, and he turns to me as I press straight on. Reaching him, I clatter into his arms, completely losing my cool, and feel my body lifted right off the floor as his limbs coil around me, wrapping me up tight.

      Hanging from his body, our lips are drawn together, the world disappearing behind my eyes as we kiss. Suspended off the ground, I can feel his heart thudding as our bodies press tight, feel the grip of his strong fingers, digging into my back as he holds me firmly, unwilling to let go.

      I feel a tension begin to leave me as we lock together, his presence drawing this stress from me like poison from a wound.

      Only here, perhaps, with most of my friends safe and sound, and the direct threat of attack currently muted, am I able to allow myself this moment. Let myself relax in his arms and give in to the desires that I cannot deny.

      For a good few moments, he just holds me tight as our lips attach, before gently slipping me from his grasp as I drop back to the ground. Then, with a look of sorrow, his gaze swings back to the platform, and he takes a moment to inspect his old home, crumpled in a heap before him.

      There’s no need for words. I slip my hand around his, our fingers interlocking, and stand with him as he surveys the devastation. And, unlike most of his people, he does so with a mourning that marks him out from the rest.

      After a few minutes, he nods slowly to himself, draws in a breath, and turns back to me. The smile returns.

      “I’d better go and see Lady Orlando. Top floor of the HQ, right?”

      “Right,” I say.

      “You wanna come too?”

      “Sure,” I smile.

      Hands still linked together, we set back off to the summit of our base of operations, working down the street, past the pillars, and through the atrium. Adryan surveys it all as we catch up, walking slowly so as to give us a bit of time before Lady Orlando snaps him up and sets him back to work.

      For him, the last few days have been strangely slow. For me, they’ve been hectic, filled with highs and lows, losses and kills, the returns of old friends and departures of new ones.

      He knows most of what’s been happening, of course, and seems well informed about my personal activities.

      “Lady Orlando’s been keeping me up to date,” he informs me when I query him on it. “I’m happy you have your friends back with you. That’s great, Brie, really great. I’d love to meet them…”

      “And they’d love to meet you!” I say quickly. “We were only talking about it this morning. I didn’t expect you back so soon.”

      “But you’re happy I am, right?”

      He lifts one corner of his mouth into a cheeky grin. I’ve long forgotten that he’s not so naturally inclined as others at showing emotion.

      “No, not really,” I counter, flat faced.

      He recoils for a moment, as if working out whether I’m joking of not. Then, before my forced expression falters, his own lifts back into a smile.

      “You’re joking,” he asserts. “You got me.”

      I laugh, and right there see the other side of the coin: his deficiency at being able to fully grasp my sarcasm and humour.

      Personally, I find it endearing.

      “But, you are happy?” he questions again, just to make sure.

      “Very happy,” I beam.

      And, just to completely seal the deal, I kiss him again, right there in the foyer.

      We continue towards the lifts, and Adryan continues to scan the interior. Then, as we enter and begin to slide up, his sharp mind picks up on our past experience of this place, when he came to pick me up after Woolf’s interrogation.

      “You know,” he says. “Now that we’re in control of the building, perhaps you could check the archives for details about your father?”

      I smile awkwardly.

      “Yeah, that’s not a bad idea,” I say.

      We’d discussed exactly this many weeks ago, when he’d promised to try to find information about my parents in exchange for me actually going through with my mission. In the end, neither happened. He still seems guilty about it, his conditioning and desire to always complete a job clearly causing the issue to leap right back into his mind right here in this particular building.

      “I’m sorry I never could help on that,” he says. “The archives were on level 12, weren’t they? I recall that’s where you met with Agent Woolf in the SCU, and they were on the same floor. I’ll take a look for you, how about that?”

      “Um, no, that’s sweet Adryan, but it’s OK. I actually already checked, but, er, there wasn’t anything.”

      He frowns and cocks his head a little.

      “But, you just said it wasn’t a bad idea, as if you hadn’t looked yet?”

      “Well, yeah. I’ve looked, but nothing came up. Thing is, I only know my dad’s first name, so I’d never find him…”

      He’s shaking his head already.

      “No, that’s not true. You just need time. If you search for all former City Guards with the first name of Maxwell, you’d be able to narrow the search down by their enhancement. In your dad’s case, by looking for Hawks. They also come with pictures, I assume, and you know what your dad looks like, and his general age, so you’d be able to find out from…”

      “Stop, Adryan,” I say, the doors to the lift opening on level 15. “Just, leave it. I’m not interested anymore, all right? It doesn’t matter.”

      I step out of the lift away from him. He follows behind a second later, a little confused.

      “Right, if that’s what you want,” he says, eyeing me closely. “I just thought...”

      “It is,” I say. “We both know my parents were taken to the REEF and terminated, just the same as so many others. So let’s drop it.”

      I walk quickly down the corridor and away from the conversation. Keeping secrets really isn’t my strong suit, and I can react in strange ways when harassed and pressed.

      In the end, all that probably does it make me seem more guilty, or that I’m trying to hide something.

      So, half way down the corridor, I stop, spin, and take a breath.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I know you’re just trying to help. It’s just, I mean, look at what we’re dealing with out there. With all those people dying, it hardly seems to matter that my parents were killed nearly two decades ago. I’m like Zander now, I’ve pushed it to the back of my head. I’m focusing on the future.”

      He listens closely, those silver eyes of his still reading me better than most are able to. Then, he lifts a small smile and just says: “OK, that’s a good attitude.”

      It probably is, although it’s not the truth.

      The truth is that Director Cromwell is my grandfather, that he destroyed my family, and that if my last act on this earth is to take his life, I’ll consider mine to be one well lived.
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      My reunion with Adryan is brief, and somewhat indicative of the flow of our relationship. A passionate kiss, a deep sense of longing, followed by a little bit of bickering and the swamp of seriousness that always seems to blight any private time we get together.

      I expect it to all be topped off by a long evening spent in the service of the rebel leader, for him at least, but am pleasantly surprised on that front. After being told to wait outside by Lady Orlando, I find Adryan rejoining me only a few minutes later.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      He raises his eyebrows and lightly shrugs his shoulders.

      “I’ve been given the evening off to get settled in,” he says. His eyes work their way towards the lift at the far end of the corridor. “Apparently my quarters are on the floor below.”

      “Right, so you can be called here quickly if you need to be.”

      “I suppose so,” he says. “I’d actually hoped…”

      He doesn’t conclude the sentence, but I don’t need to read his mind to understand what he was about to say.

      I’m very much feeling the same.

      We go there now, though, checking him into the office-turned bedroom on level 14. Up here, the offices are a little larger, and his room is situated on the northern facing extremity of the building, giving him a view of the streets below.

      We’re both drawn there upon entering – as with all other rooms here, there’s nothing else to draw the eye – and look out over the carcass of the High Tower from this loftier vantage point.

      I choose not to zoom in with my eyes, though, for fear of catching sight of some corpse through a gap in the rubble. Right now, I’d rather avoid anything too macabre if possible.

      “They’re cleaning it up fast,” remarks Adryan looking down. “Soon enough, it’ll be like the High Tower was never there.”

      “Yeah, you could say the same about a lot of buildings in this city,” I say. “I’ve been through the north, west, and south in the last few days. There’s a lot of rubble about. A lot of places are too far gone to be rebuilt.”

      “Yeah, but it’s not the same as this,” he says, staring at the place that marks such a tragedy for his people.

      Not that he has much love for them. But still, they’re his people nonetheless.

      He turns from the sight, away from the window, and his eyes glide over the makeshift bed set up for him on the floor. I assume it was Alfred’s before he was swapped out and relegated to the church. Now, it’ll be the timid stutterer who needs to deal directly with Rhoth.

      I feel sorry for the man. I really do.

      “So, how’s Rhoth doing?” I ask.

      Adryan’s eyes do a little roll.

      “Difficult,” he says. “The man has no patience at all. He seems to get more erratic by the day.”

      “How so?”

      “I don’t know really. These tribal people are beyond my understanding sometimes. I’d like to study them some more, find out what makes them tick. I guess that was the only good thing about staying there.”

      “What, watching Rhoth get more and more erratic?” I smile.

      “Yeah, it was, um, interesting. He seems to be unwilling to call me Adryan. Always just refers to me as Mr Savant, as if I’m the only one. He tries to be intimidating sometimes, but that doesn’t really work on me. Alfred may have a more difficult time.”

      I laugh at the image, although feel that pang of sympathy for the poor guy.

      “Rhoth actually seems quite harmless to me,” I say. “At least, given our arrangement, he is. That’s what’s aggravating him, right? Our lack of immediate support for his war?”

      “Seems to be,” says Adryan. “I suppose I understand his reasoning and fears.”

      “And what are they?”

      “That the Bear-Skins may retaliate for what happened when you passed through. Bjorn is, by all accounts, a rather hot-tempered man.”

      “Oh, I should say so,” I huff. “And man would be an understatement. He is seriously gigantic. Must be at least part-Brute, although might well be a full one.”

      “Yes, and perhaps that explains the rage. Brutes walk a fine line sometimes. They can turn into beasts if they’re not properly managed. And living out there in the wilds, his madness hasn’t had any such restraints.”

      My mind steps back to seeing Titus’ fury only a couple of days ago. To see someone usually so mild-mannered explode like that was quite frightening.

      “I don’t see what Rhoth has to worry about, though,” I suggest. “The woods in the west are too dangerous at the moment, what with Cromwell’s Stalkers creeping around the place. I’m not sure even Bjorn is foolish enough to strike there now.”

      “He probably doesn’t know about any of that,” says Adryan. “And, that’s another concern for Rhoth – having his people hunted by the Stalkers. He’s considering bringing his whole tribe closer to the church for security, but then they’ll be closer to the Bear-Skins and the city. I mean, his concerns are understandable. I think he just wants his people to be safe.”

      “It’s the same for us all I suppose. I thought he was just being impatient about taking out his enemies, but this is more understandable. Lady Orlando did mention a force was being gathered, though. Do you know anything about that?”

      “Probably no more than you do. You’ve got her inner ear more than anyway by the looks of things.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Just that she cares about you. That much is obvious. And Zander too. I suppose it’s because you’re his twin, and she’s looked out for him for so long…”

      “Mmmm,” I mumble. “That’s all it is.”

      With the evening our own, I decide that now would be a good time to introduce Adryan to Brenda, Tess, and the rest of the kids from the academy. Returning to the atrium, we work our way onto the main concourse outside and towards Compton’s Hall.

      When we arrive, we find dinnertime underway. At various points along one wall, food stations have been erected for the distribution of rations. The people line up for their food before returning to their little units to eat, each of them given a fairly meagre allowance that suggests food stocks are a slight concern.

      “That’ll be because of all the Con-Cops in the eastern quarter,” says Adryan as we discuss the point. “All food production has been shut down, so they’re probably just being careful. Who knows when we’ll be able to retake those factories and get things up and running again.”

      “They’re only Con-Cops, though,” I say. “They don’t put up much of a fight against proper soldiers.”

      “No, but this would be different. It’s not warfare on the streets and in the open. And who knows, maybe they’ve wired all the factories to blow in case they’re attacked.”

      “Sounds like something Cromwell would do,” I grumble. “Anything to keep some measure of control.”

      We continue on towards the rear, where I spy my friends waiting patiently in line for their rations. Unlike many others here, they’re used to living off smaller portions, partly because of their age and nutritional requirements, and partly because it’s the best Mrs Carmichael could do when responsible for feeding so many.

      It’s to my guardian that we go, managing the kids as usual and making sure they all get fed, ably supported by Tess of course.

      They both spot us coming, and both immediately step out of the line towards us.

      “Well now,” says Brenda. “Is this the mysterious Adryan?”

      “A pleasure to meet you, Mrs Carmichael,” he says, reaching out with a stiff hand.

      She slides right by it and draws him into a hug. Tess then sees an opening and does the same.

      “We’ve heard a lot,” says my best friend, withdrawing. “How come you’re here? Last we heard this morning, you were outside the city?”

      “Lady Orlando brought him in,” I say. “You know, with them both being Savants and everything. Think she likes having him around.”

      “We have a good working relationship,” says Adryan.

      “Well, I can’t blame Cornelia for that,” says, Brenda, flashing a smile. “A handsome man like you. Who wouldn’t want you around. Brie, are you sure your boss’s intentions are pure?”

      I shake my head a smile.

      “You’ll have to excuse my old guardian,” I say to Adryan. “She’s got a funny way of looking at things.”

      Adryan’s cool poise melts into a slightly put-upon laugh. I’m not sure he’s dealt with such humour before.

      “Well, why do you think I agreed to come, Mrs Carmichael?” asks Adryan, lifting a cheeky grin. “I may be married to Brie, but that was only ever to get close to Lady Orlando…”

      Brenda and Tess’s eyes light up, and so do mine.

      “Jeez, was that a joke, Adryan?!” I ask.

      “I suppose so,” he says.

      “Yeah, and a good one,” laughs Tess.

      Brenda chuckles away, widening her eyes as she looks at me.

      “Brie, who knew your husband was so bad! I didn’t know your people understood jokes,” she says, looking back at Adryan.

      “We don’t, in general,” he says. “But my work involved studying all the people in this city. I’ve picked up one or two things along the way.”

      “Well, you’ll fit right in,” says Brenda. “So, are you eating? Care to join us?”

      “I’m not sure…” I begin.

      “Of course, we’d absolutely love to,” cuts in Adryan. “Shall we?”

      He moves straight off, leading us back to the line. And for the next hour or so, we gather our rations, sit in the assigned unit for the residents of the academy, and continue our discussion as it morphs from pithy chitchat to the more profound topics that tend to butt in on any attempt at a regular, stress-free conversation.

      Naturally, Brenda and Tess’s main preoccupation is with the burgeoning relationship between Adryan and me. It’s a topic I’d rather avoid, and one I’m not really comfortable discussing in an open forum like this.

      My friends clearly note that – they know me well enough to realise when I’m uncomfortable – but fail to steer the conversation away nonetheless. At least, not for some time, until it runs its course and we enter into a grander philosophical debate on the state of the city and the future it holds for his people, their people, and my people; Savants, Unenhanced, and hybrids.

      Adryan, of course, has plenty to say on the topic. His entire working life has centred around learning about the people of the city, and his preoccupation has always been in determining how we can all exist together. Naturally, my grandfather didn’t quite agree with those assertions, and took a rather more radical route.

      In the end, the summation within our group is simple: that the entire structure of the city, both societally and architecturally speaking, will need to be revamped. That the dividing lines between the Enhanced and Unenhanced, Inner and Outer Haven, will need to be blurred and eventually eliminated.

      That we are at the beginning of a revolution that will, in time, see all of our lives change for the better. And that, while some parties will bemoan the adaptations they may have to make, in the end our lives will be more equitable, fair, and prosperous all round.

      Truth be told, I don’t participate much in the discussion. It’s the sort of idealised look at things that my inner cynic won’t let me get fully on board with. And, surprisingly, my guardian, always a major sceptic herself, appears to be quite buoyed by it all. Rather taken by Adryan’s rarely seen passion for how Haven, despite all the terrible things that happened, can come out of this mess the better for it.

      For my mind, it’s all mute, all just words. Because right now, it’s no good looking forward when the present is so ambiguous. Until a time comes where we can safely look out over the horizon and say: “There’s nothing to threaten us,” then all of this chat is, for me, a waste of time.

      And so, rather than sucking the life from the group with my negativity, I keep quiet. I listen, but rarely talk. And all the while, my mind falters and turns to the one man I still want dead, need dead, above all.

      The man who, tomorrow, I’ll be standing in front of again.

      And when that happens, despite assurances of a peaceful negotiation, I may find those promises hard to keep…
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      I sleep that night with difficulty.

      There’s a lot going through my mind.

      Despite Adryan’s arrival, Tess maintains her position as my roommate. I guess that’s the natural form of things, seeing as we’ve shared together for years and know each other’s sleeping habits so well.

      Adryan, on the other hand, never shared a room, let alone a bed, with me. And yet now, knowing he’s in this building a dozen floors up, I’d rather like him to be here.

      My romantic thoughts for him refuse to be contained, and there’s a temptation in me to creep up to level 14 and join him in his room. Half my mind is taken by the desire, keeping me from slipping into my nightmares. The other half remains fixed on what tomorrow will bring, and how I’ll react upon seeing Cromwell again.

      I know myself well enough to realise I’m going to be nervous, angry, and hate-filled when I lock eyes with him. I know, too, that in other circumstances I might just do something stupid.

      But, with the situation as it is, I have to be smart. I have to be calm. I have to let Lady Orlando do the talking. And if not her, someone like Beckett, or Rycard, or my brother.

      Truth be told, I’m well down the list.

      So, my mind swings this way and that that night as I attempt to sleep, leading to a dull ache that nibbles from deep inside my skull. The only positive to come from it is that my nightmares can be completely avoided, at least until the exhaustion takes its toll and I eventually slip away.

      Then, they assault me as they so enjoy doing, my ability to keep the demons at bay still undeveloped. In time, I know, I’ll learn such skill, but right now it’s open season, my defences out for the count and unable to contain the bombardment.

      As with the previous night, I wake in a cold sweat before dawn has arrived, and decide to call it a night. Tess, rather annoyingly, continues to sleep like an angel, her pink lips slightly open and releasing a light tune of soft breathing, her blonde hair swept back beautifully over her head and matching nicely with the slight tan she always appears to have.

      I watch her for a moment as I dress, envious of the relative simplicity of her world. For her, right now, there’s nothing to do but help look after the kids and hope that the war doesn’t get any worse. Like most people, she’s been affected by all this conflict but isn’t directly involved.

      I’d prefer that, personally. But, no, not for me. Instead, my brother is one of the most powerful warriors in the city, my grandmother is the leader of the rebel cause, and my grandfather is the very reason this war is happening in the first place.

      I’ve killed dozens of people, seen friends die, and have done and seen things that I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. Well, unless it’s the aforementioned grandfather, that is.

      Really, it’s a life I never signed up for and yet one I cannot avoid. And today, the next stage in this war might just be decided.

      That thought occupies me all morning, as it does everyone else. By the time the city rises to another misty day, it’s clear that the knowledge of the negotiation talks have spread to all corners.

      Consequently, the fighting across the city, though now limited to small, sporadic skirmishes, has now completely subsided. It’s some proof that Cromwell wishes to treat for peace, his orders having been heard and taken on board by his men, and all those loyal to him now standing down for the time being.

      As the morning passes by, it affords us an opportunity to continue to gather any civilians wishing to cross over towards Inner Haven. With the threat of Cromwell’s agents put on hiatus, they start to creep from their homes once more, helped along by our many soldiers who spread through the western and southern quarters, providing safe passage.

      More than just seeing their fellow Outer Haveners flock to safety, the sight of the fresh influx of refugees helps to give the people some hope and assurance that Cromwell is serious about agreeing a long-term peace. That the people have clearly spoken, and that there really is no option for him now but to accept his failure and make the best he can out of it.

      Yet, for me, I’m torn over such a way of thinking.

      Yes, I’d love for this city to have seen the last of the fighting. Yes, I’d love for the process of rebuilding to begin. Yes, I’d love for our revolution to have been successful, and for the people to come together as one.

      That would be best for everyone.

      But, what of my grandfather? What of my desire for revenge? If he agrees to terms, what will those terms be?

      I muse on such thoughts, festering and stewing on the secrets that exist in my mind, as the morning shifts along and the sun rises to its summit in the sky, barely visible through the blanket of grey sludge that covers the heavens.

      Then, with the ceasefire in effect all across the city, we gather our forces and move towards the western wall, driving in a convoy unlike any I’ve ever seen.

      Dozens of cars and vans link in a chain, carrying over a hundred specialised hybrids and defector City Guards, working through the devastated streets as we craft a path right for the western perimeter wall.

      When we reach it, our men get into the positions they’ve been assigned. Hawks on the summit of the wall and on nearby rooftops, checking to make sure no trap is sprung. Sniffers and Bats doing the same, using their super senses to alert us to any incoming threat. Dashers and Brutes providing a small but well trained fighting force should we come to blows. Our own hybrids, the elite soldiers among us, ready to go toe to toe with Cromwell’s Stalkers should the need arise.

      All of them have their assignments, and all are ready to roll.

      And then there’s us, the negotiation team, the united front that Lady Orlando wishes to display. Herself and Beckett, Freya and Rycard, my brother and me; a medley of men and women, old and young, a vision of what the future of this world could, and should, look like.

      We stand on the inside of the gate, one I’ve passed through once before when being transported from the High Tower to the REEF. That, of course, was right after my previous rendezvous with Cromwell, who has since taken on a different, more personal, meaning for me.

      With the signal given from above, it begins to slide open, revealing the dark green and brown hues of the outerlands, either side of the grey tarmac track that leads off through the woods. The toxic mist hovers at the edges of the trees, sneaking its tendrils out into the open, enough to cause a caustic burning in the nose and the back of the throat, but little more than that.

      Still, a few of the more sensitive among our troop wear lightweight masks to shield them from the fog, although none of the negotiating party take up the option. The thinking is simple: we want Cromwell to see us. We don’t want to hide behind our masks.

      We step out, crossing the threshold of the city, from the gate and surrounding walls once held by his men. Now, it’s us who control the territory, his soldiers either having jumped ship to our side or obeying the order to maintain a ceasefire. No doubt they linger somewhere not too far away, ready, should they be ordered to, to engage and protect their master.

      It baffles me, really, how any of the remaining City Guards can still remain loyal to him. Some, I suppose, have become so entrenched in the awful doctrines he’s expounded over the years that they will never betray him. His propaganda, masterfully manipulating the masses, has helped to ensure that many still side with him, even if they haven’t been reconditioned.

      Those that have, of course, will have no choice but to obey. His Stalkers and Con-Cops, and any other agents who have ever visited the REEF or his new reconditioning facility, will be aligned to his wishes and those alone.

      What he says, they do. No matter what.

      The sky retains its swamp of dark grey cloud as we step through the gate and into the wide opening beyond it. Accompanied by an elite unit of guards, including Marler and several other skilled and experienced hybrids, we gather at the appointed meeting spot, the air damp with the threat of incoming rain.

      Lady Orlando stands in the centre, marginally ahead of the rest of us, who fan out right and left and send our eyes down the wide path through the trees. Not too far ahead, the earth undulates just a little, enough to drop the road out of sight and conceal the view of any incoming cars.

      At least, to us on the ground.

      Up above us, perched on their walls, the calls come that a convoy approaches. A moment later, I hear the rumbling engines, and the first vehicle comes into view, followed by a short stream of others.

      It’s a smaller force by the looks of things, yet a formidable one. About a hundred metres away, the first three cars pull up next to one another, and the doors open up. The black-cloaked Stalkers pour out, four from each car, setting up a protective cordon ahead as they line up on the road.

      They begin marching, a dozen of them, as more vehicles begin to come into view behind. More of them come, a dozen more, two dozen more, perhaps fifty swarming into the nearby patch of earth that sits between the city walls and the forest behind.

      All dress the same. All are elite.

      I scan them and quickly compute that, should they wish to attack, they’ll overwhelm us. They have perhaps half our numbers, but many times our value. In a matter of quality verses quantity, they win hands down.

      A nervous ripple runs through me. I look to my right, where my brother stands. He catches eyes with me and gives me a reassuring nod.

      I hear his voice in my head.

      Keep cool, sister, he says. This is a peaceful negotiation…

      I look to the others too. They seem to share my brother’s sharp gaze and undaunted expression. All seem to trust that our enemy will adhere to the peaceful promise of this parley.

      Again, my inner cynic can’t help but yell at me from the inside. I ignore her and turn my eyes back, just as a larger van appears. It slides to a stop, barely visible behind the forward batch of a dozen Stalkers at the front, and the many others now taking up position on the right and left flanks.

      I watch the van carefully, and see the back open up. I see several figures step out, and amid the dark greens and browns, and the grey clouds above, the white stands out so clear.

      They come forward, several men and women, ranging from middle-aged to elderly, moving right behind the Stalkers who protect them. I count seven of them, and immediately know, before they even get close, just who they all are.

      Half the Consortium, five dressed in white, and one in a dark grey jumpsuit to signify his position as a captive. I look to the latter, and see an emptiness written across his face. It’s clear that Commander Leyton Burns has suffered some ill treatment.

      The light grey suit, however, belongs to another: Agent Woolf, lifting a snarky, self-satisfied smile, approaches alongside Burns, walking at the flank of the group of dead-eyed Savants.

      And in their centre, I see him.

      He steps forward as the Stalkers part, moving aside with their weapons at the ready, creating a short tunnel through which he walks.

      He comes, walking calmly, moving in like a terrible reflection of the woman he comes face to face with. The leader of two factions, once husband and wife, who share such a troubled and upsetting history.

      He surveys the group so briefly as he approaches, his eyes flicking subtly along the line to see who we’ve brought to the party. Then, as he nears, his gaze fixes to his ex-wife, and her alone. And through my peripheral vision, I see that she’s doing just the same.

      And stopping in the dirt, half a dozen metres away, a supreme silence falls, and within that silence, his smooth voice swarms through the air.

      “Good afternoon, Cornelia,” he says. “It’s such a pleasure to see you again, after all these long years…”
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      Cromwell’s words hang in the air for a few long moments.

      Lady Orlando doesn’t react, or answer, or give anything away except for the utter, all consuming loathing she holds for the man. It comes out through her eyes, her glare, written with a thousand awful memories of the man who once shared her life, and shared her bed.

      I scan the Director, my grandfather, with a similar ire. Dressed in his white suit, he appears slightly different to when I last saw him. The pristine purity of his cloth has given way to a slight discolouration. His face, a strange mix of old and young, now leans heavily on the former, those seemingly clean and unwrinkled cheeks of his showing their age.

      Life beyond the High Tower, it seems, doesn’t suit the man.

      And the same goes for his companions, his fellow members of the Consortium. Their clothing is showing several days worth of wear, marked with dust and soot, and their faces crinkle with lines of displeasure at being reduced to what they now are: exiles from their own city.

      The starkest change, however, is in the former Commander of the City Guard, Leyton Burns, now clearly discovered to be a traitor and dressed appropriately to display his criminal status. His posture appears a little bent-over, his eyes bloodshot and heavy, as if he’s been denied sleep and, perhaps, drugged or tortured during his time in the REEF.

      As my eyes turn from one to the next, filled with hate and anger, they only fade to pity and sorrow at the sight of the man who, had I not failed at my original mission, would probably be Director himself right now.

      And none of this would be necessary.

      The thought brings the final companion of Cromwell under my gaze: Agent Romelia Woolf. A woman of such supreme mental gifts that she has regularly destroyed our plans, first saving her master from my assassination attempt, and then seemingly alerting him of the imminent topping of the High Tower and giving him a chance to get away.

      Such has been her contribution to his cause that she now finds herself right along the other top luminaries on his side. And it’s to her that I gaze with a loathing only surpassed by my grandfather himself.

      My grandfather…standing before me now.

      My grandfather…who signed the order for the termination of my parents.

      My grandfather…

      I hold my thoughts at bay as I notice Agent Woolf staring right at me. I turn my eyes quickly from her and right to the ground. That slimy smile of hers slithers a little up her face, herself a rare case of a Savant showing emotion, gaining great pleasure from the torture and torment of others.

      I want to call out to her, spout some horrible abuse. I want to do the same to Cromwell, to step forward and draw out my knife and slice it right across his throat.

      But, I don’t have my knife. I don’t have any weapons on me at all. In fact, none of us do, the agreement of a ‘peaceful’ negotiation seeming to imply that arms cannot be carried by any of the two forward parties.

      I wouldn’t need any blade or gun, though. My Dasher powers would be enough to drive my fist straight up into his chin with enough force to dislodge his smug old head. I can feel myself brimming with such a desire right now, my breathing beginning to intensify as the thought process rattles through my mind, and my eyes start to fix on him, and him alone.

      And then, with a fresh silence dawning, his hateful mouth curls open, and his deep, glacially cold voice shivers out and up my spine.

      His eyes turn to me.

      “Ah, Brie Melrose. Or, is it Shaw? Is your husband not with us this afternoon? Such a shame. I’d have liked to see him again.”

      I, like my grandmother, refuse to answer. I stare daggers at the man and set my jaw to stone. My eyes don’t leave him until his scan the group once again.

      “And who else do we have here? Aha, this young man must be the famous Zander,” he says, squaring his gaze on my twin brother. “I see the resemblance between the two of you. A handsome boy, there’s no doubt about that.”

      His neck cranes to the far left, sweeping past Beckett and onto Rycard.

      “I hear you were a member of my City Guard,” he says to the half-Hawk. “Sorry about the eye, young man.”

      A devilish glint lights on his face. I look at Rycard to see his good left eye begin to blaze.

      “What a talkative lot you are,” continues Cromwell, turning right and looking admiringly upon Freya, who towers over the rest of us a little behind. “An impressive specimen,” he murmurs. “You certainly are an odd looking group…”

      “Enough.”

      Lady Orlando’s croaking voice pierces the air. It draws an abrupt close to Cromwell’s opening monologue, his eyes swinging straight back to hers.

      “So you haven’t lost your voice then?” he says, a strange smile hovering on his lips. “I must say, Cornelia, you’ve aged tremendously in the intervening years. The underlands, the outerlands…they don’t agree with you, my dear.”

      “I am not your dear,” she seethes. “Now stop your nonsense, Artemis. We are here to treat, not toss around petty insults. I have no interest in spending any more time than I need to in your presence.”

      The little icy circles in his eyes darken momentarily, before lighting back up as that odd smile lifts higher.

      “Fair enough, Cornelia,” he says.

      He draws in a breath, and a little lull falls. I can feel the tension in the air, thick and hot, not just between the old spouses, but all of those on our side of the assembly. Across from us, the rest seem to gaze on, mostly dispassionately, with only Woolf appearing to enjoy the exchange.

      But the tension goes further. I feel it behind us too, where our own force of hybrids stare down their Stalker counterparts. And behind them, up on the walls, where our other soldiers fix their weapons at the enemy, their fingers hovering on triggers and so tempted to fire.

      I feel the desire within several of them to shoot Cromwell down right now. All it would take would be a single shot, fired by a sniper, and he could drop dead before us, ending the war.

      His Stalkers would attack, and many of us, if not all of us, would die. But sometimes, a soldier may not think of that in the heat of the moment. A soldier, perhaps, who has lost family and friends to Cromwell’s cause, who has seen people he loves killed or reconditioned and fashioned into a slave.

      In a single moment, the desire for revenge can be a powerful impulse. Should a finger squeeze too tight on a trigger, all of this before us could escalate very fast.

      That, of course, is why Lady Orlando has given the order to stand down, to only fire if fired upon. She made sure it was drummed into every single soldier’s mind, and that only those considered calm-headed and reliable were brought along.

      But, I can understand it. I really, really understand just why someone might go off script right now.

      It would appear as though Cromwell is thinking along similar lines. His eyes scan ahead, up on the wall behind us, perhaps seeing the flaming eyes and quivering jaws, grinding so hard you can almost hear them from down here.

      “I trust your men can be trusted to keep their calm, Cornelia,” he says smoothly, guiding his gaze behind her.

      “They can,” she asserts. “This is a peaceful negotiation, they all know that.”

      “I do hope so. Because if I should fall, my men have their orders. And you know how much control I have over them. They will not turn like so many of the City Guards.”

      “Orders to do what?”

      His eyebrows drop into a menacing, but subtle frown.

      “To kill,” he says. “My death will trigger a mass attack. All of my men will kill as many of your people as they can until they themselves are dead. So,” he says, raising his voice, and scanning our soldiers. “I am untouchable. I will not be assassinated.”

      His final words drop his eyes back to me.

      “You had your chance, and you missed it,” he says, directly at me. “And then you tried again, and in doing so killed thousands of my people,” he continues, now tightening the shape of his eyes and trapping Lady Orlando under his stare. “I have been forced to take pre-emptive action, this time. Kill me, and watch your people suffer and burn.”

      My teeth clench together as he speaks. My heart rattles and thuds and tries to press itself out of my chest.

      He’s got us on that one. He’s just made himself immune.

      Damn.

      “Now,” he continues, lightening up his tone a little. “Shall we speak, Cornelia, about all of this mess you’ve made?”

      My grandmother doesn’t bite.

      “I’d suggest we are both to blame for the state of this city,” she says coolly, conceding her part.

      “Truly? All I see is a rebel faction who have caused the deaths of tens of thousands of people. This war is only happening because of you, my dear. And that’s to say nothing of the destruction of the High Tower.”

      Still, she doesn’t bite.

      I, unfortunately, cannot hold my tongue.

      “Stop spouting that bullshit,” I say as plainly and calmly as I can manage. His eyes swing straight to me, as do all others. “I heard all your rubbish when you held me captive. Don’t make me listen to it again, you piece of…”

      “Brie,” says Zander, right next to me. His eyes glare, and in my head I hear his harsh voice.

      Let them speak. We need to hear him out. Don’t butt in.

      He’s probably right.

      I shut my mouth and swerve my eyes back to Cromwell’s. I think he quite likes being challenged. I can tell from his self-satisfied little smile, perpetually planted on his thin, pale lips. He wants to get a reaction.

      Lady Orlando’s voice fills the air again. She’s a master at maintaining her calm, even in the face of such a man. With lives counting on it, she has to be smart.

      I guess, so do I.

      “Artemis, we have opposing views,” she declares. “You believe that the Savants are the saviours of the world. That emotion is a dangerous tool. That everyone should have their place, their role, and be unable to deviate from their path for the greater good.”

      He nods as she speaks, only lightly, but doesn’t cut in.

      She goes on.

      “We, on the other hand, believe in equality. We believe that all of the people of this city, of this world, should be allowed equal footing within it. We believe that your doctrines go against what it means to be human.

      “As with you, we fight for what we believe. That is the nature of war. Opposing sides always believe in what they’re trying to achieve. In the end, only history judges them. But we are here, right now, to determine how that history will play out. So, Artemis, you made the call. You requested this meeting. Tell us exactly what you wish to happen?”

      Her words fade away. A new silence dawns. I look at her with an approving eye, wishing I could behave in such a manner and speak with such eloquence and control.

      One day, Brie. One day…

      Cromwell takes a few moments to himself. He sways his eyes over our throng once more, slowly and in a measured fashion so typical of men like him. Then, his head starts to shake, only subtly, but visible to us close enough to see.

      “I agree with everything you’ve said, Cornelia,” he admits. “I know my history. You may see me as a tyrant. In the future, however, it may be you who takes up that mantle. This war of ours is only serving to weaken us both. And in such a state, we are all vulnerable.”

      Lady Orlando crinkles her brow.

      “No, Artemis, you are mistaken. We are not weakened. We are growing stronger by the day. What does it say to you that so many of your City Guards have joined our cause? Only those who have fallen under your spell remain at your side. These men and women,” she says, turning her eyes to the Stalkers to the left and right, “ are slaves who have no means of thinking for themselves. And nor do all the thousands of Con-Cops who remain under your control. Those who are able to form opinions are collectively coming to the realisation that you, my old husband, are a despot. And nothing more.”

      The shaking of Cromwell’s head grows less subtle and more obvious. His eyebrows descend a little lower as she speaks, yet he waits his turn and lets her finish.

      Then, with almost a huff, he simply says: “You misunderstand me, Cornelia. You have destroyed the beacon at the centre of this city. You have killed many of my men, and I have killed many of yours. And now, the light that once drew people here has gone out. We are in darkness, my old wife. And in that darkness, the shadows are starting to creep…”

      His words are ominous. They send a shudder through me. I feel a similar sense pervading all.

      His eyes turn to the woods to the right, to the left, filling the world at his back. Then, they come right back to us all.

      “We are not alone in this world,” he says, his voice deepening with every syllable. “And as we fight for this city, we grow blind to what lurks behind us.”

      He takes a tiny step forward, and seems to lean in.

      “Soon, Cornelia, these so-called slaves of mine may prove very valuable to you. Soon, my dear, we may well need each other.”
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      It seems, to me at least, as if the air around us has been sucked clean of half its oxygen. There’s just not enough of it. My breathing rate has increased. My lungs are starting to burn.

      And that has nothing to do with the thin veil of toxic mist that still collects around our feet.

      I stare right at Cromwell and wonder just what the hell he’s talking about. I look at him and think: how on earth would we EVER need each other. I look at him and consider the idea of letting him live, let alone working together, repulsive and entirely unpalatable.

      But then, my mind swiftly decides to take another path. Capricious as I am, I quickly think back to the things I’ve seen, both with my own eyes, and through the mind of West.

      And I think, too, of things I’ve heard. Things that Rhoth has told me. Things that my grandmother has told me.

      I know full well that we aren’t alone here. I know full well that there are others out there. Not just the tribes who linger nearby. Not just the Fangs and the Bear-Skins, the Skullers and the Roosters. And not just the Shadows either; the morphed and mutated form of man.

      No, I’m well aware that there’s far more than that. If all these different tribes and clans and strange people exist nearby, then I’m fully cognizant of the fact that there are many others further away.

      But, clearly I don’t know it all. Clearly my evil grandfather has an inside line that none of us here are quite aware of.

      So, as my thoughts tumble, and the air seems to grow thin, we all just stare for a moment as Cromwell’s words settle. Then, a round of heads start to shake, and Beckett utters the words that we’re probably all thinking.

      “We will never need you,” he growls. “Why in the goddamn world would we need you?”

      Cromwell’s eyes slide to him. He’s the only one he didn’t address when he first arrived.

      “And who is this?” he asks.

      “My name’s Commander Beckett,” comes the quick answer from a man who suffers no one. “I am the leader of our military forces. I am the man who saw to the destruction of your little nest at the top of that chrome tower of yours.”

      “Ah, I see. Well, congratulations on that. You may be complicit then, in dooming us all.”

      “Dooming us all?” questions the gruff commander. “You are clutching at straws, Director Cromwell. You have been defeated, and are now trying to use your trickery to deceive us. It’s little more than a demonstration of your desperation. And I, for one, am not buying it.”

      Cromwell’s eyes narrow. For a man who’s not supposed to display anger, he’s doing a very fine job at it.

      “You can choose to spend your wisdom on what you wish,” he says, his calm disposition faltering a little. “But I have no interest in your opinion. This isn’t a matter of opinion, but fact. My defeat, as you call it, has weakened us all. And I say again, we are all vulnerable now.”

      Beckett huffs, and prepares to speak. He doesn’t get a chance.

      Instead, Lady Orlando takes back control of our side of the conversation. She remains completely calm as she re-engages.

      “OK, Artemis,” she says. “Clearly, you are aware of something we are not. Perhaps you’d like to enlighten us. As of right now, Commander Beckett’s opinion is one that’s most likely shared by us all. I will, however, grant you the opportunity to convince us otherwise. So,” she says, finishing and reaching out her old, withered hand, “educate us. What is it that you know?”

      I can barely contain myself as I fling my wide eyes from my grandmother to my grandfather. That thought alone is enough to get my blood pumping. Yet, there’s something in me that begins to coil around my insides. There’s a dread that, like it or not, Cromwell’s words hold no lie.

      He speaks again, and the world hushes.

      “This city has long been a beacon,” he begins. “People have tried to come here for years from many places, far away. I do not allow them entry. Such people are threats to the stability of our society. Yet, I am a man of learning. As a ruler, it’s important that I am aware of all threats, at home and beyond.”

      He looks to Agent Woolf, who stands upright and rigid nearby. I notice my brother glaring at her with a detestation that rivals my feelings towards the witch.

      “You all know Romelia,” Cromwell continues. “She is able to extract any information from any mind, given time. I have other agents who can do the same. And when people come from the wider world, we use such people to learn about what lies far beyond our borders. Let me tell you, ladies and gentlemen…the world is far from safe out there.”

      His words bring West back into my mind. I think again of the attack on his village, and the brutality of the soldiers who swarmed through, killing and burning everything in their path.

      Cromwell takes a deep breath, and then directs his eyes on Beckett.

      “Tell me, Commander Beckett. Why do you think the people come here? Why do you think they risk so much to reach this city of ours?”

      Beckett refuses to answer.

      “Well, let me tell you,” continues Cromwell. “They come here because they’re running. They come here because they’re afraid. They come here because they believe that they will find sanctuary.”

      “But they don’t…”

      I cut in, unable to stop. Rhoth told me once of how people would risk so much to reach the city, this beacon in the darkness. How they’d come seeking safety, and be met at the walls by gunfire instead.

      I glare at Cromwell, unable to stop from hating him for even a second.

      “You kill them when they get here,” I growl. “Maybe you get people like her to read their minds first,” I say, pointing at Woolf without even looking at her. “But then, you kill them…”

      “Yes,” he says. “Yes we do. We kill them. We cannot allow people into this city that we cannot control. We don’t know what they’ll bring with them. We don’t know who might follow. We terminate them, for the safety of the people. If a virus takes hold in your body, Brie, you do all you can to eradicate it.”

      I ready my retort, but feel Zander’s hand on my arm. He shakes his head again, and my tongue is cooled.

      “The simple fact of the matter is that there are threats out there that I have been monitoring for some time,” continues the Director. “Threats that are now very aware of what you have done to this city. You have brought down the beacon. You have turned off the lights. And now, they are beginning to gather.”

      He turns again, lifting his right arm, and swaying it over the world behind him.

      “These woods protect us. The mountains protect us. Even this toxic mist protects us. But above all, I have protected us. My grip has been tight for a reason. It hasn’t just been about promoting my people above yours. It has been about securing our future against the wider threats beyond. But my grip has been torn from this city, and now we are exposed…”

      He lets his words hang again. I turn my eyes to the floor, to the lingering green fog, and then towards the edge of the woods where it grows thicker and more potent.

      For so long, we’ve been told that the Consortium were trying to clear it, rid the world of its poisonous fumes. Perhaps that isn’t true at all.

      And, once more, West enters my mind. The arid lands on which he lived were so very different. No woods, no forests, no little streams and hills.

      And no poisonous mist.

      “The fog,” I whisper in the sudden silence, looking at my feet. I lift my eyes back to Cromwell’s. “You haven’t been clearing it at all, have you? You’ve been keeping it here as a barrier…”

      A tiny smile works into position of my grandfather’s face. In another situation, at another time, you might consider it an old man looking upon his granddaughter with pride.

      “I told you before, Brie, that you were perceptive. Yes, you are partially right. This toxic fog does not cover the world. It does not dominate the lands far from here. We have maintained it for our security, only clearing it where we wish to. But its effectiveness is weakening, just like us. It will not hold back the incoming tide.”

      “And this tide,” says Beckett. “What exactly are you saying? That there’s another army out there, preparing to attack? I simply don’t believe you, Director Cromwell. How can we trust anything you say?”

      “You don’t have to trust me,” he says. He scans the group again. “I can see it in your eyes. You’ve had experiences with the local tribes. You know how dangerous they can be. And you know that they are just the tip of the iceberg. And yes, I fear if we don’t join our forces, we may just be overrun.”

      “Join forces?! You are delusional, Director,” laughs Beckett incredulously. “You really think we’d let you slither back in the door?!”

      Once more, the interaction between the two men draws a single flickering eyelid to Cromwell’s face. The anger that brews inside him comes forth with such minute expressions, giving me and others access to his frame of mind.

      He isn’t quite as detached as he might have us all believe. In fact, while he may never understand love, or devotion, or any such positive emotion, he certainly gives way to the more negative traits of the species: anger, hate, the towering structure of his own ego.

      Oh no, my grandfather isn’t immune to such things at all.

      I assume, however, that the rest of our little posse shares Beckett’s incredulity. It would be hard not to, given the simple and undeniable fact that, for many years, these men and women have worked towards the man’s destruction and little more.

      To now turn the other way, and link arms with him is an almost impossible thought to get ones head around.

      And yet, it appears that the one person who might hold him with the lowest of regard, the one person who might wish him dead above all others, is considering his words very closely.

      I look at Lady Orlando now, and see her stare silently at the man she was once married to. The man who gave her a child and then took that child away. The man who signed her death warrant, and that of the family she had only just found.

      She looks at him, and a growing frown starts to build above her eyes. And a starkness appears within them. And the old wrinkles that cut paths across her cheeks and chin and around her lips start to crinkle and deepen.

      And then, finally, as Beckett’s laughter subsides, she merely whispers out into the dawning quiet.

      “OK, Artemis,” she says. “You have my attention. Tell your men to stand down, and I will do the same with mine. This public forum has served its purpose. I think it’s now time for us to speak in private.”
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      I spend a troubling few minutes thinking that I might be left out of the loop as a transformation takes place.

      Agreeing to Lady Orlando’s terms, Cromwell orders for his men to pull back and gather at their vehicles. Our men are required to do the same, the soldiers on the wall moving down from their perches, and the team of hybrids around us retreating to the other side of the gate.

      Then, to my surprise, Cromwell suggests that we find an indoor location back in the city.

      “I will leave my men behind,” he says. “I hope that is enough to show you just how serious I am.”

      “Not enough,” growls Beckett.

      “Enough,” says Lady Orlando, nodding and glancing at her military commander. “We will not harm you, Artemis, and risk further death to our people. You have made it impossible for us to kill you, whether we’d like to or not.” She fixes him with her most serious of stares. “And believe me, there’s nothing any of us would want more.”

      Too damn right, I think, my eyes equally narrow as hers.

      The gates, which have remained open, now see the odd sight of our negotiation party crossing the threshold along with our sworn enemy. Of all the many ways I thought this day might turn out, this certainly wasn’t on the agenda.

      Beyond the gate, just to the right, is a building, used by the City Guards who tend to this post. The structure is small, fitted with an office and recreation room downstairs, and accommodation upstairs for men assigned here for days or weeks on end.

      As our soldiers take up position outside, Lady Orlando leads us in. No one speaks as we go and, while I thought this might be merely a private talk between the ex spouses, it turns out that we’re all invited.

      I would suggest that I’ve never felt quite so uncomfortable. As I move inside, I go straight for the far end, towards a small windowsill where I take a seat. Zander comes with me, perhaps wishing to keep close and police what I say and do.

      The rest of our troop – Freya, Beckett, Rycard, hover around us at our end of the room. The members of the Consortium, with their white suits and pale, rather empty complexions, fill the opposite side, along with Burns and Agent Woolf, who sticks close to the ex-Commander.

      In the centre of the room is a small table. My grandparents are the only two to sit at it, making it clear just who speaks for each side.

      I watch on, quite unable to take my eyes off my grandfather or to remove the burning glare from my hazel eyes. When I do, I do so only to pass the scowl to Agent Woolf, who maintains that smug little look of hers. The rest of the Consortium hardly enter my thoughts. I’ve never even heard them speak, and the manner in which the meeting outside went shows just how subservient they are to their leader.

      He is their cause.

      In truth, any animosity I have towards them gathers and is transferred to their master. I see them in a similar manner as I do all Savants: just cogs in his machine, albeit large and rather more important ones. They stare with such blank, detached eyes that I do wonder whether they would, like the remaining Savants in Inner Haven, swap straight to our side if their ruler bit the dust.

      And, having him alone here, I can’t deny the temptation to see that through, despite everything he’s said, and the safeguards he’s so smartly put in place.

      I just want him dead.

      I just want revenge…

      My brother is all too aware of how I’m feeling. The link between us gives him a direct line into my general state, one that grows more powerful the closer we are together. I can gauge the same, of course, but am less trained and practiced as him. And, given my propensity for heightened feelings of emotion, I’m probably sending out signals right now that make it all too clear how I feel about Director Cromwell.

      His hand, once more, comes across and lightly rests on my shoulder. He gives it a squeeze, drawing my eye.

      “Stay calm,” he whispers, for only me to hear. Although, I suspect Beckett, with all his gifts, can hear as well. “Let Lady Orlando do the talking, OK?”

      I make eye contact with him only briefly to ensure he can’t read my mind, given the thoughts that are splattered all over it. Assessing how I feel is one thing. Reading my direct thoughts is quite another.

      “I will,” I say. “No more outbursts, I promise.”

      I imagine that it’s a promise I’ll find it difficult to keep.

      In the privacy of that small office, the negotiation looks set to resume. As we all shuffle into our respective spots, and another short silence falls, a tapping begins to sound on the roof and the windows. The skies, threatening all day to open, have begun to empty their load. And our transfer to this indoor space looks suddenly like clairvoyance.

      “Good timing,” says Cromwell, sitting across from his old wife. “You always did have a good nose for the weather, Cornelia.”

      “Pure coincidence,” she says. “The rain never crossed my mind.”

      He lifts an artificial smile.

      “Indeed. But here we are, all alone,” he says, surveying the room. His eyes fall on Rycard. “Did you ever have a posting here at the western gate, young man?”

      Rycard shakes his head.

      “I was a patrol guard,” he says. “Mostly in the western quarter.”

      “Ah, I see. You’re a Hawk, yes?”

      “Half,” he answers bitterly.

      “Half indeed,” laughs Cromwell, his affectation unconvincing. “I understand you suffered that wound during the attack on the market not far from here?” Rycard stares without offering a response. “You do understand that it was nothing personal?” continues Cromwell. He swings his eyes to all of us once more. “Nothing I do or order is personal. Yet I see such hate in your eyes. You have all clearly taken it personally.”

      “Artemis, stop fishing for a reaction,” states Lady Orlando. “Or are you trying to explain yourself?”

      “By no means. I operate on the sole basis of serving my people and advancing our prospects in the world. I am well aware that you do the same, and I do not hold it personally against you for destroying the High Tower, and murdering so many innocent souls. I would expect you to do the same.”

      “Some things are personal, Artemis,” says Lady Orlando.

      He leans back on his chair, drawing his old fingers from the polished metal table.

      “You’re referring to how you were treated all those years ago, Cornelia?” He shakes his head. “No, that wasn’t personal either. You broke the laws that, let me remind you, I did not set. As Deputy Commander of the City Guard at the time, I was forced to sign the order for your termination. I’d rather not have done so, if I’m being completely honest. You were a worthy wife, but you didn’t give me a choice.”

      Lady Orlando shuts her eyes for a moment. It’s the first time I’ve seen her begin to lose her composure. No doubt she’s thinking again of their daughter, Elisa.

      My mother, Elisa…

      I shut my eyes too. I take a deep breath and flush away the thoughts. When I open them up, I see that my grandmother has too.

      Her lips part slowly, and cool words come out.

      “You’ve made your point, Artemis,” she says. “But let’s not talk about the past. It is the future we are here to discuss.”

      “Yes it is, my dear. Now, let me ask you all something,” he says, looking specifically at Beckett. “Do you believe what I told you outside?”

      Beckett, once again, seems to have trapped his tongue somewhere at the back of his mouth. Cromwell’s eyes turn to Freya instead. She makes a strange, grunting sound and heaves her neck into a single, reluctant nod.

      Then, Rycard. He nods as well, equally hesitant to concede anything to the man.

      Finally, his eyes join Zander and me on the windowsill. He smiles at the sight of us, his grandchildren.

      I wonder what he’d do if he knew…

      “What a pair you two are,” he says. “Do you believe me, Brie? Do you, young man?”

      I let Zander speak. As yet, he’s kept quiet.

      “I do not trust you, Director Cromwell,” he says plainly. “But I know the wilds. I know the tribes. And I know that what you’re saying is possible.”

      “Good. Good,” smiles Cromwell. “I assume, Cornelia, that you have some faith in what I’m saying as well?”

      She nods.

      “It seems…logical,” she admits.

      “Logical. Yes, it is. But, the question now stands: what do you want to do about it?”

      Our eyes swap from one to the next. No one has an answer, or no one wants to answer. In the end, we leave it again to our leader to speak.

      “That isn’t the question,” she says. “You have come to us with this information. It will take some time for us to process it, and we will require a lot more detail before we can judge it properly. However, we can ask you a question, Artemis…what exactly do you hope to achieve here?”

      She puts him right on the spot. I lean forward, my ears opening wide, my eyes peering right in to try to decipher the tiniest changes in his expression.

      He runs through his usual routine of checking each one of us out. It’s some tactic of his, a way to show he’s still in control, or a manner of displaying his dominance within the group.

      I am the alpha, he’s saying. I will take my time when answering questions.

      Yet, he isn’t the alpha here. Not with our two packs colliding like this. Given we hold the higher ground, I’d say his ex wife is the dominant figure in this conversation.

      I like the thought. It draws a smile onto my face as Cromwell’s eyes pass me by.

      Eventually, after what seems an age, he speaks again.

      “I have suffered a defeat,” he says. “I am rational enough to concede that fact. And yes, I tip my hat to you on that front. I should, perhaps, have taken you as a more serious threat over the years. I underestimated what you could do, and regrettably, my people have now paid the price for that. That is the unfortunate state I find myself in. My plans, and the grander plans I formulated with the men and women you see before you, have suffered. And so, here I am.”

      “Here you are indeed,” cruises Lady Orlando’s voice. “But, while you’re here, would you hurry to the point?”

      “I am getting there, Cornelia, I assure you,” he retorts. “I am merely saying that my position has been altered. I will remain loyal to my people, yet I cannot say with any logical reality that the future I envisaged in now possible. At least, not at the timescale we had estimated. Instead, a new priority has arisen, one which has, as I’ve told you, been brewing.”

      “This mystical army you speak of,” comes Beckett’s voice again.

      I rather enjoy it when he speaks. He’s more cynical than even I am.

      “Not quite so mystical, Commander Beckett,” says Cromwell. “Our enemy is real. Our enemy is massing. And if either of us wish to design any future at all, we will need to operate as one…”

      Another loud huff spouts from Beckett’s lungs.

      “Our enemy?! Do you know who our enemy is? It’s you, Director Cromwell. You are the enemy of the entire goddamn city. You are the enemy of mankind. You say there’s some big force gathering to destroy us all? Well, I say I’d sooner team up with them than I would with you. We have configured good relations with one of the local tribes. There is no reason we can’t negotiate with whoever might come here too. And, unlike you, shooting to kill on the doorstep, we’ll operate a less inhumane policy.”

      I find myself nodding and smiling as Beckett speaks, my eyes lighting up with a great deal of mirth. I’ve had my run-ins with the man, but jeez, he’s hitting it out of the park right now.

      “Hear hear,” I even find myself saying, drawing his own eyes to me.

      I get a smile from him too, and we share a moment of bonding in the face of our mutual enemy. A man I’m sure he wants dead as much as I do. Well, almost.

      Freya and Rycard also get in on the action. The former stretches to her full height and fills her barrel chest. The latter casts his good eye with a fierce intensity on the man. If looks could kill and all that…

      Meanwhile, Lady Orlando sits and takes it in. And Zander, to my surprise, does the same.

      I look at him and note that he isn’t smiling. He isn’t nodding. He isn’t jumping on the bandwagon like the rest of us.

      He seems more conflicted, more trusting of Cromwell’s words. He knows the wilds more than the rest of us combined. He’s dealt with the tribes for years, and knows that, barring the very recent pact struck with Rhoth and the Fangs, certain groups cannot be bargained with or reasoned with.

      He knows too, just as I do, that other powerful foes lurk beyond the woods and mountains. And if they’ve seen the lights go out in this city, they may, as Cromwell says, come crawling from the shadows.

      My smile fades as I look at my twin. And slowly, the others calm too. And in that calm, Cromwell speaks again.

      “Hate me if you wish, Commander Beckett,” he says. “But deep down, you know I’m right.”

      He looks back to Lady Orlando, and leans forward on the table.

      “You ask me what I hope to achieve, Cornelia,” he says. “I call for peace between us. I call for reason. I call for you all to look beyond the borders of this city, and see the truth. We are not alone. Whether you like it or not, they are coming…”
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      The conversation appears to be running on a loop.

      It seems that, while Cromwell could well be issuing the truth, the prospect of working with him is just too disagreeable to contemplate. Beckett, above all, looks completely averse to such an idea. He huffs and puffs and continues to denounce Cromwell’s words each time he seeks to utter them.

      The rest of us fall somewhere along the spectrum between all-consuming scepticism and the unpleasant suspicion that we cannot deny what he’s saying.

      I, true to form, flip-flop from one side to the other. When Beckett spouts his doubts, I nod hastily and become his cheerleader. When Lady Orlando takes the stage with her usual calm and measured process of thinking, I find my misgivings slaked and my mind switching in reverse.

      It seems that the same is true of the others, with only Beckett being fully committed to not giving any serious thought to the matter. The rest of us seem better suited to seeing the wood for the trees, and the longer the meeting goes on, the more we become convinced.

      Say what you wish about my evil grandfather, he does have a way with words and an authoritarian manner of speaking that is quite persuasive. I’m reminded of our brief conversations in the High Tower when he held me captive. While warped beyond what normal humans could properly understand, his way of looking at the world at least made sense for the man he was.

      As Adryan once told me, he and the Consortium are not evil people. Evil, as they say, is a point of view. And from theirs, everything they’re doing is right.

      But…he killed my parents. I’ll never, ever forgive him for that.

      And one day, I’ll avenge them.

      I’m rational enough, however, to realise that that day is not today. And it won’t be tomorrow, or the next day either.

      He is, like it or not, untouchable. If we kill him, we’ll merely spark a flame in all his followers to attack. They will take as many lives as they can before their own are lost. That is the sort of loyalty that you cannot buy. The sort of dedication that can only be designed in a lab.

      As the rain begins to build beyond the four walls that shield us, the discussion goes on. And while each member of our faction has had our say, to some degree or another, our opposition are spoken for by Cromwell, and Cromwell alone.

      Sitting in her chair, her posture still well presented and composure fully manicured and maintained, our leader turns her attention to our counterpart’s allies.

      It’s as if she’s only just recognised them by the way in which she speaks.

      Twisting her wrinkle-riddled neck to her right, she sets her gaze on the four white-suited men and women who now sit to the side, perched in a similarly fixed and upright manner as she is on a series of chairs near the wall.

      There are two men, both appearing in their early to mid sixties, and two women who seem harder to place. One is certainly older, I know that much, but their expressionless faces don’t exactly make it easy.

      When you don’t laugh or smile or cry or curl your brows in anger or confusion, wrinkles are less inclined to develop. As with many Savants, their skin maintains a more youthful complexion that no doubt hides their true number of years.

      Lady Orlando’s gaze fixes to the older of the two ladies.

      “Mrs Blackwater,” she says. “I remember you from many years ago. I understand you’re High Secretary for Order, is that correct?”

      The old woman nods.

      “Yes, Mrs Cromwell,” she says. “You are correct.”

      Lady Orlando lifts her hand, palm out.

      “Please, do not refer to me as Mrs Cromwell. It is Lady or Mrs Orlando, or Cornelia if you should prefer.”

      “My apologies, Mrs Orlando.”

      As they speak, I think of my time learning of the structure of the High Tower alongside Adryan prior to my botched assassination attempt. Mrs Marsha Blackwater was the High Secretary for Order, tasked with maintaining justice in Inner Haven. Either she was very good at it, or very bored in her job, given the lack of crime across the inner part of the city.

      I suppose she must also have worked closely with Commander Fenby, and then, briefly, Commander Burns for the very short stay he had at the summit of the building. I turn once more to our ally, who hasn’t been allowed to sit by Agent Woolf. Instead, he stands on weak legs, still looking rather forlorn and drugged out. The poor man could do with a break.

      Lady Orlando continues.

      “And what do you think of all of this, Mrs Blackwater?” she asks.

      The Consortium member throws out the party line: “I concur with everything Director Cromwell has said. We have discussed all of this at length and are committed to tackling this threat together.”

      “And you, Mr Linney?”

      Lady Orlando looks to one of the men. I remember the name, the High Secretary for Development. A more important figure, as far as I understand it, given the work that the Consortium have been doing in trying to develop some of the lands beyond the borders of the city.

      The old man is clearly known to my grandmother too. I suppose she’ll have rubbed shoulders with these people during her time as Cromwell’s wife.

      “Director Cromwell speaks for all of us. We have nothing to add,” croaks an old, rather tired voice.

      I tiny, almost inaudible little huff escapes our leader, and a similarly sized smile scoots up her lips.

      “You have them well trained, Artemis,” she says wryly, turning back to the man opposite her. “Not a particularly loquacious bunch, are they?”

      “Too many voices merely cause a din,” counters Cromwell. “I speak for all of us. As Marsha says, we have discussed our position for far longer than you know. We have been aware of a possible threat for years, and have come here with information that you, now that you have control of the city, need to hear. Do not sit there, Cornelia, and make pithy remarks.”

      “I shall make any remark I choose,” she bites. “We have heard what you have to say, and will consider it. But you cannot be so obtuse to think that we’ll invite you back into this city with open arms. Believe me, I take any threat to our security very seriously. If we decide that what you’ve said holds some merit, then we will move forward, but only with some very, very strict assurances in place.”

      I don’t like Cromwell’s reaction. The manner in which his face coils up reminds me of a snake about to strike.

      A curl of his lips indicates he has something further to reveal, another bargaining piece perhaps as we sit here and decide the fate of so many.

      “I understand the need for assurances at such a fraught time,” oozes his deep voice. “It remains obvious to me that any one of your people would love to see me to the furnace. I have, as you know, developed a contingency to ensure I am not harmed. However, I always place value in backups. You will be given assurances, Cornelia, of peace within the city. The order has been given to all my forces to stand down. That order will not be reversed for the time being. Yet, I understand you don’t trust me. And, consequently, I cannot trust you either.”

      He turns his eyes to Woolf, who hovers beside Burns in a slightly darkened corner of the room.

      “Romelia has informed me that you have many people within an old, retrofitted mine north of the city…”

      Damn. He knows. She must have got it from Rafe’s head.

      “These people are obviously dear to you, seeing as you secreted them away during the fighting,” he goes on. “I have, therefore, taken steps to ensure they play a part…”

      “What have you done!”

      My gaze sweep over towards Rycard, who’s left eye smoulders and spews fire. He takes a threatening step towards Cromwell, forcing Freya to heave her mighty frame forward and lay a large arm in front of him, halting his progress.

      I see the thought of Sophie and Maddox all over his face. I think of them too. But mostly, it’s Drum who clatters into my head.

      Cromwell’s hands lift to calm the half-Hawk.

      “Do not be concerned, young man,” he says coolly. “Your people in the mines are quite safe. I have a contingent of my Stalkers not too far away, who are currently awaiting further orders.”

      “If you kill any of them…” begins Rycard, still seething.

      Cromwell’s hands stay aloft.

      “I have no intention of doing so,” he says. “I am just taking precautions, as any good leader should.”

      A collective exhale of breath filters into the room from the people on our end of the divide. The man is good, that cannot be denied. He’s made himself invulnerable, and now he’s preying on our own weakness: the love we hold for those under our protection and care.

      Essentially, he’s holding several hundred people hostage. And, if we don’t agree to his terms, who knows what he might do.

      “This has to be a two-way street, Artemis,” says Lady Orlando. Her voice is slightly strained now. The pressure is starting to tell. “You cannot hold us to ransom like this.”

      “On the contrary, Cornelia, I have no choice. I must safeguard my position by any means possible. But, I am willing to concede certain things, as a show of goodwill.”

      He looks again to Agent Woolf, still refusing to drop that smug smirk from her detestable face. I want to slap it right off her. Or better yet, punch her so hard her jaw can never quite manage the same position.

      Zander is clearly thinking along similar lines, giving the shape of his eyes. Though, I’m not so sure he’d hit her. He’d probably leave that bit to me.

      However, it isn’t to Agent Woolf that Cromwell refers. Instead, it’s the forlorn shape of Commander Burns that draws his voice.

      “Leyton Burns is a traitor to our people, much like Adryan Shaw…”

      My chest burns for a second at the mention of my sort-of husband’s name. My hazel eyes drop a shade or two towards black.

      “He operated as a spy within our ranks,” continues Cromwell. “Unseen and unknown until Agent Woolf informed us of his deception. I, naturally, would like to see him terminated for such a crime. However, I am willing to show good faith and return him to you. Call it an olive branch. I ask for nothing in return.”

      His words sink into the air and result in a short silence. Burn’s eyes lift a little, perhaps in hope, or perhaps something else that I can’t quite measure.

      As Lady Orlando looks set to speak, however, something creeps into my mind. A voice, Burn’s voice, that came to me as I woke from my dreams only yesterday.

      Don’t trust me, he’d said. They have me…don’t trust me.

      Those are the words I heard.

      “How do we know it’s not a trap,” I say, my voice hurled all of a sudden into the room.

      The occupants of the office all turn to me. It’s a reasonable question, and given more weight by what I think I heard.

      I feel a need to explain, and look straight at Burns now.

      “I heard you, Commander Burns,” I say. “I heard you in my head. You told me, us, not to trust you.”

      He offers no real reaction. It’s clear that there’s some sort of drug in his system that renders him largely incapacitated.

      “You heard him?” questions Zander at my side.

      He always seems surprised by the thought of me having any sort of telepathic link with someone other than him.

      “I think so. He said not to trust him. You remember what happened with Brenda and Tess…”

      He nods.

      “What happened?” questions Lady Orlando.

      “Someone,” I say, staring at Cromwell, “set an order in their heads to kill me if I went back to the academy. They tried to stab me with a knife, but Zander stopped them. No reason why Commander Burns hasn’t been put up to the same thing. He’s probably got orders to kill you, Lady Orlando.”

      She swings her eyes accusingly at her ex husband.

      “He has no such order,” says Cromwell. “How exactly would that help me? I am here to fashion a pact. It would hardly last long if it involved murder.”

      “A temporary pact,” I add. “I bet you’re looking long term. Once all this is over, then the order will activate. And, night night, the Lady of the Nameless.”

      “Nonsense,” says Cromwell immediately. “Be my guest and root around inside his head. You’ll find nothing of the sort, I can assure you. I am trying to offer an olive branch here, as I say. If you don’t wish to have Mr Burns back among your inner circle, then so be it. He can return to his cell in the REEF.”

      Burns doesn’t react to the thought. Agent Woolf does. Her smug smile gets even smugger. I didn’t think that was possible.

      “And what do you say about it, Leyton?” asks Lady Orlando, turning to Burns.

      He’s unable to answer.

      “What drugs is he on?” she asks, turning back to Cromwell.

      “Just sedatives, primarily,” he answers. “Now, feel free to take him with you or not. If you choose no, I will at least give you the guarantee that he won’t be harmed under my care. You see, I have nothing to hide.”

      Lady Orlando thinks for a few moments. Then, she glances at me, before giving a little nod.

      “We will take him. Being under your care is something I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. And Leyton Burns is the opposite of that.”

      She turns to Freya, who stiffens her posture as they link eyes.

      “Freya, take Leyton outside and make sure he’s transferred straight to our medics back in Inner Haven.”

      “Right away, my Lady,” she booms, before marching towards Burns and reaching a long arm around his body.

      Towering above Woolf, she glares at the woman with a look that would quell many a man, before heaving Burns out of the door and into the steadily falling rain.

      “Zander, see what you can find in his head when he comes around,” says Lady Orlando. “We don’t want any nasty surprises coming our way.”

      My brother nods, but stays put. It seems as though the meeting is finally about to end.

      Our leader turns her eyes back to her old husband. She looks at him for a good long while before speaking once more.

      “We will consider our position,” she says. “In the meantime, you can show us further faith by doing one thing.”

      “And what is that, Cornelia?”

      “Your Stalkers at the mines will be ordered to escort our people back to the city. They will watch for any and all threats on the road and make sure that not a single one of our men, women, and children, are harmed. They will deposit our people at the northern gate, where we will see to their transfer to Inner Haven. Then, they will return to the rest of your forces at the REEF. Do that, and you will have earned a little of our trust. Do it not, and further pleas may fall on deaf ears.”

      She stares at the man again, playing hardball. I feel my pulse hammering as I watch proceedings. It’s a smart move, killing a couple of birds with one stone: remove the threat to our people from the equation, and also get them safely back into our arms.

      Genius.

      Cromwell considers the proposal. Yet, I get the sense he expected this and has already formed an answer. Nevertheless, he draws it out as if trying to convince us he’s really giving a lot up.

      He isn’t. I suspect this was just a smart ploy all along to engender trust.

      “OK, Cornelia,” he says eventually. “You have a deal. My men will bring your people home. I would, if I were you, contact them first. I understand my Stalkers can appear quite frightening to normal folk.”

      “We’ll tell them to expect your men at dawn. Once we have them back in our arms, we will give further consideration to what you’ve said.”

      The two old spouses nod at each other. The meeting finally concludes.

      And with it, a ceasefire begins.
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      The city begins to take on a different shape as we work back through its western streets. Leaving a garrison at the perimeter gate, the rest of our forces return to Inner Haven with a degree of tension seemingly lifted from the entire collective.

      It takes no time at all for word to spread that a ceasefire, while temporarily applied during the afternoon to facilitate our meeting, will now be indefinitely prolonged until further arrangements are reached.

      Our soldiers are given the orders first, and then a process of word of mouth takes place. By the time the convoy re-enters Inner Haven, passing through the heavily guarded inner gate, I can already see the altered expressions on people’s faces.

      Fear has morphed into relief. Crinkled brows have begun to ease up. Foreheads are no longer wrinkled and bunched but smooth and flat. Eyes that once held an unyielding anxiety now open a little wider in hope that things might just be OK and that we have, in fact, been declared victorious.

      Yet, it’s a huge leap of faith to assume that we are now safe. Yes, the coming days may be calm and tranquil when compared to those that went before, but those to follow soon after may well charge back with a violence-fuelled vengeance.

      If what Cromwell said is true, then this will merely be a lull before we’re forced to face off against an entirely new foe. If he’s lying, and unfortunately I don’t think he is, then our ceasefire may not last long, and we may once more find ourselves at odds with the man himself.

      But, it remains a relief. That I can’t deny. Whether it lasts only a day or week or month doesn’t matter. The respite is welcome, and will give us time to further consolidate our position.

      When we reach the City Guard HQ, our main forces disband, returning to their tasks and further spreading the word of the current state of affairs. For those of us at the core of negotiations, however, the discussion isn’t done, and more decisions need to be made.

      So, we return to another office – Lady Orlando’s this time – and take some time to go over what we’ve heard once more. We find Adryan there, at his new station, and extremely eager to hear what happened.

      The basics have already reached his ears; that a ceasefire is in effect. However, what he doesn’t know, and what most people don’t know yet, is the true core of what Cromwell revealed.

      At this time, Lady Orlando has ordered for us to keep such details to ourselves. If the people heard that a new, foreign force might be gathering, the burgeoning calm will quickly give way. I’m sure she’d rather not deal with a panic.

      Adryan, however, is quickly filled in. He seems strangely unsurprised by it all.

      “I’ve met Rhoth,” he says. “It makes perfect sense that there are other people out there. And it makes sense that they’d see an opportunity right now to attack. When two people are engaged in conflict, that’s the best time to step in and stab them both in the back.”

      “Unfortunately, I agree,” says Lady Orlando, choosing this time to wander around the room rather than return to her perch.

      She does, however, have a glass of whiskey in hand. Mrs Carmichael used to call it ‘thinking juice’ on occasion. It appears my grandmother agrees with that sentiment.

      “I can’t believe we’re buying this crap,” barks Beckett, still unwilling to yield. “Lady Orlando, look at what the man’s done. Look at what he did to you all those years ago. How can you trust him?!”

      “I don’t trust him,” she retorts. “This may not be a matter of trust at all, but one of mere fact. However, you’re right in a manner of speaking; I will not just believe everything Artemis says. I will need to gather my own intel before I consider treating with him again.”

      She stops in position and swings her eyes towards Zander.

      “My boy, I need you to head back to the church,” she says. “You have good relations with Rhoth, and I’m keen to discover what he knows.”

      “I could get him on the communicator now, if you wish?” suggests Adryan.

      “No, this requires a face to face meeting. Zander may be required to look into his thoughts and memories if needs be, assuming he allows such a thing. I understand he has some natural blocks to your mental incursions?”

      “Yeah, some of the wildmen are like that. The fog can play havoc with our abilities,” says Zander. “I thought you wanted me to look into Commander Burns’ mind, though?”

      “I do. It’s getting late, so stay here tonight, and conduct your checks on Leyton. Tomorrow morning, head out. There will be no need to sneak any longer with the ceasefire in effect, so you won’t be hindered.”

      Zander nods, taking aboard the order. Then he gestures towards me.

      “I’d like Brie to come too,” he says. “She has an affinity with Rhoth, and a way of getting the truth out of people. She also looked into a young tribesman’s mind before, a man called West.”

      “West?” says Lady Orlando.

      Eyes turn to me, seeking an explanation.

      “Um, yeah, he’s not from these parts. Was found by Rhoth as a kid. I was curious, so looked into his head, and saw his village being attacked when he was a young boy, somewhere hot and arid. Nothing like around here. Anyway, there were soldiers in old armour, and they had some Enhanced with them…”

      “Enhanced?” says Beckett. “What kind?”

      “I only saw a couple. There was a Dasher, I think. And, one of these Elementals that Rhoth mentioned the other day. He manipulated the fire, drew it to his hands from a burning shack and threw it into another. It was the first time I’d seen someone like that. Before the people came and took Kira.”

      “Hmmmm,” murmurs Beckett. “You didn’t mention this before. They could be related.”

      I see the cogs turning behind his eyes. He’s probably thinking Cromwell’s not being quite as deceitful as he assumed.

      “Could be. But the soldiers who took Kira didn’t seem the same. Their armour was plush and shiny, not old. And they had mostly dark hair, olive skin. The ones who attacked West’s village were more like barbarians.”

      “Well, related or not, this requires further investigation,” says Lady Orlando. “You say West was with Rhoth’s party that escorted the people to the mines?”

      “Yeah, he was.”

      “Then he should still be with him at the church. Good. See what else you can find out. Leave tomorrow morning, and report back as soon as you can. But for now, both of you go and see Leyton. See what you can find out from him.”

      We both begin to move towards the door. I spare a look at Adryan, and lift a small smile. His face lights in a similar fashion, and a blast of warmth spreads through me as I mouth: “I’ll see you later.”

      As we leave the room, however, our grandmother turns us around.

      “Oh, and to be safe,” she says, “make sure Leyton has guards on him. As Beckett rightly says, nothing Artemis does can be trusted. And whatever happens, we have to all keep a very close eye on what he’s up to.”
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      The City Guard HQ has its own infirmary, covering half a floor down on one of the few subterranean levels of the building.

      One level down from the main atrium, and one level up from the garage where the force’s vehicles are situated, a small hospital operates for the purpose of tending to any City Guard hurt in the field. Or, should they develop any minor ailment, it’s here that they’ll come.

      As we reach the level, and wander down the windowless, slate grey corridor with its sickly, bright yellow lighting, I wonder why I wasn’t brought here a few days ago after being battered by that brick. That fight with those weird Elementals was fairly brutal, and I’d taken a solid hit to the base of my skull that still gives me some discomfort.

      Zander, too, is still showing signs of the fight. The left side of his face remains bruised, his eye blackened around its base, and his cheek is still a little swollen. It might have been a lot worse had they wished it. I’m still baffled by just why they didn’t, and why they took Kira and no one else.

      The question of why I didn’t awake here, however, is answered as we go. It’s clear that the place is already oversubscribed, each room we pass occupied by at least a soldier or two suffering from far more serious ailments than us.

      Yet, despite that, Commander Burns has been afforded his own space. We find him lying unconscious in a blank white room on a featureless medical bed, being watched over by a single nurse who has the look of a Savant.

      “How’s he doing?” asks Zander as we step in.

      The woman works up what she probably thinks is a comforting smile. Given her assigned profession, perhaps that’s something she’s been required to develop.

      “He’s just fine,” she says. “He should come around soon. Or, I could give him a shot to wake him up, if you wish?”

      “No, no, that’s alright. There’s no rush at all,” says Zander. “Where’s Freya?”

      “Freya?”

      “Tall lady, white hair, big scar on her face…”

      “Oh. She left Commander Burns in my care. He’s well supervised, don’t worry.”

      Not as well as we’d like. Leaving me in the room, Zander quickly heads back up to the atrium to fetch a couple of guards to stand on duty outside the door. Their remit is simple: no one is to go in or out unless by strict approval from the top.

      It’s probably an overreaction, but we can’t be too careful. Commander Burns, as we well know, is a very gifted Mind-Manipulator himself, and should someone like him be under secret, hidden orders, then it could be rather dangerous.

      There’s a single chair in the room, set up against a small table to one side. Zander lets me take it, while he remains standing, leaning against the wall to take some of the load off.

      “You think Cromwell’s done something to him?” I ask, looking at the sleeping form of Burns.

      Zander shrugs.

      “Hard to say with a man like him. I dunno, I guess when you actually meet with someone you’ve hated for so long, it’s never how you expect.”

      “How do you mean?” I ask, frowning.

      “Ah, just, you know, you have a picture in your mind. This horrible, evil person. This man who’d kill his own mother to get what he wants…”

      I huff internally at the comparison. He’s not too far off the mark.

      He draws in a breath.

      “But, I guess it’s hard to see it all, right? It’s not like he’s a regular man, killing for fun. He genuinely lacks empathy. It’s built in biologically. He just sees killing a load of people as a necessary evil, I suppose. A bit like with us and the High Tower.”

      I balk a little at his words. Partly because I hate the thought. And partly because I do, at least in part, know what he’s talking about.

      And I hate that too.

      Still, I choose to play devil’s advocate.

      “So, you agree with him then?” I ask flatly.

      “No, of course I don’t,” he says, perhaps too defensively. “I mean, I’d have killed him right there if I could. I’m just saying that you have this picture of this crazy, evil guy, and then he’s just an old man in a stupid white suit, speaking some sense.”

      “Sense,” I puff. “Like what?”

      “Well, that we’re vulnerable right now. We can’t deny that. If a proper army with people like those soldiers who took Kira came along right now, what the hell would we do? We’ve got some good fighters, yeah, but most of us aren’t that special. Put us all out in the open against Cromwell’s men, and they’d probably win, even with fewer numbers. We have these walls now. We have this city. That’s what’s protecting us. But our men? Our numbers? If a proper army came along, I don’t know if we’d stand against it.”

      “And us and Cromwell?” I query.

      “Well, we’d stand a better chance, put it that way.”

      “Sure, but against what, Zander? We don’t really know what the hell we’re facing here. We don’t know for sure if there’s anything coming our way.”

      “No, not yet. But you know what, if the Director’s right, we might be best putting our differences aside for a little while to deal with the problem.”

      “Right, and let him back in the door,” I grumble.

      “Needs must, Brie. Needs must.”

      I hate even thinking about the idea. The concept of working alongside someone I so detest, someone the Nameless have been fighting against for so long, leaves a burning, bitter taste in the back of my mouth and a churning in the pit of my stomach.

      “You don’t agree,” says Zander, watching the mechanisms in my mind and the resulting expressions on my face. “What else do you suggest?”

      I don’t really have an answer. Truth be told, my twin probably doesn’t mind the idea of prolonging this war, of continuing the fight. It’s how he defines himself after all.

      “I don’t know, Zander,” I say. “I agree with what Lady O said. Until we know what we’re dealing with, I guess there’s nothing to say. But maybe Beckett had it right. Who’s to say we team up with Cromwell against this so-called threat? Maybe we let them destroy him out there at the REEF instead, and batten down the hatches in the city?”

      He considers the option. He seems to be taking it seriously.

      “That’s a possibility,” he admits. “But, if that did happen, and an army turned up that could wipe out all of Cromwell’s soldiers, then I’m fairly sure they could do the same to us. And anyway, almost all his Con-Cops are still in the city, along with his loyal City Guards. So, we’d have to deal with them too.”

      “Pffft, Con-Cops are canon-fodder and you know it.”

      “For me or you, maybe. But not for most of us. It’s funny how you seem so happy for people to die all of a sudden. Our priority right now is to save lives, Brie. We’ve made some horrible decisions already to ensure that happens. Now, we may have to make some more…”

      Damn, that shut me up. I have nothing really to say, no little retort. And, thankfully, just at that moment, I don’t need one.

      Because Burns is stirring.
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      The shuffle of movement on the bed is quickly picked up by both of our eyes.

      A grunt sounds too as the middle-aged Savant begins to creak open his eyes and slowly survey the room.

      I step immediately forward, and rest my hand lightly on his shoulder.

      “Commander Burns, how are you feeling?”

      He opens and closes his mouth, suggesting it’s dry. The croak of his voice suggests the very same thing.

      “I’m erm, OK,” he says. “A little groggy, but fine. Where am I?”

      “In the City Guard HQ infirmary,” I say.

      “Ah, yes, of course.” He squints through narrow eyes at my brother. “Who is that? Who else is here?”

      “It’s Zander, Commander Burns.” My twin steps forward. “I’m just here to ask a few questions and have a check inside your head. Is that OK?”

      Zander’s tone is respectful. Burns nods.

      “We’d like to know what happened at the High Tower, before it went down,” he says, putting on his ‘interviewer’ hat. “Would you tell us what happened?”

      Burns smacks his lips once again. His eyes search around the room and I step towards a side table and fetch him a glass of water. He gulps it down, bringing some colour back to his cheeks, and then begins.

      “I was all set to follow the procedure I discussed with Lady Orlando,” he says. “I was, however, a little delayed, and the High Tower was on lockdown with the fighting. Naturally, a member of the Consortium leaving the building without authorisation is likely to raise eyebrows, especially during such a time. So, I made a decision to stay.”

      My brows crawl down my face and my eyes pull together.

      “You were going to stay? Even though you knew the building was going to blow?”

      He nods.

      “Yes. I understand that I was to play an important role in bringing the people together. But, my primary responsibility was to ensure Artemis and the rest were killed. So, I stayed…”

      I’m amazed at the sacrifice he was willing to make. Even for a Savant, not fearing death, it’s quite the heroic act.

      “So what happened?” asks Zander.

      “Woolf. It was her who informed Cromwell what was going on,” I grumble.

      Burns nods.

      “Yes, it was. It was all a bit of a rush really. Some Stalkers came and took us away. There was no time to gather all of the members of the Consortium, so only half of us escaped. I was one of them. Yet, they didn’t really know of my duplicitousness until Agent Woolf once more played her part. She informed on the fate of the High Tower, and on my position as a spy all at once. I didn’t discover that until slightly later, but I heard she managed to escape the church using one of your men? I assumed that was how she got the information.”

      The question is aimed at my brother. He turns to me.

      “Brie was there,” he says. “Rafe, one of our hybrids, was exposed to Woolf’s tricks. She used him to kill some of our soldiers and got away.”

      He draws in a lungful of air at the memory of Burton’s death, who suffered the ignominy of having to use his dying breath to utter the words Woolf put into his head.

      I heard those words. I remember those words.

      You have your spies…and so do we.

      That’s what she’d made Burton say. And from there, she screwed up all of our plans again.

      “Yes, that’s what I thought,” says Burns. “Such a shame.”

      “I tried to get in touch with you,” I say, “after it all happened. I did it a couple of times. Just yesterday, in fact, I thought you said: don’t trust me. Do you remember that, Commander Burns?”

      He seems to search his own memories, his eyes turning to a daydream and going slightly blank. Clearly, he’s having some trouble remembering things, given what he’s been through.

      “I do…a little,” he says, rather dreamily. “I heard that Artemis wanted to arrange a meeting. I was afraid that I might be used as a pawn in his game, so wanted to sound a warning just in case. I still think you need to be careful. Anyone so willingly given back by Artemis Cromwell isn’t someone you can trust.”

      Once again, his candour surprises me.

      “Well, Commander Burns, that’s exactly why I’m here,” says Zander. “I’m just going to have a look around and see if I can find anything, any order that might have been placed in your mind. I should tell you that we have two guards placed outside the door. I hope you understand.”

      Burns chuckles.

      “I quite understand,” he says. “Do what you need to do, young man. Go right ahead.”

      He opens up his blue eyes, nice and wide, and stares straight at my brother. Zander takes a breath and positions himself directly ahead of Burns, and I watch from the vantage of a spectator as the mental examination begins.

      As I well know, time operates slightly differently when exploring someone’s mind. Zander will take his time in there, but out here it will last only minutes most likely. I watch for a couple of them, before drifting back towards my chair at the side of the room.

      Several more minutes pass, during which we suffer a single interruption: the nurse comes in, but I quickly shoo her out. She seems to know what’s going on, so hurries away and says she’ll return later.

      From there, a fresh silence imbues the room and I sit and watch the odd display play out to conclusion. I’ve grown accustomed to playing more of a hands-on roll in such situations, and doing so from Zander’s vantage to boot. Seeing it from an outsider's position is strangely jarring.

      Before too long, my brother is withdrawing. I watch him closely for a reaction to what he saw or discovered in the depths of Commander Burns’ subconscious, and see little to suggest there’s anything to worry about.

      His next words confirm it.

      “All looks pretty clean,” he says. “I couldn’t find any traces of an order.”

      Commander Burns’ eyes flutter, as though waking from a trance. He regains his faculties quicker than most, no surprise given his own powers.

      “Well, that’s good to hear,” he says. “It’s quite possible we’re being overly paranoid. But, that said, I’d suggest keeping a guard on my door for the time being. And, any contact with Lady Orlando should be supervised, just in case.”

      “You really think that’s necessary?” I question, stepping from my seat. “If Zander didn’t find anything, what’s there to worry about?”

      “Probably nothing,” says Burns. “But remember that Romelia Woolf is a very gifted Mind-Manipulator, and if she indeed interfered with my mind or placed something deep, it might be hard to locate after a brief examination.” Seeing my concern, he adds: “I’m sure it’s fine, but right now it’s best I stay here under guard.”

      “I agree entirely,” says Zander. “No point in taking risks, and we’re all well aware of what Woolf is capable of.”

      The decision is taken. With little more to add, we conclude our time with Commander Burns and set about leaving him to get some further rest. As we step towards the door, he draws me back around, calling for a private word.

      “I’ll be outside,” says Zander, who exits into the corridor outside to update the guards on their orders.

      I step back towards Burns, who seems to have remembered something. With a tired grouping of movements, he gingerly reaches into a pocket in his grey jumpsuit, and draws out a piece of white, folded card that immediately has an affect upon me.

      “I picked this up off the floor of your cell in the High Tower,” he says. “When they discovered my deceit, I managed to keep it hidden for you. I hoped I’d get a chance to return it.”

      My fingers shake as I’m handed the card and open it up. The faces of my parents now hold a new grief, a new meaning. For the first time, I look upon them knowing of my mother’s name, knowing for sure what their fate was.

      My eyes grow wet. A thin voice escapes me.

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      A warm smile, natural and true, builds on Commander Burns’ otherwise weary face. His eyes change shape for a just a moment, his exhaustion fading.

      “I can see how much it means to you,” he says. “It’s a thing that some Savants feel deep down, right at their core. None of us knew our parents. Most don’t care. Some do. I can relate, in part, to this longing you have, Brie. It has shaped you into this girl, this woman, who stands at the centre of this struggle. At least you can say that; that your parents’ death paved this path for you. That their ends helped determine a course that is leading you to do great things, as it has your brother. In the end, their sacrifice won’t be in vain. You will help see this nation restored, and your parents can have no greater legacy than that.”

      I stay silent as he speaks and have no words when he stops. I merely look at him with soft, wet eyes, my fingers gripping the dulled edges of the card.

      His voice once more stirs me from my stupor.

      “Now go, Brie. I must rest. And you have work to do. Good luck.”

      He doesn’t know of my orders to visit Rhoth with my brother beyond the city. We never told him about that. Yet, he knows that I’m embroiled in this now beyond escape. That the coming hours and days will continue to stretch me, to demand my time and attention until all priorities have been met and there’s time for rest.

      And that’s one thing I’m coming to realise – rest is a luxury now, and the time it eats up is at a premium. We do it to recharge and nothing more.

      Too much demands our attention to overindulge in such things.
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      The evening passes quickly.

      After updating Lady Orlando on our meeting with Burns, my brother and I split apart with the promise to meet the following morning at first light down in the atrium. He takes his leave, sweeping off with a fleetness of foot to suggest his work isn’t quite done for the day.

      Mine is.

      I choose not to engage with my friends that evening, despite having a bit of time to myself. I’m well aware that a visit to Compton’s Hall will bring a tirade of questioning along with it, and I don’t have the energy right now to deal with such things.

      So, I retreat to the safety of my room instead, knowing that only Tess might come to join me. It appears she’s been given some access to the HQ, authorised to choose between staying in my room and sticking with the kids in Compton’s Hall not too far down the street.

      I’m not surprised when the door knocks and she enters. She finds me sitting on my pallet, back against the wall, lost in thought as the events and discoveries of the day play out in my mind.

      “I heard about the meeting,” she says, cruising in. She’s got that look in her eye that suggests she’s keen on mining for information. “It’s all true, right? There’s a ceasefire?”

      I nod wearily and she moves in towards the desk, hopping onto the shiny metal surface and letting out a bottled up gush of air, as if she’s finally got full confirmation that she can relax.

      “That’s great news,” she says. “So, the war’s over?”

      “Not quite.”

      Her face discards the frame of relaxation and works up one of worry.

      “What does that mean?” she asks, eyes pinching.

      “Just that…I wouldn’t get too comfortable,” I say, trying to remain as cryptic as possible. But, I’ve let too much out already. As my best friend, she’s quite adept at reading between the lines and picking up on any silent cues I give off.

      She knows something’s up. Something very serious.

      “So…what’s happening then?”

      The earnestness of her face, suddenly flush with a childlike innocence, tries to draw the truth from me. In all honesty, I’ve grown fed up with having to lie to people I care about, but it’s a trend I’m forced to continue for now.

      “Oh, just…I doubt this peace will last. I can’t really speak about it, Tess.”

      “Right.”

      “I want to, I do. But, I…can’t.”

      “No, it’s fine, Brie. Probably best I don’t know anyway, right.” She offers an awkward laugh.

      “Yeah, maybe. I’m, um, going back outside the city tomorrow. Maybe I’ll be able to tell you more after that…”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea? Going outside the city right now?” she cuts in.

      “I’m not going far. Just to the church to speak with Rhoth. And, I’ll have Zander with me so I’m sure we’ll be fine. Oh, and I forgot to mention, Drum’s coming home.”

      “What?! Drum’s coming here?!”

      “Yup. Part of the bargain we struck with Cromwell. He was pretty much threatening us saying he had a load of Stalkers near the mines. He didn’t say it in so many words, but the suggestion was clear.”

      “That he’d kill them all?”

      I nod.

      “So what happened?” continues Tess.

      “Lady Orlando struck up a deal. Told Cromwell to order his Stalkers to escort our people back here.”

      “So, sounds like he’s serious about settling things? If he’s willing to help bring our own people home?”

      “Yeah, it’s kinda complicated. It’s all a give and take, really.”

      “Right, but…didn’t you say the wilds are, like, really dangerous? Won’t some die coming home?”

      I can’t deny the possibility of it all. My shrug probably seems a little callous. Really, it’s more a reflection of my weariness.

      “I’d say they’ll be safe with a unit of Stalkers. Plus we’ve got some of our own soldiers there, like Pearson. He’s good.”

      “OK. That’s good, though,” she smiles. “I can’t wait to see Drum again.”

      “He’s changed a lot, Tess. He’s not as meek as he was.”

      “Adapt to survive,” she says. “Everyone’s changing right now.”

      She’s got that right.

      We talk for a little while longer, my flapping tongue struggling to stop from revealing the secrets it holds. There’s one, though, that’s particularly liable to slip off and into the room. Right now, I could really do with another opinion on my family tree.

      It’s odd, speaking about Cromwell in such a fashion now that I know just who he is to me. I have to remind myself sometimes that he is a blood relation, that he’s so closely linked to me. We have such a history, both secret and embedded in the past, and right out in the open for all to see, the entire city now well informed of my attempt to assassinate him.

      I just feel as if our paths are converging, bit-by-bit. That above all the other directives and orders and requirements set upon each of us at times of war, there’s one primary function that I have to see through: his death.

      As the evening rumbles along, Tess makes a remark that brings it home for me.

      “You really hate him, don’t you?” she says.

      “Who?”

      “Cromwell. I can see it in your eyes every time you mention his name.”

      I recoil a little and avert my gaze. I can be obvious with her, but can’t afford such a thing with my brother. He might just get suspicious and sneak into my thoughts.

      “Er, of course I do,” I stutter. “Don’t you?!”

      “Well, yeah. I hate the idea of it all. But it’s really personal with you, I can tell. I mean, it’s understandable, seeing as you’ve had a few, um, run-ins with the guy. But still, I’ve never seen you look so…scary. When you talk about him, you become that person no one wants to meet in a dark alley, you know. There’s this flame in your eyes that lights up really bright.”

      “Hmmmm, very poetic, Tess. Yeah, I hate the guy. I hate him, and I hate Woolf. She’s like his sycophantic little sidekick with her white face and black eyes. I’d have happily killed them both today if given the chance.”

      My words have Tess leaning back a little bit, shifting slightly down the desk away from me.

      “And you say Drum’s changed,” she whispers quietly. “Aren’t you worried about…”

      She stops short, bites her tongue, and shakes her head.

      “About what?” I ask, rather fiercely.

      She shrugs.

      “Nothing.”

      “No, come on Tess, what were you saying? Am I worried…what, that I’m becoming a killer?”

      Her eyes return to mine. She nods slowly, her head a little low. She looks almost frightened. I don’t like it.

      “I guess,” she says. “Just, the things I’ve heard you’ve done. The things I’ve seen…”

      “Oh, you mean those Con-Cops in the southern quarter? Tess, they were killing people. What was I supposed to do?!”

      “I know, I know. I get it, of course I do. I mean, you’re a soldier now, and this is war. But…you told me about those people in the old train station, where you found Brandon…and Nate. The Voiceless, right? You um…”

      “I cut their throats,” I say blankly. “And I stabbed their leader right in the heart. And when I left, I let a bunch of men burn alive. They were paralysed, but they could feel it all. I let them get eaten by those flames, and I’d do it all again.”

      I can feel the room darkening as I speak. I can feel a swell of anger beginning to build inside me. I can feel my breathing quicken, my pulse rise, my eyes narrow and jaw clench.

      Tess continues to slide away from me. I can see the mingled fear and concern in her eyes when they meet mine.

      “If I can do all of that, I can happily kill Cromwell and Woolf,” I continue, filling the sudden silence with more words. “I’ve crossed a line, Tess. There’s no going back now.”

      “But there is,” she whispers sheepishly. “You’re just one person. You don’t need to keep fighting.”

      I laugh and shake my head. And through a huff of air I say: “Oh, Tess, how naïve you are.”

      And when I look back at her, I see that she’s moving away, heading for the door.

      She stops at the threshold and looks back at me.

      “Brie, you try to sound like a killer, but it doesn’t work. It’s not you, not the real you. Just…think about what you’re saying. You should hear yourself…”

      She shakes her head and fills the room with a final, drawn out breath. Then, turning away, she departs.

      I’m left, stewing, my mind as dark as night.

      And were it not for the supreme hate that now fills me, I’m sure the tears would come. But they don’t, burnt away by my wrath before that can gather and fall.

      I sit, and stare at nothing for some time, mulling over my best friend’s words, over the change that’s happening in me, the darkness that fills me. I don’t want to be this person. I don’t want to change like this.

      But, like everything else, I don’t know if I have a choice.

      She can act all high and mighty all she likes. But she hasn’t seen what I’ve seen. She hasn’t done what I’ve done. She doesn’t know what it been like to be me over these last few months.

      I never wanted this. It’s been thrust upon me, these powers, this past. I’ve been drawn into something against my will, and I’ve had to adapt to survive, just as she damn well said.

      I can’t help what’s happening. I can’t help who I am.

      And I can’t help what I’ve done.

      It’s my burden to bear now. And in that I have no choice either.
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      It’s several hours after Tess leaves that I hear another knock at the door.

      I’m in bed, hidden under my blanket, trying to hide away from the world. The knock is quiet, gentle, the right volume given the growing lateness of the hour.

      I don’t answer at first. I can’t stomach another showdown with Tess, even if it’s a conciliatory exchange. So I just lie there, under the covers, hoping to not hear a further rapping of knuckles on metal.

      My hope is denied. The gentle clanging sounds again, and this time it’s followed shortly after by a turning of the handle. I stay hidden as I hear the door open up and a couple of footsteps clip-clop inside.

      They’re not how I expect. More weighty, the shoes tapping on the floor with a heavier thud.

      It isn’t Tess.

      A voice whispers into the darkness, the light from the corridor now cutting a wide shard inside.

      “Are you awake?”

      The tone of Adryan’s voice is soft. It has an immediate impact on me as I roll over and discard the blanket that shields me. I look up and see his silver eyes lit by the luminance from the hallway, showing up against the darker shade of his silhouette.

      “Hey,” he says, white teeth glowing. “I didn’t wake you, did I?”

      I shake my head. Seeing him here, I feel suddenly emotional. The conversation with Tess has taken its toll. Everything has taken its toll.

      I blink away the first signs of tears and dip my chin to hide myself. Adryan steps forward and drops to his haunches in front of me in a quick motion.

      “Are you OK?”

      His tone is soft, his eyes sympathetic. It’s all I need to let a few tears slip away, cooling my hot cheeks as they meet with my skin.

      His thumb lifts and wipes them clear, his touch gentle and drawing a new feeling from within me. I reach out and take him into a hug. For a second, I don’t ever want to let go.

      He’s like the antidote to everything else I’ve done, to all I’ve become. He’s the one who shows me another path, a simpler path. A feeling that I want to explore burgeons inside me, and yet the constant shadows in my head keep it at bay. I hold him tight for a few long moments, before I force myself to let go.

      My eyes have dried by the time I do. I’ve purged the weakness from me and set myself back in order. I’ve learned now to manage such things quickly.

      “What are you doing here, Adryan?” I ask.

      “I wanted to see you,” he says.

      He offers no other explanation. Not immediately at least. He moves off his knee and slips beside me on the bed, letting his legs spread out and his back link up with the wall behind.

      He looks across the room, to the other bed against the opposite wall.

      “Was that Kira’s?” he asks.

      “Yeah…”

      “So you’re here alone now?”

      There’s some suggestion to his words. Or maybe there isn’t. Maybe I just excavate such things from what he says because it’s what I want to hear.

      “Tess comes and goes,” I say.

      “And tonight?”

      “She came…and went,” I say, my voice descending into shadow.

      A silence falls. Adryan takes a few breaths, as if building the courage to say something.

      “I could stay,” he says. “If you want me to?”

      His neck twists to his right, and we catch eyes. A little smile hops up on my lips, quickly withdrawn.

      “I don’t want you to stay there,” I say, turning my eyes to the bed opposite once more.

      He nods quickly a few times.

      “Ok, that’s fine…”

      I reach up and grasp his cheek. I turn his face to mine and plant my lips right down on his. I kiss him forcefully and then withdraw, my eyes taking on a new light.

      “I don’t want you to stay there,” I repeat. “I want you to stay right here, with me.”

      Now it’s his turn to subdue the smile that tries to arch on his lips. I lean in and kiss him again, this time with less urgency and more gentleness. We drift, slowly, down onto the makeshift bed, and I’m suddenly filled with a pressing force of nerves that rivals those I’ve felt in far less tender situations.

      His hands slip onto me, running along my side and teasing the skin beneath my loose-fitting shirt. The contact has me quivering, his hand cool against my hot flesh. The nerves within me grow suddenly violent, matched only by the desire that begins to fight for the same space inside my veins.

      With both hands, I take his face and my kiss once more turns forceful. Lips press hard and my head begins to whirl with a carousel of memories and thoughts and latent desires, now battling into the light.

      But, things don’t feel right. This isn’t how I saw this moment with Adryan. Here, on this pallet, in this building where the war is run, in this city ravaged by death and pain and terrible, interminable suffering.

      The thoughts that dominate my mind now claw their way back to the fore. Those of war and death, those of revenge and hate. As Adryan’s breathing begins to rise, and his hands start to grow more busy, I suddenly start to feel awkward.

      This isn’t right. This isn’t right…

      My hands fall from his face and hit his chest. I push, pressing myself back and moving his body away. His wandering hands quickly withdraw, and his eyebrows fall into a questioning frown.

      Then, a few confused mumblings fall off his lips.

      “I, er, sorry…I shouldn’t…I didn’t mean…I thought…”

      He shakes his head, and the mumblings end. But it’s not him who needs to explain.

      “It’s my fault,” I say. “I’m just…messed up right now. My head…”

      The motion of his head goes from horizontal to vertical.

      “I understand…totally understand,” he says. “I didn’t come here expecting, um…anything. I just came to see if you were OK.”

      “I’m glad you came,” I say quickly. “I’m really glad. And I want you to stay. But, just…”

      “I know, I know.” He begins to try to stand. “I can sleep across the room, if you want me to stay.”

      I take his arm and pull him down.

      “No. Stay here?”

      I look up at him with big eyes. They’ve lost their lust and passion. Now, they show a girl who just wants to be comforted.

      He smiles softly.

      “Of course.”

      I fall to the mattress again, and turn away. I feel his weight come down too, his arms coiled up behind me. Our bodies don’t touch, a space between us. I feel awkward, and guilty, and suddenly miles away from him.

      I reach back with my hand and feel for his. I take a grip of it and drag it over my body, pulling him closer until his chest is pressing firmly to my back. My fingers wind around his, and I hold his hand close to my chest as his warm breath begins to heat the back of my neck.

      My feelings of awkwardness flee, as we coil up together in that position. And other feelings rush away from me too, those of anger and fear and vengeance. His presence provides relief from it all, a way of balancing me out and setting me straight.

      No further words are needed, and none more come. Linked on that mattress, I drift away into a sleep less dominated by demons, the torment of the last few nights fading as Adryan battles them all away.

      In this city he may not be able to stand up like a soldier and fight against those more capable than him. He may not be able to put his bravery into direct service, and take up arms against the warriors born to do battle.

      But in my dreams, he stands tall like a knight of old, decked out in wondrous armour and watching the walls of my subconscious with a power to keep all foes at bay.

      He holds a giant sword aloft and calls out to my enemies: “You shall not take her tonight!”

      He is the protector of that silent realm, that private place where no one else treads. Where my memories take shape as monsters and try to tear down the walls I’ve set up. But not with him standing by, slaying all those who veer too close.

      He fights off all-comers that night until my body calls for me to wake, drawing me from my sleep a little before first light as if it’s all too aware of what lies ahead.

      I find myself still lying facing the wall, with Adryan’s arm wrapped around my body. Gently, I remove it, and turn to see his face, beautiful and peaceful, softly breath filtering from between his full lips.

      I smile at him and whisper: “Thank you, Adryan,” before leaning in and kissing my hero once more.

      And as quietly as possible, I move off the mattress, dress in my armour, and set back out to fight another day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            216

          

        

      

    

    
      As agreed, I meet my brother that morning in the atrium, the main doors to the HQ open and allowing the cool morning breeze to spill into the hall.

      It’s busy, but less so than it has been over the past few days. With the ceasefire in effect, no hunting parties and death squads are being sent into Outer Haven, and the main remit of the military has turned from hunting to peacekeeping, a state known well to the City Guards who have joined our cause.

      Still, the streets of Outer Haven, while at peace temporarily, are still being held by a mixture of our forces, and those loyal to Cromwell. Most notable on that front are the vast expanses in the east, where thousands of Con-Cops still occupy the food warehouses and factories.

      It remains a trump card held by Cromwell, and one he’s unwilling to lay down quite yet. Keeping a tight grip on the food supplies for the entire city will naturally give him some further bargaining power should he need it, a fact that sets my teeth on edge for how manipulative the man is.

      Thinking back now to when they first began migrating there just after the High Tower fell, I wonder if this wasn’t his plan all along. He was clearly aware that, in a straight fight against more powerful foes, Con-Cops can hardly be relied on to offer more than minor resistance. In the factories and warehouses, however, they hold important resources, and are far harder to get at.

      Moreover, given their total and utter loyalty to their master, and their conditioned willingness to die should he order it, it’s quite possible that they’ve wired much of the eastern quarter to blow. Should we attack, they’d bury themselves, us, and all the food along with them. Now, rather than being mere canon-fodder, they are an important facet within the wider negotiations.

      Zander has begun to look increasingly unkempt over the last few days. That morning is no different, his blackened left eye now joined by the right as a display of his woeful lack of rest.

      “You should get more sleep,” I tell him, thankful that my own was so free from the usual assaults.

      He merely shrugs and grunts something about ‘resting when it’s over’, which I find to be a rather silly comment given we’ve got so far to go. Again, such comments are rare for Zander, so I take it to be another sign of his poor sleeping schedule.

      I expect him to warm up a bit soon. Otherwise this trip is going to be torture.

      Before leaving, we share a few words with Beckett – he also appears unwilling to rest – who gives us a quick update on the state of affairs through the northern quarter where we intend to travel.

      He informs us that there is no unrest at all save the odd gang of civilian looters and opportunists who continue to stake their claim on whatever they can get their hands on. The Voiceless, clearly, haven’t been completely wiped out with the loss of their so called leader, and have probably just elected a new one. Then, there are other independent gangs that have sprung up too, the most morally depraved among the population now creeping to the fore.

      We, of course, won’t worry about them. They are nothing but scavenging rats, scuttling in and out of the shadows whenever a person of real power passes by.

      With the light of dawn now hitting the tops of the buildings, we venture into the early morning fog and work our way past the rubble-strewn platform that lies ahead. Work has been efficient and steady on clearing it, and now much of what I first saw when I came here several says ago has been cleared away.

      We move around it, working west, before climbing into the car Zander seems to have taken for himself, and working our way quickly towards the northern gate into Outer Haven. The journey is short and filled mostly with silence. It’s that time of the morning when we’re both lost in our own thoughts and yet to warm up to the idea of entering into a conversation.

      What words are spoken are usually brief and related to the plan for the day. Mostly, it’s me asking and Zander answering, which he does so with a tetchiness that I’m beginning to associate with him.

      “We’re going to see Rhoth,” he tells me bluntly. “You know that already.”

      I choose not to further my interrogation. I’m still getting to know my twin brother, but one thing is eminently clear – he isn’t a morning person.

      Then again, given how he probably didn’t get much, or any, sleep at all, I suppose it’s hard to term the current hour as morning to him. Rather very, very late into the night, when the need for rest is most pressing and, consequently, ones tolerance for bullshit hanging by the thinnest of threads.

      By the time the sun has started to climb a little higher, and we’ve left the higher peaks of the buildings that occupy the centre of the city, he seems to be lightening up. Passing through the northern gate and venturing through the war-torn streets of the northern quarter, he glances at me a couple of times as if inviting me to now speak.

      I choose not to, rather afraid of getting my head bitten off once again, and merely stare forward through the front window.

      My silence and rigid posture bring an unwelcome awkwardness to the car. Neither of us want it, and Zander seems to realise that he’s created it. It’s up to him to sweep it away.

      “You excited to see Drum?” he asks me. The tone of his voice has changed and become more inviting.

      I finally look at him and see his eyes have changed too, growing a little brighter as if rising along with the sun.

      “Yeah,” I say, trying to lift a smile but finding it strangely difficult.

      The truth is, while I’m looking forward to seeing Drum safe, it’s hard to look any further than that. It’s not like we’re going to be able to hang out and talk like we used to. It’s not like anything’s going to be like it used to be when we lived at the academy.

      As became so very clear last night, I’ve changed beyond all recovery. And I suspect Drum has too.

      “What about Sophie?” continues Zander, perhaps trying to work up a more lively response.

      I repeat the same answer and then add: “I just hope they get through safely.”

      “Well, apparently there are a unit of twenty Stalkers out there. So I suspect that they’ll be absolutely fine.”

      “Assuming Cromwell keeps to his word and doesn’t have them all slaughtered as soon as they step out of the mines,” I grumble.

      “That won’t happen. No one would gain anything from that.”

      It appears that I’ve adopted Zander’s surly mood, a reversal taking place. His face lights, and mine darkens, any talk of our grandfather serving only to dull all good feeling inside me.

      We drive on, working towards the external gate in the north where our own men have now been stationed. Along the way, we pass a cluster of about a hundred of those still loyal to Cromwell, lingering in their makeshift camps and glaring at our car as it passes by.

      To them, seeing the likes of Zander and me cruising past in a City Guard car must be a real kick in the teeth. To look upon the northern gate, one controlled by them, and see that it’s now under our jurisdiction is a further bitter pill to swallow.

      I look out and wonder how many are actually bad people, and come to the conclusion that those who willingly follow Cromwell, after seeing what they’ve seen, might just be the least savoury of all the denizens of this city.

      At least the Savants can hold up the ‘no emotion’ card as an explanation for their lack of empathy. But these men? These regular Hawks and Dashers and Brutes of the City Guard, still standing by Cromwell’s side after everything that’s been brought to light?

      And then, my mind switches and Titus stamps into view. On another day, he might have remained with these men in this camp, bound by his duty and unable to break free of the many years of conditioning and propaganda sent through the ranks of the city’s soldiers.

      I know he isn’t a bad man, not by a long shot. The same is probably true of most here, just men who are misguided or loyal to a fault. Men who watched the High Tower fall and considered Cromwell the lesser of two evils. Who now look upon us, cruising past in one of their cars, and consider our presence here just as unpalatable as we do theirs.

      We pass them all by, and only minutes later come upon the gate, and find the faces of our own people greeting us instead. Only a mile or so separates the two groups, a clear indication that the truce is in effect and in fine order.

      Work is busy at the gate and along the wall, the place being fortified and fitted with gun placements, and the garrison here swelling in size to ensure that the extremity of the city is being well watched and well defended.

      At our arrival, the gates are opened, and we’re waved through and into the outerlands as the solid foundation beneath the wheels of the car turns to grit and dirt. The vehicle begins to dance, bouncing a little as Zander refuses to reduce his speed until forced to as we leave the old northwest track, and begin moving off the beaten path and towards the church.

      We drive off-road, a function not considered necessary when the car was built, working slower now as we cut through and around little thickets, past rocky outcrops, and over old fields and streams. It’s a route I haven’t yet taken to the church, and one that Zander won’t have either. Yet his sense of direction is sufficient to ease us on our way, eventually bringing us to our destination as the haze of the early morning lifts, and a glorious day looks set to blaze.

      The rumble of the engine draws Alfred from the church. Warned of our arrival, he looks to have been fretting all morning, twitching as he enters into the cool air, tinged lightly with green, and approaches the car before it even draws to a stop.

      The tyres crunch and Alfred waits. Zander steps out and immediately looks around.

      “Where’s Rhoth?” he asks.

      Alfred’s general state of agitation leads me to think he’s got bad news to spout. Given that it’s the man’s default setting, it’s hard to know until he speaks.

      “I told him to…to stay here,” he stammers. “He wouldn’t…l..li..listen….”

      Zander steps in and takes possession of the man’s narrow shoulders.

      “Where did he go, Alfred?” he asks firmly.

      The pointy nosed man lifts a shivering finger towards the western woods.

      “Has he returned home?”

      “No…no. He just said he was….hun…hunting. Said he’d…return by…mid…midday.”

      Zander’s frustration seems to break apart and a laugh escapes him as he gazes up to the heavens.

      “Typical Rhoth,” he calls out. “Always trying to get one over on us…”

      “What the hell, Zander,” I say. “Why would he go hunting when he knows we need to talk with him?!”

      “Power games,” answers my brother. He taps Alfred on the arm. “Don’t worry about it, Alfred. If Rhoth wants to do something, there aren’t many who can stop him. He’s just trying to prove a point.”

      “And that is?” I ask.

      “That he’s got something we want, and he isn’t going to give it up so easily.”

      He turns towards the woods.

      “Right, come on sis,” he says. “We’re continuing on foot.”
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      The western woods are a tangled mess of boles and boughs and thick, dripping foliage, still glistening with morning dew that cascades down through the canopy like rain.

      I’ve passed through here once before, the place wild and untamed and staggering in scale.  Yet it’s not as foreboding as the woods that lie to the north, those that scatter the roots of the mountains and call home to the Bear-Skins. Right now, our people from the mines must be being escorted right through there by Cromwell’s Stalkers. I could hardly think of a less pleasant stroll, though where I am now can consider itself a decent rival.

      Were I alone, I’d surely be less at ease and more certain of getting quickly lost. As it is, these are the very same woods that my brother has regularly hunted himself, grounds laid claim to by Rhoth and the Fangs and long considered to be up for dispute with both the hunters from the Nameless, and those from the Bear-Skins.

      Fitted in our gas masks to shield ourselves from the thicker fog that lurks in these parts, we move through with a silent grace to ensure that we don’t alert any unwanted beasts to our position. It’s the best we can do, yet there’s little we can offer in defence of our scent, our aromas clearly defined among the staple of smells the beasts are so accustomed to sniffing out.

      We begin our hunt for Rhoth with little to go on beyond the direction of Alfred’s finger. Given the fact that it refused to stop shaking, and we were a good couple of hundred metres from the treeline, a single shudder could put us off by several degrees. Extrapolate that and, after a few miles, you might just find yourself well off track.

      Thankfully, my brother is a gifted tracker, and well used to searching out the clues to hunt down his prey. Seeing as Rhoth decided to leave with his full party, leaving not a single one at the church, their entry point into the forest is also clearly identified.

      The trees start thin, but quickly grow thick. Zander tells me that that’s a good thing, and will make following the path of a grouping of fifty or so men much easier. I have to trust him, because as far as my eyes can see, there’s not a single sign here that anyone has passed through.

      “I wish Kira were here,” I hear myself saying out loud.

      Zander, casting his eyes ahead, suddenly stops and stiffens.

      “I just mean, because of her powers,” I quickly add. “You’re doing a good job, though, bro…really.”

      I bite my lip and wait for a word from him. It doesn’t come. I suspect that’s more down to his kinship with Kira, and her recent loss, rather than any withering effect my words might have had on his ego.

      I imagine that she probably played quite a crucial role in many a hunting trip in the past. Her ability to use the Sight would quickly bring the entire party to bear on whatever tasty meal they were seeking for dinner. Zander, with only his eyes and wits, surely cannot compete.

      He sets about proving me wrong, giving me my own orders as we venture deeper into the web of branches and vines.

      “Look out for any threats,” he says. “Wolves, snakes, bears, Shadows…they all lurk here.”

      I’m all too aware of that. So far, I’ve had run-ins with all the listed beasts, minus a bear. Although, I’d say Bjorn’s a good enough stand-in, and probably just as large and ferocious.

      As my brother continues to lead us on, I set about my task. Not that I was required to be told. This is hardly the sort of forest you skip through on a spring day, hunting for wildflowers.

      My ability to watch for danger is, however, rather limited here. My eyes are muted by the tangle of trees, and beyond that my senses are no more attuned than a regular person. I sniff and prick up my ears as best I can, but given I’m wearing a gas mask, find the former a pointless endeavour. All I smell is the plastic that makes up the mask’s interior, and the minor burn of the fog that’s able to creep through the cracks.

      It is daylight, though, so that’s one thing, and the weather today is currently being kind. Should a heavy cloud rumble over, the light in here will fade dramatically, and within the murk the beasts tend to smile. As long as the sun stays bright, the sky clear, and the breaks in the canopy above plentiful enough to let in the light, we should be fine.

      Should…

      We don’t talk, not unless we stop to discuss something specific. After half an hour, Zander’s head seems to be turning an awful lot more than it did, swaying left and right and bringing his body with it. He seems confused. This isn’t a good sign.

      “What’s the matter?” I whisper.

      “The tracks diverge,” he says. “They split here, into three different groups.”

      “So…do you know which one to take?”

      He leans down and searches some random point in the ground, then points at a portion where the earth has been somewhat impacted.

      “This looks like Rhoth’s print,” he says, suggesting with his eyes that I follow the direction of his finger.

      I lean in and take a closer look. I can make out a couple of small ridges compressed into the earth, but little more.

      “Right…yeah,” I say. “Just like it.”

      “You can’t see anything, can you?”

      I shake my head silently.

      “Well, trust me. It’s Rhoth…well, I think it’s Rhoth’s…”

      He seems certain…

      “Why are they splitting anyway?”

      “Two options,” says Zander, conducting some further searches of the three routes. “One: they’re spreading out to flank their prey and set traps for them to run into. Two: they know we’re coming, and are just toying with us. Given who we’re dealing with, I’d say the latter is a firm bet.”

      “Is he really that petty? He has been told, hasn’t he? About what’s going on?”

      “The basics only - that we need to talk with him. Rhoth doesn’t care much about ‘the big city with all the lights’,” he says, mimicking the big man’s manner of speaking and strange accent. It’s good enough to draw a chuckle from my throat as he goes on. “He just wants us to help secure his territory and deal with the Bear-Skins and Skullers. He’s a big guy, but he has small ideas.”

      “Yeah, but he’ll be dragged into this too if Cromwell’s telling the truth.”

      “He doesn’t see it like that. The tribal people, around here and much further, do a lot of fighting. But they’ve got one shared enemy above all others…”

      “Us? Haven?”

      He nods.

      “Exactly. So don’t put too much trust in Rhoth, sis. He’s got a quirky charm to him, I know, but he can be dangerous and unpredictable too. We can rely on ourselves, and ourselves alone.”

      “What are you trying to say? That Rhoth would join forces with whoever comes here? He wouldn’t do that…would he?”

      “He might. Rhoth knows us, and he knows some of our secrets and weaknesses too. At the end of the day, he’ll side with whoever he thinks will give him what he wants. We need to make sure that we convince him that’s us. That’s why he’s doing all of this today. He’s testing us, and exerting some of his power. He plays the big, simple hunter, but he’s got a sharp mind for getting what he desires.”

      “Right, gotcha. Don’t trust the Fangs,” I say, tapping my temple. “So, what’s the plan now?”

      I arch my eyes from one path to the next, before settling on the one with, apparently, Rhoth’s footprints.

      “We’ll follow this one,” says Zander. “But I reckon they’ll all converge up ahead anyway. Like I say, this is just mind games.”

      We press on through the dense woods, hurrying a little faster now as the day eats up the final morning minutes and reaches out to grab midday. Clearly, Rhoth had no intention whatsoever of returning by then, luring us out into his territory where he has a little more power to bargain.

      It makes me wonder what he might know. In order to negotiate, you have to hold some cards. Zander just mentioned his knowledge of us and basic knowledge of the city. That’s one. Should he choose to team up with another, foreign force, that’s a good place to start in getting help wiping out the Bear-Skins.

      It’s also a good deterrent for us, and a good motivator to keep us sweet. But beyond that – and, I have to admit, I still consider Rhoth and the other local tribes as a minor threat, given the sorts of soldiers we have at our disposal – he surely has something more to offer. Since we’re coming to see him in search of information, I can only assume he’s got some knowledge of the wider world that’s going to prove fruitful.

      If that turns out to be true, I’m not entirely sure what I want to hear. Would I rather he completely debunk this idea that some force is gathering to march on the city? Would I rather the prospect of teaming up with Cromwell is tossed aside, and we can return to the very appealing prospect of destroying the man once and for all?

      I muse on the point, and by doing so probably lose some focus. Out here, that’s not a good thing.

      A sharp crack of wood, and flutter of leaves pulls me back to the here and now, and I swing around. I do so with such force that I almost twist my ankle, catching my foot on a root and tumbling to the ground. Zander’s quick enough to rush in and break my fall, hauling me quickly to my feet and planting me back down with a strength that defies his age and size.

      “What is it? What did you see?”

      “Oh…nothing, just a bird I think. It just caught me off-guard.”

      Always wary, he doesn’t take my word for it. For a few minutes, we sink towards the trunk of a large tree and lift our pulse rifles ahead, using the thick bark to defend our backs. Nothing happens for those few minutes, and soon enough my conclusion that it was merely a flapping bird is accepted.

      We move on, tracing the invisible track, veering a little further northwards until the earth begins to climb just a little. The rattle of water begins to sound, a stream trickling down from the mountain passes above, and we emerge into a little clearing where the brook cuts right through.

      The sun beats down, and the air seems to clear a little around the water’s edge. Zander checks the bank and once more calls me over to take a look at a series of footprints that I’m still struggling to see.

      “He was definitely here,” says Zander. “Definitely…”

      At that exact moment, as if awaiting this particular point in time, a spear comes surging from the high branches of a nearby tree. It comes with a pace and precision that even the two of us, with our super-powered vision, are unable to react to time.

      As it is, we don’t need to. The tip of the spear cuts into the earth a metre or so ahead of us, before several more pepper the ground on all sides, encircling us in some hastily erected wooden cell.

      After the first couple of spears come, the surprise in Zander’s face fades and he stands up tall and merely awaits the final javelins as they stick in the dirt. I don’t share his calm. My eyes dart up as the lances appear from the surrounding trees, and I lift my pulse rifle instinctively with the aim of lighting the place up.

      My brother’s hand comes down on the top of my weapon and pushes it away. He shakes his head and calls out into the air.

      “All right, Rhoth…you got us. You can come down now.”

      From the trees, figures emerge, leaping and swinging from high branches with incredibly dexterity and speed. I recognise the faces and outfits immediately, and if nothing else gave them away, the clinking of teeth and claw necklaces would have done just that.

      As the Fangs appear, their leader drops with a lightness of foot from a high perch that you’d never expect from a man of such size. He hits the earth, bends at the knee, and lifts to his full height in a single, powerful motion. With mighty strides he comes forward, grips his spear – identified from the rest via its slightly longer length and thicker girth – and pulls it from the earth with a big, yellow smile.

      “Ah, the twins,” he roars. “You got lured right into our trap. Good thing it wasn’t Bjorn, my boy. He’d have you on a spit in no time at all.”

      “We knew it wasn’t Bjorn. I’d know your prints anywhere.”

      “Ah, how sweet of you to say. I feel all bubbly and warm inside.”

      A gurgle of cluttered laughter coughs up his throat. Then a short silence falls; some brief standoff between the two very different men.

      “So, I see you decided not to stay at the church,” says my brother eventually. “Apparently you told Alfred you’d be back by midday. Brie, what’s the time?”

      I check my watch.

      “Um, it’s nearly 1 PM.”

      “Timekeeping not your strongest suit, it is Rhoth.”

      “I keep time by the sun and the stars and the feel of the air, boy,” counters the hunter. “And I will return to my woods as and when I wish to. Your Lady of the Nameless will not set orders into my mind.”

      A rumble of assent lifts from the surrounding group. They close in a little with a hint of threat. I haven’t felt this intimidated by them since we met. And probably not even then.

      “I agree with you,” says Zander, lightening his tone. “You can go where you want…”

      “I know I can,” growls Rhoth. “You don’t have to tell me that.”

      Another silence. The larger man glares, the smaller dips his eyes. It’s clearly what Rhoth wants, some show of submission. He rolls back his shoulders and heaves his chest out. Then he turns to me, and his sharp-toothed smile reappears.

      “Lovely Brie,” he says. “Sorry to drag you all the way up here. The wilds call to us at strange times. We have no control over that. But come, take a drink from the spring. The water is good this high, sweet as a songbird’s tune.”

      He opens up his large arm, draped in furs and macabre jewellery, and his men step forward and retrieve their spears. I walk through the space towards the stream, cup my hands, and take a sip. He’s right. It’s invigorating.

      As I fill my palms once more and take a further gulp, I hear him speak again above me.

      “Now, I hear you’ve come to talk. So…let’s talk.”
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      Rhoth leads us away from the brook towards the far end of the clearing, where the canopy above gives some shade from the steadily warming sun.

      He gestures for us to take a seat, and I eye the stream with a note of desire. Damn that water was refreshing.

      “It’s good, isn’t it?” says the hunter, noticing my avaricious gaze. “Didn’t I say? Zander, have a gulp, go ahead…”

      My brother shakes his head.

      “I’ve tasted it plenty of times before. Now come on Rhoth, stop delaying. You’ve dragged us up here so the least you can do is tell us what you know.”

      The tribesman sets his eyes around the group with a dramatic frown.

      “Know? What I know? I…don’t know anything.”

      The men all laugh, revealing their sharpened teeth as their necklaces jingle against their hirsute chests. Rhoth’s eyes gleam, enjoying the attention, before returning to Zander. My brother’s don’t gleam, but roll. He’s getting restless already.

      “Rhoth,” he says, nice and calm, “you just said you wanted to talk. You know what this is about.”

      “I know some things, yes,” he says, the laughter around us fading. “I know that you wish to hear of the happenings beyond this place. But, what makes you think I know about any of that?”

      “Well, that’s just what we’re here to find out. You’ve had dealings with all sorts of people from all over this country, and probably further afield by my reckoning. We’re merely here to confirm something we’ve been told…”

      “And that is?” cuts in the great Fang.

      Zander fills his lungs with a breath of clear air.

      “Apparently,” he begins, speaking slowly, “there are many people beyond these lands who covet this city. Whether to take it for the purposes of living, or merely sacking and pillaging, we don’t know. But, with our war on-going, and the High Tower falling, it seems they’ve sensed an opportunity and have decided to band together. We are simply looking for evidence of this. We hoped you might have some.”

      Rhoth’s dirty and sharpened fingernails lift to his long brown beard as Zander speaks. His digits begin twirling the rough hairs pensively, something he continues to do for a few long moments after my brother’s voice is consumed once more by the trickling of water flowing from the passes above.

      After those long moments, his bushy eyebrows fall into another questioning frown.

      “Who gave you this information?” he asks.

      “Director Cromwell,” says Zander, with a hint of reluctance. He clearly knows what’s coming, and duly Rhoth throws his shaven head back and laughs to the heavens.

      “Cromwell! This man you’ve been trying to kill?! You’ve been speaking with him, have you? What an interesting people you are.”

      “No different to you and Bjorn,” I suggest. “You’re enemies, and yet there’s a truce between you. Or…there was,” I add, remembering the last interaction between the two men.

      His laughter once more tumbles away down the hill and into the woods, and he sets his face back into order. I seem to have that effect on him.

      “The girl speaks some sense,” he says. “But, the great tower has just fallen. You have just destroyed it. How can you speak on good terms so quickly after such an act?”

      “Through necessity,” says Zander. “He’s killed thousands of innocent people. Now we have too. He called for a meeting and we attended. That was only yesterday. He told us that he’s been monitoring threats far from here for a long time, and that we’ve weakened each other to the point of being vulnerable. If we continue to destroy each other, whoever’s left will be unable to withstand whatever comes next.”

      “Ah, yes. You kill them, they kill you. Now, there are few of you left, and you are weak. The city has lost its beacon, and the lights have gone out…”

      “That’s what he said,” I find myself cutting in. “Cromwell, he said almost the exact same thing.”

      A ripple of distrust fuses through me. The grip on my pulse rifle grows tighter, and I scan my surroundings with a more wary eye. Rhoth merely smiles as he watches me.

      “So, you think I’m in league with this man, because we share a few words? Don’t be so nervous, girl, words are common.”

      I look at Zander, who doesn’t seem so concerned. He gives a little reassuring nod and I start to relax.

      “Well, perhaps your enemy is right,” continues Rhoth. “I told you before, Brie, that people come to your city and are shot at the door. Many know of this place, and from far and wide they travel here.”

      “So you’re saying it’s true?” asks Zander. “There are soldiers, warriors, hunters coming here?”

      Rhoth’s thick neck inches right and left.

      “I cannot speak for certain, boy. I hear things on the wind, but I have heard no tales of a grand gathering heading this way. This war of yours has only been going for a short time. It will take a little while for anyone to realise that they have a chance to attack.”

      “Maybe, or maybe not. What if they’ve been planning something for a while? What if they knew war was coming?”

      “And how would they know?” Rhoth asks.

      “Well, you say people come here to the gates of the city and are shot. We heard the same thing from the horse’s mouth…”

      Rhoth’s eyes twitch in a manner to suggest he doesn’t understand the phrase.

      “He’s saying we heard it directly from Cromwell,” I tell him, leaning in.

      “I see…”

      “Yeah, from Cromwell,” continues Zander. “He confirmed what you said. People come, and are turned away. That’s a nice way of saying he kills them. But, he often takes them in for interrogation first, finds out what they know and where they come from. It’s helped him build a picture of what else is out there, but there’s no reason why the reverse can’t also happen.”

      “The reverse?”

      “As in, while some are caught at the gates, others might just come here and scout the place, keep a watch. We know there are other Enhanced out there, and they’ve probably been keeping a close watch on things over the years. And if that’s the case, they might just mobilise quickly if they sniff a chance to strike.”

      Rhoth’s fingers continue to work patterns in his stringy beard. A gradual smile begins to accumulate on his craggy lips.

      “A compelling case, but nothing I don’t know. These are my woods, boy, not yours. I know of the happenings here.”

      “Then you can confirm or deny what I’m saying. Have you heard of scouts in the area? People coming and keeping an eye on the city?”

      “I wouldn’t call them scouts. But yes, people are sometimes seen, creeping through the shadows. It could be as you say.”

      Zander claps his hands together.

      “Right, as I thought.” He turns to me. “The evidence is gathering, sis.”

      He’s right, it is. That’s undeniable, even for someone like me who’d so love to deny it.

      “Right, Rhoth, what else do you know?”

      The big man stiffens at the tone of my brother’s question. I sense he’s not getting the respect he requires to continue, and so makes a point of reacquiring it.

      Zander seems to notice, and quickly reframes his words.

      “I mean, do you have anything else you can tell us?” he asks. “It would be of such help.”

      His retrofitted wording has the desired impact. The hunter’s posture loosens up a fraction, and his eyes swing towards the northern edge of the clearing, where the earth continues to rise at the base of the mountain.

      “I have lied to you,” he says coolly. The reaction in the pit of my stomach is far from cool, but boiling hot. His eyes swing over, darkened and hawkish beneath angled brows. I once again find my fingers gripping tight at my weapon. Then, his façade melts again, switching from frightening to jovial with the calm composure of an accomplished performer. “I lied when I said I came here to hunt.” He looks around to his men. “Do you see us holding any kills?”

      I turn my eyes to the gathering. Zander doesn’t even bother. We both shake our heads.

      “You can be well assured that, had we been hunting since early this morning, we’d have accumulated enough meat to feed our whole tribe for a week. No, we are here for another purpose.”

      “And that is?” asks my brother suspiciously.

      “To take you a little higher,” he says. “I was well aware of why you were coming to see me today. I knew what information you were seeking. And, if you want the best information around here, then it isn’t the Fangs who can provide it.”

      He saunters away to the far end of the clearing, stepping from the patch of rocks and crossing the stream with a large stride. My brother and I share a look before rustling after him. His men fall in, spreading into their positions.

      Rhoth stops at the treeline again, and lifts a great paw to the climbing earth.

      “Up there,” he says, “the Roosters dwell. If you wish to see far, then you go high. And they live high.”

      He steps under the canopy and out of the blazing sun, and we follow right after.
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      “So, you just lured us up here to get a head-start?” questions Zander as we move through the forest. “You do like your games, don’t you Rhoth…”

      A whimsical smile that has no place on such a face as his appears.

      “I was testing you, boy. Seeing if you could follow my tracks. I had expected you to spot us among the trees. Clearly, you aren’t quite as skilled out here as you think you are.”

      “So, that’s why you left the church before we arrived. Just to test me?”

      “That, and so I didn’t have to suffer your company on the journey. It’s quite enough to endure it from here on out.”

      I can’t help but laugh. Zander shoots me a pinched glare and I lift my brows and turn away.

      Doing so, my eyes sweep over the contingent of hunters around us. I look from one face to the next and recognise many of them from our past journeys together, most notably to the mines and back. Among them, the face of West sticks out, youthful and keen and quietly determined.

      His glancing eyes pass by mine and quickly sweep away. I sense he continues to harbour a grudge towards me for infiltrating his private mental spaces.

      I hurry on back to the front, where Rhoth and Zander continue their conversation. I have no compunction about butting in. They still seem to be embroiled in their silly routine of testosterone-fuelled one-upmanship.

      “West’s here,” I say to my brother, grappling his attention away from the big man.

      He nods.

      “I know.”

      “Well, shouldn’t we talk to him too? He might know some more.”

      Rhoth frowns down at me. He’s protective of the young man he took under his mighty wing.

      “Be careful not to go thrashing about in his mind again,” he warns. “If you wish to speak with him, use your words only. If he doesn’t return them, leave him be. Understand?”

      I suppose I have no choice.

      “Maybe you should go,” I say to Zander. “I’m not sure he likes me much.”

      “I wouldn’t be so concerned about that,” counters Rhoth with a glint in his eye. “You are a pretty girl, Brie. Young men always like pretty girls.”

      My initial reaction is to huff at such a simple and base remark. I’m sure West is more complicated than that. But, it does lead me towards an idea.

      “Fine,” I say, before slipping back through the group and approaching West with my trepidation suppressed.

      Instead, I widen my eyes as girlishly as I can, flutter my dark lashes, and paint my face with the most inviting and pleasant smile I can manage. I’d imagine the likes of Sophie, Tess, or Kira would be better at it than me, but my camouflage seems to do its job.

      West smiles back, albeit briefly and nervously. Then his eyes shift away at an angle through the woods, just about enough so he can still view me in his peripheral vision.

      “Hey, West,” I say, making sure my voice matches my friendly countenance. “How are you this fine day?”

      I get no verbal response. His eyes flick back at me, his pursed lips shift down, and he offers the tiniest of nods. Then he looks back to the woods.

      “OK, erm, so I just wanted to apologise for what happened before. I feel really bad about it. I’m so sorry. Will you accept my apology?”

      Another flutter of my lashes.

      He shifts his eyes to mine once more and inspects me for a moment longer this time. Then, seeing the contrition in me, he manages a weak smile before nodding hurriedly.

      I beam more brightly than the sun above.

      “Good. That’s great! Thank you, West.”

      He heaves in a breath, as if mustering some inner strength, and then empties his lungs with a single, quiet word.

      “Welcome…”

      I try not to react with too much buoyancy from hearing him talk. It’s a small victory in a larger war. As I begin to walk alongside him, I consider the best way of getting him to open up a little more.

      “So, did you hear what we were talking about earlier?” I ask. “Down in the clearing?”

      It seems that, after breaking his vow of silence, he’s struggling to justify reverting to it. He’s spoken now. There’s no going back.

      “Yes,” he says, his eyes turning to his companions. He slows his step, so that we begin to trail behind by a good five, ten, fifteen metres, some space opening up between us and the main pack.

      I don’t think he wants the rest hearing him speak. If they do, his status as a mute will be called into question. I suppose he’d rather maintain it.

      “If you don’t want to talk about this, that’s just fine,” I say, giving him an out. “Just tell me, and I’ll leave you alone.”

      He doesn’t move away. It’s all the answer I need.

      “OK. So, you heard what we were saying?”

      He nods.

      “I heard it all.”

      His voice is tentative and quiet, yet fitted with a husky tone that’s quite appealing on the ears.

      “And, do you know anything? You came from a long way away. You must have seen things on the way here.”

      I have more questions waiting to slide down my tongue, but hold back. I can’t overload him for risk of him shutting back down again. I stop short and wait. He takes a moment to consider things.

      “I was young,” he whispers. “But…I remember. You…you saw? The people in my village?”

      “I did. I’m sorry about that, again.”

      “It’s OK. I don’t like to think about it. But, it’s OK now.”

      “And that village, your village, it was a long way away?”

      “Long way. Very long way. We walked for weeks…months. We knew of the beacon here. People from our village had left before to come this way. We didn’t know if they had made it…no one knew. My…my family. We were going to come together. Now, it’s only me.”

      His voice pulls to a stop, the flow of words ending as they began to pour faster and faster. It’s as if he’s wanted to speak of such things for years, but hasn’t been able to. Not among his adopted tribe. Not with such fierce men.

      But with me, his words run free. He looks ahead again and checks that no one has turned around. I lay a hand on his arm and give a little squeeze.

      “It’s OK, no one can hear us.”

      His eyes stay a little hooded. He takes a few more moments to warm back up, and we drift a few more metres back to be sure.

      “So you were planning on coming here all along? People from that far away know about Haven?”

      “They know. All people know. Our lands were under siege. We planned to leave, but were too late. You know what happened. You…saw.”

      His deep sadness causes a similarly deep feeling of guilt to swim down my veins. I apologise again, and have it accepted.

      “Rhoth told me about your brother,” I say softly. “I’m sorry that happened. It’s awful.”

      “I have got much revenge for him,” he says, his posture and voice firming. “I have killed many Shadows. Each one, I imagine it was the beast who took my brother. He got me here safely. Without him, I’d be dead. I will never be able to kill enough Shadows until the day I die.”

      “I know the feeling,” I say. “My parents were killed when I was a baby. I never knew them…”

      I withdraw their picture from my jacket pocket as I speak, and unfold the card.

      “This is them?” he asks.

      I nod.

      “My father, Maxwell. And my mother, Elisa. They were killed because they wanted to be together but couldn’t. They were killed because they gave life to my brother and me. We both come from hard worlds, West. I just want to save the people I care about now. And…kill those who wrong me.”

      “Do you know?” he asks quickly. “Do you know who did it?”

      I nod, and my face darkens.

      “I know. And I’ll kill him one day.”

      “Good. You’re like me. I just want to kill the bad people, and save the good. I think we are alike, Brie.”

      I smile as he says my name, proud that I’ve been able to draw him from his shell, that he’s been willing to open up to me.

      “So what you heard earlier…all this about people coming to take the city. Do you believe that’s possible, given what you’ve seen?”

      “Possible,” he whispers. “Very possible.”

      He doesn’t offer anything more. But his words have already proven the point that I wish I could deny – that the city of Haven is known across the lands. That the beacon that has drawn them in, only to kill them, has now been put out. That the revenge that consumes West, consumes me, might just fire the minds of many others who settle in the lands beyond our sight. And that, as my grandfather told us, we are far more vulnerable right now than we’d like to admit.

      As I ponder it all, a booming voice clatters from the front, and I regain my focus to see that Rhoth and the troop ahead have stopped. The big man comes thrashing back through the brush, his eyes descended in anger.

      I assume his chagrin is aimed at me. I instinctively take a step back and brace.

      His fiery gaze works straight past me, however, and at the young man by my side. He looms over him, preparing to growl.

      “West, you know better than to drop back out of formation!” he says. “What are you doing twenty metres from the pack?!”

      The boy has gone mute again. His lips quiver and then clamp shut. Everyone behind is now watching.

      “It’s my fault,” I say. “I was distracting him.”

      “Yes, you wanted to speak. I know this. But West knows too that a single weak link can cause our destruction. Now, back in line! Right now!”

      West scurries off to his post, and Rhoth’s heaving breath pours out at me instead.

      “You’ve tasted the dangers, girl, but you don’t understand them. Don’t draw my men from their posts again.”

      “But you said…” I lower my voice and check for watching eyes. “You said I could talk with him.”

      “Talk, yes…but not lure out here. And, well, I didn’t really expect him to speak. He did, did he?”

      “A bit. It’s my charm, Rhoth. Few can resist it.”

      “The beasts care nothing for your charm. Nor do the other tribes. If they find a spare girl wandering alone, it won’t be your charms that they’re interested in.”

      “But this is your territory, isn’t it?” I look around, my bearings lost. “We’re still in the western woods, right?”

      “We are in no man’s territory here. All may lurk and drift this way. Soon, we’ll reach the higher passes where the Roosters dwell. But here, you keep your wits about you at all times.”

      I nod silently and promise myself to keep a tighter watch.

      Then, heading northwards, the lands continue to rise.
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      We press on for an hour, during which I seal my lips shut and refuse to utter a single word.

      Walking a little back from my brother and Rhoth, I begin to note the changing shape of the earth, my lungs starting to work a little harder as the ascent grows increasingly steep.

      The quality of the air here is also very different from the woods down in the basin. The poisonous fog seems to thin in direct accordance with the increase in altitude, and before long it’s growing as sweet and clear as I’ve ever tasted, leaving my gas mask redundant and hanging casually from my belt.

      The density of the forest also takes a new form, the trees growing apart as they reach higher into the sky. Thick trunks begin to appear up ahead, peaks as tall as buildings slicing into the big blue, and between them, now closer than ever, the rocky shards of the towering mountains lift into the gathering clouds ahead.

      From what I’ve heard of the Roosters, tree-living is their forte. Rather than suffer the fumes down below, they chose to develop a more pleasant manner of living by climbing higher and building their nests off the ground. The trees here are suitable for such a purpose, being grand and mighty as they are, and before too long the first signs of their existence are beginning to appear.

      “A sentry hut,” Zander says, pointing out a small structure built into the high branches of a grand evergreen. It’s staggeringly high up, and seemingly inaccessible.

      “How do they get up there?”

      “They’re skilled climbers, and learn how to scale the tallest of trees from a young age. They say they can clamber up bark before they can walk…”

      “That’s ridiculous,” I say. “Climb before you can walk?”

      He shrugs.

      “It’s just what they say.”

      The sentry post, however, is empty and long abandoned. That becomes clear as I set my gaze to it and see that it’s external structure has grown moulded and rotten, the thin planks liable to break under any significant weight.

      Rhoth catches our whispered conversation and adds his voice, providing an explanation.

      “They’ve been moving steadily higher over the years. There are lots of old posts around here that they no longer use.”

      “And they’re friendly, right? You have a better relationship with them than the Bear-Skins and Skullers?”

      “Better, but by no means good. They tend to keep themselves to themselves, but we exchange information sometimes if it’s mutually beneficial. I consider this to be one of those times.”

      “Let’s hope they agree.”

      The forest continues to thin as we go, the floor less tangled with shrubs and vines and creeping roots. Visibility improves, and soon enough the view down the valley begins to grow clear. I stop for a moment, not caring whether Rhoth should reprimand me, and gaze upon a view more staggering than any to have graced my eyes.

      From here, you can see all the way down through the western woods that spread for miles below. To the east, the city sits strong and proud, a sprawling jungle of concrete and metal that, at a glance, seems peaceful and calm. Zoom in a little more, however, and the rot and decay becomes clear, so much of Haven now little more than dust and rubble.

      I draw my vision back, and the details fade. I prefer it like that, seeing it from so many miles out, a canvass upon which my imagination can paint anything it wants. Then, hidden away among the woods far to the south, I can just about see the REEF, little more than a blurred cluster of grey amid the green, where my grandfather lurks with his army of slaves.

      A heavy hand pats down on my shoulder.

      “Come now, girl. If you like that, you’ll love what’s coming. The view grows greater than this, I promise you that.”

      He’s right. As we press on up the wooded slope, and the air cools and begins to set a chill to my skin, I glance back at increments to bless my eyes with an increasingly dramatic set of panoramas. Each time, I try to mentally sear the image into my mind, and each time have to erase the last to make space for the next.

      I begin to turn with such regularity that my brother has to hurry me along.

      “Don’t look back for a while,” he says. “It’ll make the final view even better.”

      I decide to follow through with the suggestion, and instead enjoy the growing scale of the forest around us. During my many afternoons sat on the factory roof in the eastern quarter, gazing right to where I now stand, I never considered that the trees could be so large, both in girth and height. They grow in more uniform fashion too, standing further apart as they stake their claim on the soil and suck up its moisture through their vast roots.

      After another thirty minutes, Rhoth whispers to the group to be on their guard. A tension quickly spreads and they begin to walk with more precision. Eyes scan the canopy above, searching for hidden threats, and once more I begin to make out the well-concealed shapes of little structures built at their tops.

      Then, a high pitched whistle suddenly flows across the air. It sparks from the right, about thirty metres up, directed further to the north. As it fades, another whistle takes on the baton, sounding from a little further away through the wood. Then another, and another, until the chain is too distant to be heard.

      “It’s their alarm,” says Rhoth. “They know we’re coming, and have alerted the village. Hands off weapons, all of you. Adopt postures of friendship, nothing threatening.”

      We move on, and my eyes now constantly watch above for motion among the high foliage. Another half an hour passes without incident, until finally we arrive at a large wall, crafted from thick wood, spreading through the forest to the left and right. From two mighty trees, faces look down either side of what appears to be a gate.

      I catch eyes with them, and see the light associated with Hawks shine out. Arched brows hover, and arrows aim from tightly wound bows.

      “Now what is Rhoth of the Fangs doing at my gates?” comes a voice.

      It belongs to a third man, appearing now from behind the summit of the wall, stepping onto a ledge. He’s nothing like Rhoth, and nothing like Bjorn. He carries a more open air, his face thin and cheeks hollow and hairless, adopting the look of a scholar more than a warrior, dressed in warmer furs to protect against the bitter chill up here so high.

      “Kervan, I merely come seeking information,” says Rhoth respectfully. “We mean no harm at all. I present to you Zander and Brie, children of the Nameless. They would like to speak with you, if you will allow it.”

      The man called Kervan inspects us with interested eyes, a thin mop of greying brown hair pushed aside to get a better view.

      “And what interest do you have with the people from the big city with all the lights, Rhoth? You have spoken in such vile terms of the Nameless before. It seems you’ve changed your opinion. Or…has it been changed for you?”

      “My reasoning is simple, Kervan,” says Rhoth. “I seek to ensure my tribe’s safety, and the western woods have grown dangerous. I have entered into a pact with the Nameless that will benefit us both, I can assure you. I know you have no love for the Bear-Skins and the Skullers. I seek to rid them from these lands, so both our tribes can live in peace.”

      Kervan considers his words with interest.

      “We’ve had little trouble with the Bear-Skins since we retreated further up these hills. And the Skullers don’t come this high because of the cold.”

      “Perhaps, then, you are lucky. But my people have suffered from their barbarism for too long, and our truce has worn away. The Nameless will help me defeat them and…”

      “And you will give them what in return?”

      Rhoth stumbles a little off his stride at the interruption. He returns to sure footing quickly enough, displaying his skilful grasp at negotiation.

      “I have already helped secure the safety of some of their people, but the reason why I’m here goes beyond that. You see much of the world from up here, Kervan. Perhaps you can help the twins here to see the light. That is all they wish, nothing more.”

      “Ah, Rhoth, your cryptic nature never seems to leave you. But, my old friend, I can see that you’re here on peaceful terms, and will honour the pact we have agreed upon many moons ago.” His eyes sway beyond us, to the group of fifty hunters at our backs. “I would feel a little more comfortable, however, if your men stay beyond the wall. You may enter with the children. Does that suit?”

      Rhoth performs a graceful little bow, his necklace jingling with the motion and nearly getting caught in his long beard. Zander, meanwhile, merely scowls at being referred to as a child.

      The gates begin to open, and Rhoth turns to his men and orders them to relax against a nearby cluster of trees. Kervan disappears from the summit, reappearing quickly at ground level to suggest he’s quite sprightly for an older man. He steps past the threshold of the creaking wooden gate and locks arms with Rhoth in a manner to suggest that, having got any tensions out of the way, the two are in fact on relatively good terms.

      The Rooster’s eyes link once more with the gang of Fangs trundling a little further into the wood.

      “Don’t worry men,” he calls out. “I’ll have some dried meat and water brought out to you.”

      “That’s very kind, Kervan,” says Rhoth, who towers above the more nimble fellow.

      “Ah, the hunting is good up here these days,” says Kervan. “And the water is sweet. We have plenty to go around.”

      Passing orders to his sentry guards, he leads us through the gate, and my eyes take in a sprawling central courtyard, paved with wooden planks and giving access to the village ahead. Around us, almost every structure exists at least ten or so metres from the ground, linked by rope bridges and walkways and accessible by ladders and grooves cut into the hides of the monolithic trees.

      The wall spreads further away on the flanks, disappearing into the wood and up the slopes. The village, however, spanning several acres of space, has been carefully selected on a flattened plateau, a step here on the mountainside before the earth suddenly juts up more speedily towards the towering summits still a long way off and up.

      After all the distance we’ve travelled today, it’s staggering to see how much further up the highest peaks of the mountains are. A quick calculation, based on nothing more than the last few hours journey, makes me conclude that it would take another day or two at least to reach the tops at brisk walking pace.

      Kervan, who appears quite pleased all of a sudden by the presence of guests, begins leading us onwards with swinging arms pointing out the various structures above.

      “This here,” he says, almost sending an elbow into Zander’s already bruised right cheek, “is where we stock and cure our meats. And right next door, we have the smithy. His speciality is the bow and arrow, of course.”

      “Of course,” mutters Zander, carefully dodging the incoming blows.

      “If you look left,” he goes on, “you’ll see a cluster of huts, one on top of the other. Looks a little like your apartment buildings down in the city, doesn’t it?”

      “Er, I guess,” I say, looking at the rudimentary structure that looks like it might just collapse at any minute.

      Kervan’s finger tilts to the top, and straightens tight.

      “That is my home,” he says proudly. “As the village elder, I have the loftiest abode in the entire community.”

      I scan and can make out several other structures that appear to be higher. One above all is almost invisible at the tops of the trees, far enough for even my Hawk-eyes to struggle with the distance.

      “So, what’s that one?” I ask.

      Kervan follows my gaze and a spirited smile pulls up his wrinkled lips.

      “That, young lady, is just where we’re headed.”
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      The tree at the centre of the village is larger than any I’ve yet laid eyes on. It may, in fact, be the biggest living thing for a thousand miles, standing over a hundred metres tall and several metres wide at its base.

      Kervan leads us right to it as the villagers begin to turn and take notice. They, like their elder, are dressed in warm furs and pelts and look far more timid than the other tribes I’ve encountered. Rhoth looks quite out of place.

      Some wander over on ground level. Others peer from their nests, or stop halfway across swinging walkways to examine these strange intruders. I see a mix of ages, from those just born to those about to die, and imagine that living here would be a rather pleasant thing. Just by the looks of their jovial, friendly faces, I can only conclude that the mountain air and water contains some elixir that the rest of us could do with.

      “OK,” says the old leader, stepping to the base of the enormous tree. “I do hope you’re not afraid of heights, because we’re going right to the top. I’d advise you not to look down,” he concludes with a whimsical wink.

      He turns away and takes a grip of a rope ladder, flimsy and fixed at intervals into the bark to make sure it doesn’t swing too wildly. The old man is a clear display of the particular strengths of his people, his wiry fingers gripping and pulling with such efficiency that he scales the first section with the haste of a scurrying squirrel.

      Stopping about twenty metres up, he turns his eyes down.

      “Well, what are you waiting for? Come on!”

      Rhoth eyes the ascent with a hint of trepidation that you’d never expect to see from a man who conveys such strength.

      “You OK there, big man?” asks Zander with a smirk, slapping him lightly, but mockingly, on the back.

      “Of course I’m OK,” he bites. “It’s the…the altitude. It hurts my head.”

      Zander laughs and begins the climb, scurrying north with a great deal of confidence. I stay back with Rhoth, my own feelings at the task ahead falling somewhere between those of the two men.

      “You seemed OK in that tree earlier?” I say. “You leapt down from it like it was nothing.”

      “It was nothing,” he says. “But that was much lower. The altitude here, girl, it’s….”

      He doesn’t finish, and looks like he’s about to throw up. A few giggles from the gathering children force him to compose himself before his most recent meal is deposited to the floor.

      Thinking it best not to follow such a large, nervous, man up a hundred metre ladder, I head for the rope and arch my eyes up. Zander has just reached the end of the first section, the first of five, and looks to be happily bouncing his way up the next. Kervan, meanwhile, is already onto the third and his voice is falling back down to our ears with another call to ‘hurry up’.

      I take his advice and set any minor fears at bay. I’ve never had a fear of heights, but at the same time I’ve never been required to test the limit of that possible phobia either. The best I’ve done is probably the ladder at the factory I used to climb, which was more than half as short and more than twice as sturdy.

      I gather my thoughts into a single desire to reach the top, and quickly clear the first section. Looking down, I see Rhoth giving himself a little pep talk as the kids continue to hover around him, giggling at the sight of such a big man too afraid to do what comes so naturally to them.

      Adding to his embarrassment, I call down: “Oh, for goodness sake, are you a man or a mouse?!”

      The goading seems enough to force the issue. Suddenly, I have a rather large man angrily stalking me up a rather large tree. My life is nothing if not full of surprises.

      The higher I go, the more Kervan’s advice to ‘not look down’ resonates. I still do so occasionally, just to make sure I maintain my head start on Rhoth, but each time feel more than a little queasy. I’d rather not empty the contents of my stomach onto the great Fang’s head, so speed my pace and don’t look back again until I reach the top.

      With a cold, whistling wind beginning to brew, I clamber onto a platform constructed among the highest branches and suck in the longest and freshest breath of my young life. Then, seeing the view that commands Zander and Kervan’s attention, my lungs empty once more.

      Both my brother and Rhoth had it right. The view here puts the others to utter shame.

      The world lies at my feet, stretching out for a hundred miles in every direction bar that blocked by the mountain. I stumble absent-mindedly towards the edge of the platform, blocked by a wooden rail, and begin a circuit around it. Everywhere I look I see a world that I hardly ever believed existed. Rolling hills, craggy outcrops, woods and rivers and the hint of larger, wider plains and mountains litter the distant horizon. I look out with only my regular vision to take in the view, and imagine that I could spend days up here zooming in and out, gathering as much detail as my Hawk-eyes can consume.

      My trance is only broken as a wheezing form reaches the last rung of the swaying ladder, and Zander quickly rushes over to help him finish the job. Heaving with all his might, he pulls Rhoth up to safety, and the big man takes a moment on the floor, panting like a dog on a hot summer’s day.

      “Don’t…say…anything,” he manages between breaths, before hauling himself onto his heavy feet and going as still as the rest of us.

      His eyes take in the spectacle, and Kervan smiles at the sight. He allows him a moment to enjoy the view before uttering: “Unfortunately, the climb down is even more scary.”

      I fear he might have picked the wrong moment, but in actual fact his timing is perfect. Rhoth is so entranced by the view that he merely nods and mumbles his agreement in some vacant manner, causing both Zander and I to burst into a short fit of laughter.

      Eventually, after a good few minutes, it seems we’ve all had enough of a taste of the panorama to pass our full attention to Kervan.

      “You say that we see much of the world from up here in our village, Rhoth,” he says. “If that is true, this is the perch from which we drink in the sights.”

      He turns from the Fang and looks to my brother and me.

      “Now, young saplings, what is it that you wish to see?”

      I look at Zander and let him take the lead. His eyes swing westwards, beyond the woods that stretch for so many miles, and the plains beyond them that take up the reins, and all the way towards a blurred frame of mountains that seem to call an ending to the world.

      He spends a few moments fixed in place, clearly zooming in with his eyes and trying to answer the question for himself. I do the same, searching for settlements far away, for movement, for any sightings of this gathering force we’ve been warned of.

      When my brother speaks, he does so with his own query.

      “Do you have Hawks among your tribe?”

      Kervan nods silently.

      “And I can see that you have the same gifts, both of you,” he says, leaning in for a closer look at our eyes. “This view is very special, but for our Hawks, it is a lookout point for all things that lie beyond.”

      “Our Hawks?” says my brother, now peering at Kervan as he did us. “You’re part of that number, aren’t you?”

      “Ah, a Hawk can always spot another Hawk,” he chuckles. “I have spent more time up here than I care to admit or remember. It is home to me, my great nest here at the top of the world. I have seen many things…”

      “An army?” I ask. I could sense some sort of speech coming on. I’m not sure anyone has time for a monologue right now.

      “An army?” he asks. “Yes, yes an army. I’ve seen your army enter the city not so long ago. I’ve seen an army leave to the west as well, and one spread to the larger buildings in the east. I have watched your war play out from up here and…”

      “And anything outside the city?” I ask, cutting him off again through what I consider necessity. “Look, we’ve been told that a threat is coming, OK. That’s why we’re here. The source, well, isn’t exactly trustworthy, so if you can confirm or deny it, then great.”

      “Have you seen an army gathering in the west in particular?” says Zander, taking up the mantle with a similar urgency. He turns his eyes to the great plains beyond the woods and the mountains beyond them. “We believe that the loss of the High Tower will draw people in to destroy us. And you may not be exempt from that, Kervan, even all the way up here…”

      He listens, slightly taken aback by the forceful intrusion. It seems his desire to hold the stage has fallen away, the dramatic flow of his voice dulled as his sharp eyes turn stark.

      “I’ve seen more movement across the distant lands, that is for certain. And to the west? Yes.” He draws in a breath. “I have to say, I had hoped I was wrong, but perhaps my own suspicions are correct.”

      “What suspicions?”

      “That, as you say, new settlers are set to swarm these lands. I had always considered that your city was a shield for us here, that our lands would be kept mostly safe. But maybe you’re right. Maybe your war is nothing more than the bleating call of an injured deer, alerting all the wolves to its plight.”

      “A fine comparison,” says Rhoth, finally tearing his eyes from the astonishing vista and re-joining the conversation. “It looks like you have the confirmation you were seeking,” he says to my brother and me. “I can see that it isn’t what you wanted to hear, Brie. But…maybe not quite for your twin.”

      I look to Zander who screws up his nose and huffs.

      “Pfft, so you’re a Mind-Manipulator all of a sudden, are you Rhoth?” he says indignantly. “You’re mad if you think I want another damn army marching our way.”

      “I don’t need special tricks to read your mind, boy. You wouldn’t know what to do with yourself if you had no war to fight.”

      He’s hit the nail on the head there, I think to myself.

      Zander continues to make a series of noises to refute Rhoth’s claim. He should really just admit it, though, and go from there. There’s no shame in it. Not really.

      Kervan speaks again, his whimsy now lost and a growing shadow overtaking his once bright face.

      “Movement has been in the west most of all,” he says, drawing our eyes back to him. “I’ve seen some camps set up towards the far mountains, but they’re usually visible only at night when their fires begin to shine. Even with my eyes, I cannot see far enough to give details of numbers…”

      “Show me where,” says Zander, stepping next to the old Rooster.

      Kervan lifts his left index finger in front of my brother’s face, aiming his gaze at a specific point on the blurred mountain range over a hundred miles away.

      “There,” he says. “Just at the foot of the tallest peak, within the cluster of trees. There are shapes of temporary structures. My eyes have been fading over the years. Perhaps yours are better…”

      My brother goes silent for a few moments as he searches. I try to do the same, zooming in as far as I can, but can only just make out the barest of details from this distance. Shapes, as Kervan said, and colour to give some life to the features so far from where we stand. But, the longer I stare, the more I grow sure that I see movement. Tiny dark dots, spreading through the trees and across the base of the hills, grouping to create a barely visible shimmer on the distant horizon.

      I draw back, and turn again to Zander. His sharp eyes are more practiced than mine. The look on his face is one of concern.

      He withdraws, nodding.

      “There are people there,” he says. “Many thousands by the looks of it. Have you seen movement elsewhere, Kervan? To the south or the east?”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary. I have often spotted travelling bands over the years in almost all directions, usually small and numbering a hundred at most. But thousands, you say?”

      Zander nods.

      “That is a worry indeed. I hadn’t been able to determine numbers, but just thought that, whoever they were, they were looking to settle at the base of the western mountains in the woods and the wide plains. Perhaps that is still their intention?”

      “I’m afraid that’s unlikely, Kervan. The light is mostly lacking, but what there is shows glints of armour and weaponry. When did you first see them start to gather there?”

      “Several days ago, they began to work through the mountain passes. At about he same time as your army entered the city.”

      “Then it’s as we feared. They’re waiting, watching, and preparing to attack. There can be little doubt of that now…”

      As the two men continue their discussion, I find myself looking at Rhoth. His eyes hang low, gazing with a squint down to the east, just beyond the northern side of the city.

      “Something up?” I ask.

      He lifts a craggy finger and points.

      “Did anyone notice that before?” he asks.

      “What?”

      I move over to him, glancing through the sparse foliage that grows this high up, and see a flicker of orange far below, several miles north of Haven.

      “What is that?” he asks. “It looks like…fire.”

      With a sudden urgency, I plant my hands on the railing and focus on the orange glow. My eyes spread forward, passing down the slopes of the mountains, over the woods, across the plains and rivers and empty fields, before the orange glow begins to fashion itself into a clearer picture.

      A picture that sets my fingers gripping tight at the wood.

      Rhoth’s right. It is fire. And it’s currently consuming the church.

      “Zander!” I shout.

      My brother turns and hops quickly over to me. I grab his chin and fix his eyes on the direction of mine.

      “Holy sh…” he whispers.

      “What is it? What’s going on?” booms Rhoth’s voice.

      “It’s the church – our church,” says Zander. “It’s on fire!”

      “But how can that be?” asks the Fang.

      My jaw tightens with the one culprit who springs to mind.

      “Cromwell. His Stalkers…the ones who are meant to be escorting our people. It was them! It had to be them! He’s tricked us…”

      As my words tumble, they’re suddenly cut off by a piercing but distant whistle. It sounds in the high mountain air, cutting a clear path to our ears, before being quicken taken up by another, and another, each one growing nearer and louder as Kervan’s eyes begin to widen.

      “The alarm!” he says. “We have to get back down. Right now!”
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      We descend the tree in the order we climbed it, Kervan first to reach the bottom as he swings down with an athletic grace in defiance of his years. Zander and I follow in quick succession, and by the time Rhoth has nervously planted his feet to firm floor, Kervan has already rushed off back to the gate to get an update on what’s happening, Zander going with him.

      I choose to stay and wait for Rhoth, coaxing him down with a healthy dose of supporting words and phrases. The kids who’d been teasing him, meanwhile, are now nowhere to be seen. In fact, the entire place appears to have cleared out, the alarm enough to have them running for cover up in the branches like monkeys warned of an incoming panther.

      By the time we join the others at the gate, word has already spread of exactly what’s going on. Kervan turns to his fellow tribal leader with a fierceness in his eyes that would wither many a man.

      “You led them to our door, Rhoth!” his voice clatters. “You foolish oaf!”

      Rhoth frowns and steps closer to the gate. It’s shut tight, but beyond, the shuffle of movement can be heard. He leans in to the thick wood, and sends his eyes through a crack. Then he steps back, and turns his eyes to the man operating the mechanism that controls it.

      “Let them in,” he shouts. “Open the gate.”

      The guard doesn’t follow his order. He looks instead to Kervan, who shakes his head.

      “No, Rhoth,” he says. “They have come for you, not us. We have no quarrel here…”

      “And you think they’ll care about that? Don’t be rash, Kervan. Let them in immediately.”

      The men engage in a quick stand-off. It doesn’t seem like any resolution is forthcoming.

      “What the hell’s going on?” I ask. “Who’s out there?!”

      In my mind, all I can think of is that the Stalkers have gathered to hunt us down, and that my grandfather has played us all for fools.

      “It’s the Bear-Skins,” says Zander. “Most likely they’re the ones who burned the church and they’ve tracked us all up here.” He turns to Kervan, his voice steady and calm. “Kervan, I advise that you open the gate and let the Fangs in. You have some guards, but they won’t be enough to defend you…”

      “Defend us?! Nonsense! We have no wish to war with the Bear-Skins. If you want to fight, do so outside our doors...”

      As he speaks, Rhoth marches straight over to the guard operating the gate, shoves him aside, and begins turning the wheel. A set of cogs and pulleys engage, and the gate begins to creak open, scraping on the rough terrain.

      “Rhoth!” shouts Kervan, rushing over and trying to wrestle the big man away.

      It’s no use. He’s like a child trying to overcome his father, his full strength doing little to slow the rotation of Rhoth’s powerful arm.

      In the end, it only needs a few circuits for the gate to part in the middle, widening enough for the Fangs to begin pouring through the gap. Above, I note the Rooster guards swinging from their sentry posts in the woods, rushing along high rope bridges and dropping down onto platforms along the perimeter wall. There are more than I expected, at least a dozen, and another dozen guards outfitted along the summit with their bows and arrows primed.

      Within about a minute, all of Rhoth’s hunters have gained access to the village, and Kervan has given up his quest to halt the flow.

      “Shut the gate! Now!” he calls as Rhoth steps away, and the man assigned that particular duty returns to his post. With a few more reverse rotations, the gate grinds shut and tightens, and several other guards step forward and begin working large planks into place for additional support, laying them down horizontally across the double doors.

      Kervan takes a breath and looks around nervously. Then he issues an order for a ‘code red’. Moments later, word is being spread through the village, and all able men are coming forward, armed with spears and pikes and the occasional bow.

      “You…stay here,” says Kervan, staring at Rhoth. “You and your men stay quiet.”

      Within the silence that follows, I hear the rustle of movement a little way from the wall. It’s loud enough to suggest that Bjorn has gathered quite a contingent.

      Along with several guards, armed with their bows and arrows, Kervan moves up the ramp to the left of the gate, heading for the platform that looks beyond the wall. Two men go with him, with another two heading up a ramp on the right and staying low and out of sight.

      All goes quiet. Kervan steps to the top of the wall and, with a quiver of fear within his voice, begins to speak.

      “Bjorn…what a…pleasant surprise,” he calls out. “What…what brings you to our humble little village?”

      The march of men outside the gate halts. I dart, silent as a snake, towards the wall and look through a little gap in the thick wood. The mighty leader of the Bear-Skins stands there, dressed in his bear pelts and wearing the head of the same growling beast atop his head. He stands like the tallest, most colossal mountain in the centre of an intimidating range, at least two dozen men standing on his left, and the same on his right, all of them dressed in much the same manner as him and clasping at long spears and axes and an assortment of other firearms.

      The gigantic tribesman arches his thick neck up and casts two black holes at his kindly counterpart.

      “Kervan,” his voice booms, shattering the mountain air and sending the trees shivering as flocks of birds flap away from their branches. “Where is Rhoth?”

      I look up at Kervan, who takes a second to answer. The delay is incriminating.

      “I…Rhoth? I…um…”

      “I know he came by this way, Kervan. His scent is everywhere. Open the gates, and we can talk like men.”

      Another delay. The silence is excruciating.

      “I’m happy enough talking here,” judders Kervan’s voice. “Rhoth…yes, he was here…but he left with his men.”

      “Why was he here?” asks Bjorn. I see a sliver of a smile creep up one side of his lips, almost fully concealed by thick strands of black hair.

      He’s playing with him. He knows he’s here. He knows…

      “Nothing important,” says Kervan. He looks like he wants to say more, but doesn’t. His mind appears to be drawing a blank, his ability to lie stifled by his nerves.

      And all I can think is he’s digging a hole. Bjorn is setting him up.

      “Nothing important? Well, I have very important business with Rhoth and his Fangs. Not so long ago, he disrespected me greatly. Him and this little girl-cub of his.” He sniffs the air, and suddenly his eyes look directly at the portion of wall I stand behind. I don’t move, frozen in place. He can’t see me, can he? “Do you know anything of this girl?”

      Kervan’s eyes twitch, glancing down at my position. It’s a flash, nothing more than instinct. Bjorn’s lip curls a little higher.

      “No…nothing,” says Kervan.

      The noise that follows from Bjorn’s cavern of a mouth is enough to stop an avalanche in its tracks. The world shakes on its foundations as a bellow erupts from his throat, spewing like a devastating volcano.

      “YOU’RE LYING TO ME!” he roars. “RHOTH IS WITH YOU NOW. THE GIRL IS WITH YOU NOW!”

      The force of his voice is enough to make the tall wooden walls shudder. The wind seems to pick up suddenly, and I take a half pace back, my body blown away. That latent anger and rage, suppressed within all Brutes, exists within him, uncontained. He lets it run free, wild and dangerous and enough to topple the resolve of the bravest of men.

      After the explosion of his words, the following silence is even deeper. Everything settles. No one speaks.

      I turn to look at Rhoth, whose brows have sunk so low they’re threatening to bury his eyes. My brother stands beside him, unperturbed. For him, this is just another day.

      Eventually, Bjorn speaks again. His voice has sunken, drawn back to a threatening growl.

      “If you had told me the truth from the start, I might have spared you,” he says. “If you had told me that Rhoth was here, that the girl was here, then I’d have let you live. You didn’t, Kervan. You lied to me. You disrespected me. And now I have no choice but to destroy you all…”

      “No, Bjorn…please no. I’m sorry, I should have said…I should have…”

      Bjorn heaves up a gigantic arm, his splayed fingers suddenly crushing into a ball. It seems both a signal to shut Kervan up, which it does, and a symbol to show what he’s set to do to this village.

      Then, without turning, he begins to step back, and all his men do so with him. None twist or turn away. They all stare, walking backwards into the forest.

      “What the hell…” I whisper.

      Soon, they’ve all disappeared into the trees, leaving the world in silence. I turn back to Rhoth and my brother.

      “They left,” I say. “Why did they leave?”

      “They didn’t leave,” says Zander. He looks up to the sky, now starting to fade to black as the daylight is lured away to sleep. “He’s just waiting for it to get dark…”
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      For a little while, it seems that everyone is locked in place and quite unable to move. There seems to be an air of disbelief that any of this is happening, before Kervan finally uproots from the top of the wall, wanders half vacantly down the ramp, and works his way right in front of Rhoth.

      He lifts a spindly, trembling finger and presses it to the big Fang’s chest.

      “You…you brought this on us, Rhoth!” he says, his voice meandering between quivering fear and simmering rage. “We’re all going to die now…because of you!”

      Rhoth’s face decides not to show much sympathy, even if he’s feeling it. Now isn’t the time for such things. He reaches to Kervan’s finger and gently removes it.

      “I am sorry, Kervan,” he says. “I never expected this.”

      The old Rooster shakes his head wildly.

      “Sorry isn’t enough, Rhoth. You have to get rid of them. You have to!”

      With the light quickly fading, Rhoth nods.

      “We will,” he growls. “Don’t worry, old friend…we will. I suggest you take cover, I can take things from here.”

      Kervan recoils.

      “Take cover? This is my village, and these are my people. I will not cower with the women and children when there’s a beast at my door. I have some skill with the bow, Rhoth, as you are well aware.”

      I see the smile climb on Rhoth’s face.

      “It seems there’s some fire left in you yet. Your people are gifted archers. I suggest they go high and do what they’re best at. I will lead my Fangs beyond the wall and fight Bjorn head on. There’s no reason for your people to die and your village to burn.”

      The two men suddenly seem to be singing from the same sheet. Kervan begins nodding quickly, and Zander adds his voice.

      “We should go now, attack immediately,” he says. “Bjorn will be expecting us to hide behind these walls. We will use the element of surprise and catch him off-guard before it gets too dark.”

      Kervan looks like he’s about to protest, perhaps thinking Zander too young to know what he’s talking about. Rhoth intercedes before he can.

      “The boy, and the girl, are very gifted,” he tells the Rooster. “Bjorn has made a mistake coming here today.”

      “You are more than Hawks?” asks Kervan, looking to my brother and me.

      “Dashers and Mind-Manipulators too,” says Zander. “But Bjorn has powerful men of his own. The Bear-Skins are the most ferocious warriors I’ve encountered…”

      He stops short and looks at Rhoth, and the fifty Fangs hovering around us.

      “Erm, well equally ferocious,” he says, smiling awkwardly. “Did you count how many there were?”

      He looks to Kervan and then to me.

      “I thought about fifty,” I say. Kervan nods.

      “A fair fight then,” comes Rhoth’s voice, clawing up his throat. He looks around to his men. “Are you ready for war?!” he calls.

      The hunters lift their spears and old rusted firearms aloft, and a collective roar spreads right through the village. They begin banging their chests and baring their sharp teeth, their eyes going wild with the promise of blood and battle.

      “Well, I asked for the help of the Nameless in defeating my enemies…but I had hoped for more than just the two of you,” says Rhoth, a glint in his eye.

      My brother and I share a look.

      “It’s a start,” says Zander, his body beginning to brim and bristle. He’s similarly inclined as the rest of these hunters, the adrenaline surging, the promise of battle such a tantalising, invigorating thing.

      I suppose I can understand some of that. Right now, I feel like my veins are about to explode with the force of the blood flowing through them. I look from one face to the next and note that not a single one of them are going to take a backward step. Not the worst people to step into the breach with.

      “OK, let’s not delay,” says Rhoth. “Kervan…head for the trees with your archers. Offer cover up there, and please, be accurate with your shots old man. Signal us with your whistles. Help us spot any hidden enemies. We’ll do the rest on the ground.”

      His orders are taken on board and not questioned. He’s an experienced hunter, fighter, and commander, and this is his battleground. I look around the Fangs and note that not all of them have firearms, some clearly choosing to leave them back at the church and head this way with nothing but their hunting spears and knives. The Bear-Skins, as I’m well aware from our previous rendezvous, have guns as well as blades for long range and close quarter combat. And, like the Fangs, they’re used to battling among the trees.

      For me, this is all new. But then again, just about everything is these days.

      Zander shuffles up next to me as the Fangs get themselves in order, and the Roosters begin gliding up into the high branches, bows and arrow-filled quivers on their backs.

      “The Bear-Skins aren’t Con-Cops, and they’re not even City Guards either,” he says. “They can smell almost as well as Sniffers, hear almost as well as Bats, and see almost as well as us. Our speed will be an advantage, but not as much as against others you’ve faced. And they know how to fight in these conditions. Stay near me, Brie, and don’t underestimate them.”

      Ok, well that makes me feel a whole lot better…thanks Zander.

      Checking his pulse rifle, he leads me over to the gate, where the Fangs have gathered. Above, a signal is given for the gate to open up, and a guard begins heaving at the wheel. Wood creaks, breaking the silence, and a sweep of cold mountain air blasts through the opening.

      I stare out through the trees, and see no sign of our enemy. We move beyond the gate and walled village, and the gate shuts tight at our backs. Then, as the Roosters spread through the high canopy, we wait for their signal, creeping forward and using the larger trees for cover.

      With the Hawks among the Roosters’ ranks guiding our path, we move carefully but at speed, spreading out into a wide formation as the earth slopes downward. I move left with Zander, heading into a flanking position as the Fangs split into smaller units. Before too long, many have disappeared from my sight, the woods thickening like a soup the further from the village we go.

      Above, the whistles guide our path. The Fangs seem able to interpret them. Those that are longer and lower in pitch seem to mean ‘move forward’. Those that are shorter and sharper seem to mean ‘stop’. The tension builds the longer this goes on, until suddenly the shrillest whistle yet slices through the air, and all the Fangs I can still see come to an immediate halt.

      I peer through the darkening forest, searching for our prey. How such large men are able to stay concealed both surprises and frightens me. When I first encountered them, they sprung a trap and caught us off-guard, but that was in their woods. Here, the trees are taller, less tangled, more spaced out. And yet, they’re nowhere to be seen.

      A hush falls. I search without result. And then, suddenly, I hear the ping of an arrow loosing from a bow, and my Hawk-eyes catch sight of the dart cutting through the trees and disappearing behind a large trunk. As it does, a grunt of pain sounds, and I see a large figure stagger into view.

      It’s all we need; a catalyst for the fight.

      Immediately, more arrows come flying from all angles, spitting from the foliage and peppering the forest floor. A second later, gunfire begins to chatter, that of old pistols and machine-guns onto their last legs, liable to break down or jam at any moment. The forest lights up, the growing dim suddenly given new life as barrels flash in the distance, and the trees around us begin to crack and spit with flying shards of bark.

      I drop behind the nearest tree as the Fangs do the same, none of them able to do anything but hide until the barrage ends. I hear Rhoth calling over the din: “Wait for the reload. On my signal…”

      One by one, the guns stop firing, and Rhoth’s bellowing voice fills the air. The Fangs step from behind their cover, guiding the sights of their weapons beyond the trees and firing as one. Zander and I do the same, both of us hiding behind the same tree, our pulse rifles sending blue flame at the distant boles. Many light up and catch fire, sending billowing smoke into the forest that further obscures our sight.

      Movement catches my eyes above as the Roosters displace, swinging from the smoky columns as gunfire begins cutting at the high branches where they lurk. They swing on vines or scuttle along rope bridges, hidden high in the canopy as the Bear-Skins lay waste to their soaring world.

      For a little while, we take our turns to send fresh volleys at our enemy, each with limited results. As they fire, we take cover, and when it’s our turn they do just the same. I see one Fang fall, caught beyond his tree as a fresh cluster of bullets came his way. I see a Rooster fall too, taking too long to set an arrow to his bow and paying the heaviest of prices. He slips from his perch and comes clattering to the floor, connecting with a horrible crunch of broken bones and battered flesh.

      I catch eyes with Kervan above, the shape of his lips suggesting he’s whistling. If he is, I can’t hear it, not above the noise of battle. But clearly his men can, the ten or so Roosters up in the branches moving out of sight once more and sending down arrows as they go. They seem to connect with a few of the Bear-Skins, several bodies now lying in heaps through the growing fog of smoke.

      The fires continue to flare up, spreading to the nearby trees and forcing some of our enemy to move. We ready to fire at them as they do, but find cover being granted by a sudden barrage. It’s a stalemate that doesn’t seem to be going anywhere, all of us entrenched in our spots and unable to advance or retreat.

      Bjorn seems to know it. As a fresh silence falls, his voice lifts, setting a rumble to the earth.

      “Enough of this cowardly form of fighting, Rhoth,” he shouts out across the forest. “It doesn’t suit either of us. Let us fight with blade and axe and spear. This is how we hunt. This is how we should fight.”

      I blink through the smoke and see Rhoth’s jaw clench.

      “Lay down your firearms and step out,” he calls. “Then we will do the same.”

      “Ah, Rhoth, ever the manipulator. We drop our arms and step out, and you shoot us where we stand. How can we trust you, with all these nasty little Roosters dropping arrows into our backs? Tell them to retreat to their pathetic little village, and we will settle this as it’s meant to be settled. Men fighting men, without these squirrels spitting from the trees.”

      The next voice comes from on high, somewhere up in the lofty branches above me.

      “You threaten my village and my people, you dull-witted beast…why should we retreat when we so clearly have you on the ropes?!”

      It looks like Kervan’s fears have abandoned him and been replaced by swaggering bravado. I’m not so sure that insulting the man is such a good idea right now.

      “Stay out of this you tree-rat!” booms Bjorn. “Run and hide like you always do, let the men talk.”

      “Men?! You are not a man, but a monster!”

      Thunder-like laughter echoes from afar. “Yes, a monster I am. You come out from behind your leaves, and I’ll show you what a monster does to a mouse…”

      Kervan’s reply is to send an arrow right for the source of Bjorn’s voice. I see it whistle from above and slip skilfully between a dozen trees, before disappearing into the smoke. A crack of bark indicates that it didn’t find its mark.

      Bjorn’s bellow, however, suggests it got rather too close for comfort.

      “Stop with those little darts, you coward!” he roars. “Rhoth, what say you? Fight like men or let this vermin have his way?”

      I’m so invested that I’m shaking my head, praying for Rhoth to do the same in verbal form and tell Bjorn to stick the arrow Kervan just sent where the sun don’t shine. I look at Zander, standing next to me and quietly studying the exchange, and see in his eyes that he knows just what’s coming.

      “He’s going to agree?” I whisper.

      My brother nods.

      “With such men, a challenge like this cannot be turned down.”

      At that moment, Rhoth’s voice trails down the forested hillside once more.

      “Kervan, head back to the village,” he calls out. “Bjorn is right. This quarrel is between the Fangs and the Bear-Skins.”

      “No…” begins Kervan.

      “DO IT!” roars Rhoth. “If Bjorn should win, he will leave this place and never return. You village is safe. Bjorn, confirm.”

      “I confirm,” calls Bjorn. “I have no interest in your overgrown tree house, Kervan. Go running back home. This is no place for people like you.”

      The jibe must be hard to ignore, but Kervan seems to suck it up. I see him descend suddenly from the canopy above and slip to a lower branch. He guides his eyes straight at Rhoth’s.

      “You kill that beast, Rhoth. Make him suffer. Make them all suffer.”

      With those words hanging quietly in the air, he slinks away through the trees, and I hear a rustle of noise above to suggest the rest of the Roosters are going with him.

      Then, as if some silent order has been given, I listen as guns are dropped to the forest floor, all the way along our lines and in the distance too. The wind picks up, sweeping through the hills, blowing away the gathering smoke as the fires seem to calm.

      In the distance, stepping from behind their trees, I see the Bear-Skins come, drawing axes and clubs and knives from their leather belts and fur backs.

      And in their centre, the towering form of Bjorn appears, standing well over seven feet off the ground. He sets his eyes ahead, marches forward, and Rhoth does just the same.
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      The ground between the two tribes is quickly eaten up.

      Following alongside Zander, I slip right in behind the nearest Fangs and begin to think I’m quite heavily out of my depth. After such a long day, and so little sleep in recent nights, I’ve barely the energy for this sort of fight. And while these large men hold axes and spears and daggers as long as swords, I have nothing but the short, six inch knife I used to dispatch the leader of the Voiceless.

      Really, the only thing that I’ve got going for me are my Dasher powers, and given my state of fatigue, I doubt they’ll last too long. Sure, my brother can go all night, but I certainly can’t. And given my earlier assessment of his own lack of sleep, I suspect his powers might well be muted too.

      He sets his eyes to me as we approach, and can clearly see the many concerns splashed right across my expression.

      “This isn’t the fight for you, Brie,” he says. “Why don’t you return to the village as well? You’ll be safe there.”

      Despite the appeal, I immediately fix a glare to my face and say: “No way!”

      “Brie…I’m serious…” he continues, before being cut off as Rhoth appears.

      “Yes, girl, this isn’t your fight. And it isn’t yours either, Zander. We will fight, tribe on tribe. That is how it must be.”

      “But…you might all die! We can help!” I say.

      “No. Not this time. Return to your people, return to your war…”

      He marches off quickly, re-joining his men. Only about fifty metres away now, the Bear-Skins come, larger and fiercer than the Fangs, a force of beasts who have lured my adopted tribe into a trap.

      “They won’t win, Zander,” I say. “They’ll all be killed.”

      Zander seems conflicted too, yet I know his primary concern here is in keeping me safe, and getting back to the city.

      “Zander, we can’t let them die. We can’t.”

      He lays his hands on my shoulders to calm me, but I thrust them away and set off after Rhoth at a run. As far as I’m concerned, I’m part of this tribe now.

      And I’m going to fight alongside them.

      Zander comes straight after me, pulling me back again. The Bear-Skins are now close, moving through the nearest trees. Spears are being lifted and ready to be thrown. Axes are being threateningly waved.

      I see Bjorn appear through the thin veil of smoke, his large silhouette taking form. He stops, and his men stop too. And so do all the Fangs, lined up alongside each other. Fifty on fifty. As fair a fight as you’ll get.

      Standing head to head about ten metres apart, the two tribes spend a couple of moments glaring at their opposite man. In the middle, the two leaders plant their feet, both standing higher than all of the men under their charge. But it’s Bjorn that cuts the more intimidating figure, standing a foot taller than his counterpart and benefiting from a similar width advantage too.

      “We fight to the death,” booms the great bear’s voice. His eyes sway from side to side, looking upon the force of Fangs ahead. “None of you will leave this place today…”

      As his eyes take us in, through the line of men they stop. Standing behind with Zander still clutching at my arm and willing me to go, Bjorn’s dark eyes catch fire as they find me.

      “So, the girl-cub is here,” he growls. “And what’s this…the famous Zander, the twin. The boy who comes and hunts my lands and takes what he wants with his band of thieves. I knew not to trust you, Rhoth. You are in league with the enemy. And now you will die with them too.”

      “They are non-combatants,” growls Rhoth, lifting an arm to shield me. “This is a fight between tribes, not…”

      “NO, RHOTH!” breaks in the roar. “Your tribe do not deserve the honour of the clash. We give you no such rights. You are a traitor to the tribes, to all outerlanders. You have made your bed with these people, and I will see them burn alongside you. Well…not all. I will take the girl for my own.”

      His eyes narrow and lips thin. I feel the energy in Zander pulse take flight, washing through his veins.

      Rhoth turns to us, and we all exchange looks. Both men draw smiles up their faces, the devilish grins of men who know that their enemy has just made a fatal mistake.

      Rhoth turns back.

      “If that’s the way you want it, Bjorn, then on your head be it,” glimmers his voice. “You are as dull-witted as you look. You won’t live to regret it.”

      Bjorn takes exception to Rhoth’s words, the fury of the Brute blood within him being set loose. He lets out a thunderous roar, lifts his giant battle-axe above his head, and begins stamping forward.

      His men come with him, those with short range weapons pouring from the trees as the lingering smoke whirls around their bodies. The Fangs with long daggers and blades do the same. Those with spears lift their arms and thrust with alarming efficiency and precision. Before the Bear-Skins even make it a half dozen metres forward, several have been struck through the neck, gurgling as they drop to the forest floor, clutching at the lances that impale them.

      A return volley of spears comes from the other side, but the Fangs are too swift. Their smaller size and more nimble skills have them moving around trees, shifting and shaping through the fog as they seek to outmanoeuvre their opponents. Those who have thrown their spears seek to retrieve them, drawing sharp knives from their belts as they surge into the centre of the battlefield to meet their enemy.

      It all happens so fast, and with such brutality, that I merely stand and watch and feel too frightened and awed to engage. My eyes stick to the centre of it all, where Rhoth and Bjorn size each other up like lions hunting their prey. They seem to have eyes for no one but each other. As Bjorn hurtles forward with impressive speed for such a beast, Rhoth lifts his spear and sets it loose. The big man is just quick enough to lift a mighty paw in front of his head, the tip of the spear embedding itself into his forearm.

      No bellow of pain leaves his chest. He draws his arm down, reaches across, and rips the lance from the bone. Dark blood mingles with dark hair, trickling down his arm and into his palm, before dripping from his fingers and into the dirt. His eyes blare with freakish intensity and he sets his tongue to the blood, smearing it across his lips and face in a manner that mimics the wild savagery of the feral denizens of these woods.

      Rhoth appears slightly cowed by the scene, perhaps expecting his skilled and accurate throw to make its mark. The speed of Bjorn’s reactions, however, is enough to have the great Fang stopping in his tracks and drawing out another weapon; a ragged-edged dagger about two feet long. He takes a breath and presses on, as Bjorn lifts his mighty axe aloft, ready to strike.

      I’m unable to do anything but gaze upon it all, until suddenly I feel myself being dragged away towards the safety of a nearby tree. A spear comes hurtling at where I stood, Zander seeing it early enough to move us away to safety.

      “Stay here, Brie!” he says. “Please…”

      I try to struggle off, but am held back. Then, with my attentions elsewhere and defences down, he sets his gaze on me, darts into my mind, and spreads an order through my consciousness.

      I’m unable to repel it, the order so simple and effective.

      Go back to the village. Now.

      He holds my shoulders firm against the bark, waiting for the order to fully set. Then, releasing me, I find my legs working me back up the hill, away from the battle, as my brother surges in the opposite direction.

      The sensation is unlike anything I’ve ever felt. I can feel the order inside me, feel it forcing me to act against my will. My legs move without my input, dragging me north, but my head swivels around and looks upon the battle as I go.

      I see Zander spread into the action, a force of nature even among such people. With two knives set in his hands, he zips from one Bear-Skin to the next, slicing and dicing and stabbing each of them a dozen times until they’re unable to fight back.

      It takes more with these men than others. The thick fur and pelts that cover them are like armour. Their skin is tough, their reactions quick, their bodies thick with protective muscle. Zander aims for their necks, the weakest points he can find, slipping around backs and thrusting blades beneath the base of their skulls.

      I watch, and I know that Bjorn made a terrible mistake goading Zander to the fight. But then, as my legs draw me further away, and the thickening smoke and darkening skies begin to obscure my view of the battle, I see something that sets my heart aflame.

      My brother’s fury fades. His movements slow. The power of speed that imbues him only takes him so far, and with his focus on one man, another appears behind. I watch in horror as the hunter approaches with a tooth-encrusted club, and swings it right down on Zander as he puffs and pants and tries to dodge.

      The club connects, ripping into his shoulder and tearing at his flesh. The force is so powerful that he plummets across the battlefield, sending old leaves and twigs flying as his body slides through the scrub. The man with the club stomps on, standing about as tall as Rhoth and quickly covering the ground as he heads straight for my brother.

      He looks dazed, confused. He shakes his head of its cobwebs and tries to get to his feet. He staggers and falls backwards, hitting the turf once more.

      And all the while, my legs continue to drag me away.

      A fear presses through me unlike any I’ve ever felt. A fear of loss that would cut me down and destroy me. My brother lies defenceless, his gifts subdued. If I don’t do something he’s going to die.

      I shut my eyes, slip into my mind, and bellow in the darkness with a hidden rage. I rip myself from the shackles that my brother placed upon me, and feel my legs begin to slow and suddenly stop. I fill my lungs with a breath of smoky air and close my fists with such force my nails slice skin.

      I open my eyes. My body is free. I turn, and see the club-wielding beast hovering over my brother. He lifts the weapon as Zander drags himself away, set to send the heavy wood down on his skull.

      No. Not today.

      With a strange and sudden calm, the noise of battle seems to fade. I press the air slowly from my lungs and feel time begin to slow. My muscles vibrate, and down the hill not far away, the swinging club of the man begins to decelerate to a gentle pace.

      Drawing my knife, I run. I run at full speed amid a world in slow motion. All around me, a strange, otherworldly spectacle appears. Knives cut slowly into flesh. Faces contort in anger and pain, features wrinkling and changing shape in almost comical fashion.

      I see Bjorn and Rhoth still raging in their battle, the smaller man dodging beneath a swinging axe and preparing to counter with his blade. I see bodies lying amid the dirt, half-hidden within the mist and smoke. Bodies of Fangs and Bear-Skins numbering in the dozens, the battle quickly seeing an end to the two tribes’ weaker warriors.

      I see it all in a flash, because that’s all it takes for me to arrive at the man I’m here to kill. I draw close and realise how large he is, a mighty warrior with an aged face and scars beyond counting covering his face and forearms.

      As his club falls, my knife rises. I reach high and press it beneath his chin, and push as hard as I can to ensure it finds his brain. His eyes turn inside out, losing their life as they glaze to black pebbles, and as I pull the knife out, I finally take a breath and feel my power being to fade.

      The noise of battle returns; the clashing of metal and roaring of men. The man with the club collapses, his frame now a heap of dead flesh. I turn from him with no feeling at all and kneel down to my brother. His shoulder is cut up from the fangs of the club, his eyes still blinking and trying to regain their usual form.

      “Zander! Are you OK?”

      He begins to work through the shroud, and I coax an arm over my shoulder, lifting him to his feet and helping him a little up the slope. I keep a watch on my surroundings as I go, but note the altering form of things. The Fangs are winning, their enemy now out numbered. What was once a one-on-one fight of fifty against fifty has become far more advantageous for my friends. Many little clashes now involve two of their number against a single Bear-Skin.

      And still, Rhoth and Bjorn’s battle goes on.

      I set my brother against a tree, just as he did me. He seems capable now of speaking, his faculties slowly returning.

      “I can fight,” he says, trying to push away from me and move back into the maelstrom.

      A strange swap has taken place. I press him firmly against the bark and say ‘no’ with a firmness that tells him he needs to stop here and rest a moment.

      “Stay with me,” he says, conceding.

      I shake my head and turn back to the fight.

      “I’ll be back in a moment,” I say.

      I leave him there and re-enter the fray. I leap over bodies and with a surge of adrenaline begin to utilise the gifts given to me by my father. My eyes catch sight of any zipping spear or throwing knife. My speed lets me avoid all threats.

      I head for the nearest Bear-Skins I can see, and note that it’s West he’s in combat with. The young Fang swerves with skill and grace, his dagger flashing and cutting as the bigger man tries to cleave him apart with a thicker blade. I arrive to help but realise I’m not needed. With a quick dodge and thrust, West sends the dagger through his enemy’s chest, cutting through fur, pelt, flesh and organ.

      The Bear-Skin reaches for his stomach and looks up at West as he sinks to his knees. I see a strange appreciation in his eyes, as if he’s acknowledging that he’s been met by a better fighter, before he flops like a dead fish and breathes his last.

      “Where did you learn to fight like that?” I ask my new friend, sliding in alongside him.

      He turns his gaze across the slope as Rhoth slips and slides, sniping at Bjorn like a gigantic snake.

      A smile curls on the young man’s face.

      “He taught me,” he says.
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      Alongside my new fighting companion, I slip from one skirmish to the next. We add our blades to each, the Bear-Skins now unable to withstand the onslaught as they’re quickly dispatched.

      Like powerful elk surrounded by the snapping jaws of jackals, we prod and poke with sharp tips, wearing some of the larger men down as we try to dodge their swinging blows. With my body still brimming, I utilise whatever Dasher energy remains in me, swirling in and ending several more men before they can deliver a fatal blow.

      Soon enough, all of our enemy are spent. All but one.

      The remaining Fangs gather around the final fight, the forest now silent but for the dying groans of men, and the single song of combat that still remains.

      Zander staggers down from the tree to stand beside me, and together we make a large circle around Bjorn and Rhoth as the two leaders part. Both men draw in heavy breaths, and both bleed from multiple gashes and wounds across their limbs.

      We hold our spears and daggers and throwing knives aloft, ready to charge in and swarm all over the giant. Rhoth lifts a blood-drenched hand, preventing a single new combatant from entering the circle.

      “This fight is between Bjorn and me. No one will interfere, not even if I die,” he says. “The victor will go free.”

      He never takes his eyes off Bjorn as he speaks. The Brute stares at him with a measure of respect, and drops his chin into a little nod.

      “Stand back now,” says Rhoth. “Give us the space to finish this.”

      As we draw away, widening the circle, I wonder whether I’ll be able to keep Rhoth’s promise. If Bjorn should strike him down, I can’t say I won’t try to avenge him. But it’s not my place to do such a thing. If his men can honour the terms, then I suppose I’ll have no choice either.

      Stark faces watch on as the battle resumes. Standing next to West, I see his youthful face crinkle and grow old with worry, his eyebrows pinching and lips quivering and teeth gnashing each time a blow looks set to strike.

      The rest of the remaining Fangs carry similar expressions, displaying the caring they hold for their leader. And it’s something I can understand. Even in my brief encounters with these people, and with Rhoth in particular, I’ve found myself drawn into their world. I consider them my kin.

      The two leaders circle each other, fatigue now beginning to set in. They work clockwise, before going the other way, Rhoth snipping and jabbing, Bjorn swinging and hacking.

      Occasionally, slow periods are followed by sudden bouts of ferocity. As Bjorn steps forward with a horizontal swipe, Rhoth ducks low and reaches out for the great bear’s belly. It’s enough to pierce his armour of hides and thick fur, slicing a gash across his abdomen.

      A bellow clatters up into the sky, and Bjorn unleashes a devastating series of attacks. He swings with a blend of ferocious control, forcing Rhoth to retreat and parry and step around a tree for protection. Such is the strength of the mighty beast that his axe cuts straight through the bark, felling the tower and sending it creaking and breaking and falling down to the earth.

      The Fangs below it scatter like mice beneath the shadow of a hawk, breaking apart the circle. The distraction is enough to have Bjorn launching himself forward, bounding towards his foe and drawing a blade from his belt. He cuts with speed, the lighter weapon hastening his diagonal blows, but Rhoth is just quick enough to see it coming.

      I shout “lookout!” by instinct and Rhoth rolls to the side beneath the knife, appearing up behind Bjorn and drawing open the flesh of his upper arm. The gash peels and red blood spills, and Bjorn suddenly staggers as if the accumulating loss of blood is having an effect.

      His eyes turn more feral than ever, and they look at me as if I’m to blame. He seems to forget everything else for a second and comes marching my way, a hatred beyond reckoning infusing his every shuddering step.

      “Where are you going, Bjorn?!” roars Rhoth. “You too afraid to fight me now? You think a girl-cub is a better match for you?”

      Bjorn stops in his tracks. Laughter fills the air. He looks around in fury at the faces that stare at him, and seems to see beyond them for the first time, at the forms of his men littering the dirt.

      A crack of thunder escapes his chest, his neck twisting skyward and gaping mouth opening wide. Blood trickles from a dozen wounds, now pooling on the ground whenever he stays in one place too long. All over, the earth is stained crimson, the sheer volume of the stuff within the giant enough to paint a mansion red.

      He sets his eyes back on Rhoth again, and musters the final shreds of strength within him. He paces forward. Rhoth stays still, watching with the attention of a bird of prey and seeking an opening. Bjorn discards his heavy axe and lifts only his short sword, ready to swipe. Rhoth notes the motion, foresees its path, and makes the appropriate move to the left.

      Were Rhoth’s head not already shaven, the swinging blade would have sheared his hair clean off. It strokes across his scalp, mere millimetres from meeting his skull, and Rhoth replies with a strike of his own.

      With all his energy pressed into the attack, Bjorn’s midsection awaits, defenceless. It’s a large target, and across his sides where his armouring is weaker, Rhoth stabs his jagged blade with the strength of a wild boar. It cuts in, entering his flesh, seeking the depths of his body as a full foot of metal embeds itself within him.

      The reaction on Bjorn’s face is one of utter agony. But more than that, it’s one of defeat. He gasps for air as Rhoth pulls the handle of the blade up, then twists to ensure the wound can’t close.

      Stepping back, the dagger comes with him, producing a gush of blood as it withdraws. Bjorn tries to stay on his feet but can’t. He falls forward onto a single knee, clutching at his side, wondering how his hunt came to this. Wondering how he, so mighty as he is, could have been bested by a man of such comparatively feeble size.

      But size isn’t everything. Rhoth had speed, skill, accuracy, and smarts. Bjorn lacked too much for his monolithic frame to make up, counting only on his strength and ferocity to see him through. He’ll have spent his entire life cleaving his enemies in two. But today he met his match.

      As the blood seeps from between his fingers, and his skin begins to pale, Rhoth seems to look at him in a different way. Despite their differences, there looks to be a vein of respect and honour between them, and with Bjorn now drawing in his dying breaths, it’s all that remains.

      Rhoth kneels before him, and they come face to face a final time. The anger and rage seems to escape Bjorn’s body along with the blood, his wheezing, ragged breaths growing shallow.

      “You fought well,” he says. “I was beaten…by…the better…man.”

      He reaches out a huge, bloodied paw, and Rhoth’s hand comes forward and clasps it. And in silence, Bjorn dies, holding the hand of his sworn enemy.

      The hand of the man who killed him.
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      The hours that follow the battle are those of silence and reflection.

      No songs are sung of victory. No smiles are raised on those that survived. The Fangs, shorn of most of their number, go about the process of cremating their brothers with sober expressions and introspective grief.

      Rhoth leads, despite his many wounds that need attention. As Kervan returns and looks upon the field of the dead, he grasps the great Fang’s blood-soaked forearm and thanks him for what he’s done.

      “You will always be a friend to the Roosters,” he says. “Tonight, we will honour you.”

      Rhoth remarks that the only honouring he desires is in aiding them in building the pyres. Kervan immediately calls for the villagers to come forth and lend their hands. They do so with calm efficiency, gathering wood and bodies, clearing the battlefield of weapons, giving thanks to the Fangs through their actions if not their words.

      Many pyres are built. Not only for the Fangs, but for the Bear-Skins too. Kervan appears opposed to the idea, but doesn’t voice it. He merely nods and directs his people as the many bodies are burned.

      Across the forest, dozens of fires smoulder, eating the flesh of the dead. The clear skies fill with smoke, the starlight and moonlight blotted from the lands, and the Fangs stand and watch as their kin depart this world.

      It all happens in silence. No words or prayers are spoken. Only when the flames recede do the hunters do the same, creeping back to the village up the slope to be fed and watered and seek rest.

      The injured are tended, my brother and Rhoth among them. They’re too weak to make the climb to the hut assigned for such things, and so medical tools are brought down and their wounds sewn and sealed.

      I hover around, watching as Rhoth’s bloodied clothes are peeled away, and the many gashes across his flesh revealed. It takes several girls to work on him, both arms and both legs suffering some major or minor cut.

      My brother fares better. His shoulder is badly torn and likely to be heavily scared, but the wounds are superficial and look much worse than they are. The slightly spaced out look in his eyes suggests he’s also got a concussion from when he hit the floor. Some tonic is given to him to help with the pain and let him sleep.

      He tries to push it away, half deliriously suggesting that we return to the city immediately, but the carers merely speak to him in gentle tones and coax his mouth open. Several minutes later, his eyes are shut tight and he’s snoring gently on the forest floor.

      Rhoth’s surgery lasts a little while longer, the Fangs nervously meandering around and praying his wounds aren’t too deep. Yet none appear quite as worried as West, his feet pacing a little quicker than the rest, his fidgeting fingers refusing to settle.

      Eventually, I manage to calm him, drawing him away beneath the shade provided by one of the huts above. We sit up against the trunk of the tree and I assure him that Rhoth’s wounds are merely to the flesh, and that the Roosters know just what they’re doing.

      He rarely takes his eyes away from his adopted father, and it becomes clear just how strong their bond is. I ponder it with a mind to the past, and how, not so long ago, I thought the wilds were full of only savagery with little tenderness, violence and no love.

      Eventually, as Rhoth’s wounds are sealed, and the Fangs begin to drop off to sleep, one by one, West finds his voice once more. We begin whispering in the moonlight, the smoke of the fires down the hill now fading, and he tells me more of his old home and the things he’s seen.

      My education into the world continues, my once narrow-minded view now expanded beyond all possible expectation. He tells me not only of his village, but of the settlements he saw on his journey here many years ago. Of both the brutality of people and their kindness. Of how certain bands tried to take them, and others help them, during their long journey eastwards.

      I learn that night that the dichotomy of these lands goes far beyond Haven, far beyond the outerlands I know. That the world is full of people, good and bad, willing to take or give, kill and save. It is a balance that I’ve seen all my life in the city, the same balance that has always existed.

      The years pass, and perhaps the balance goes one way or the other. Sometimes evil will rise and dominate, and at others good will prevail and rule. But over the course of time, the balance is set straight, the passage of time a pendulum between the two, swinging one way and then the next, never to fully settle.

      We talk in quiet tones that no one else can hear, West still keen to maintain his status as a mute. Each time someone stirs under a nearby tree, or looks set to wander by, his jaw clamps shut and he drops his eyes.

      “Why don’t you want anyone to hear you speak?” I ask him softly.

      He surveys the village before answering.

      “I don’t like questions,” he whispers. “Questions need answers. If I don’t speak, no one asks me anything. Except Rhoth.”

      “And me,” I say. “Why did you choose to speak to me today?”

      He shrugs.

      “You’re an outsider,” he informs me with no bitter edge to his words. “And you’re a girl.”

      “So what about the girls in your village? Do you speak with them?”

      He shifts his head left and right.

      “There’s no one special?”

      “No one.”

      I lift my arm and lay it over his shoulder.

      “Well I’m glad you spoke with me,” I say. “It makes me feel special.”

      I kiss his cheek, and his skin turns ruddy with a hot blush.

      He glances his eyes at me and then sends them off away across the village.

      Sitting alongside him, I realise that my watch was smashed during the fight. When I check it, it says that it’s only a little past midnight. On closer inspection I see that the dials are no longer working.

      West watches me, then lifts his eyes briefly to the stars.

      “It’s about 4 AM,” he says.

      “You can tell from the sky?”

      He nods.

      “My brother and I would navigate by the sun and moon and stars when we came here. It’s what people in the outerlands do. Not many have watches like you.”

      “Maybe you could teach me sometime?”

      He smiles like a child, innocent.

      I eventually fall asleep alongside the boy from far away, both of us fading away into the blackness under the canopy of night. The mountain air is cool and refreshing, the ambient sounds of the wind and wilds peaceful. I drift off with the thought that used to always pervade my dreams: that living here up in the hills, away from the smog and sounds of the city, wouldn’t be such a bad thing at all.

      When morning comes, it takes a little while for my mind to wake as the village comes alive. My eyes creak and the forms of the Fangs lift themselves from the floor. West stirs beside me, remembers where he is, and quickly launches to his feet and paces off to check on Rhoth. I follow shortly after to find my brother still at rest.

      “He’ll be sleeping for a little while longer,” I’m told by a healer. “We gave him quite a strong tonic.”

      In the back of my mind, there’s a lurking urgency, calling for our quick return to the city. But it’s beaten back by the tranquillity here, the beauty, the deep need in my bones to purge myself of the stifling smells of the city for a time, to detox and clear my system.

      Instead, I wander. West and I continue to bond, travelling a little higher up the mountain passes, accompanied by Kervan who sets about deepening my knowledge of this place. I try my best to keep my mind from the bigger threats within it, but the old Rooster seems intent on bringing it up on regular occasions.

      When we reach a higher platform, the air chilling my bones, another startling view across the wider plains is presented. I look out and, despite a desire to deny it, look as far as I can across the western lands, searching for the camps set at the base of the distant mountains.

      The air today is clearer, the morning crisp, giving me a better view of what I saw the day before. And, like my brother, I note the movement of bodies, ants crawling through the woods. Hundreds of them. Thousands. A threat we cannot ignore. A threat that my grandfather foretold.

      West looks at me as I stare, my eyes wide and unblinking, my body still as stone. When I finally withdraw, he remarks in wonder when I tell him just how far I can see. To him, the mountain range in the distance is a thin line on the horizon, the woods at its base a blur of green, the plains a featureless splash of colour and little more.

      Yet still, what he can see down the mountain passes, and through the scruffy woods, and over the nearest of the plains, draws some memory to his mind. He looks back in time, to when he was a little boy, crossing raging rivers with his brother, evading dangers, hunting for food.

      I marvel at how they made it this far. How could two boys of such an age live through the wilds for so many weeks and months? Then I recall again that his brother didn’t make it. That somewhere not too far from here, towards the western edge of the forest, a Shadow tore him from his little brother’s arms, and left the child alone.

      Alone, with no one and nothing. Until Rhoth found him.

      And musing on it all, I think again of the treachery of my grandfather. These boys trekked thousands of miles through perilous lands to come here, just like so many others have before. People would see the High Tower, the beacon of hope, high above the trees as they grew close. They’d feel the pull of safety as they reached the gates, wondering just what lay beyond, what treasures and wonderful things might be hidden within.

      They’d see soldiers come, and watch the gates open, and smile and hug and thank their gods that they managed to make it. And then it would all change.

      The soldiers would take them to experience new types of torture, to have their minds explored and examined until all value was found. Hope would turn to ash, and their minds would be pulled apart in ways they could never imagine. Then, when their use was spent, they’d be culled, terminated, tossed into the fire and forgotten.

      That is the fate that so many have shared.

      But now, when they come, there’s no High Tower to be seen above the trees. No beacon to invite them forward. Those who come to spy on the city will know that it is weak. They will pass the information back to their allies, gathering in the west, and a brewing need for revenge will swell among the masses.

      And perhaps, in the end, it’s a vengeance they deserve.
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      When Kervan, West and I return to the village, I find my brother mysteriously absent from his patch. It takes a few questions for a few villagers before his whereabouts is ascertained.

      It’s a child who delivers the verdict. His finger lifts, higher and higher, until it points to the uppermost point of the village.

      “There,” he says. “He went up there.”

      Leaving West and Kervan on the ground, I scale the hundred-metre ladder to the lookout platform, thinking it foolish as I go that Zander made the climb with his left shoulder in such a state. I grumble louder with each ascending rung, until I reach the summit and find my brother in silent thought.

      He stands, statuesque and still, his eyes set on the very same corner of the earth I myself have so recently examined. Yet there’s some look in his eye, beyond the blank stare, that suggests he’s seeing something I didn’t.

      My voice is tense when I ask: “What’s the matter.”

      He barely seemed to notice me appear. My words spring him from his reverie, his eyes blinking and un-glazing. He turns to me, and his eyes are hooded.

      “Movement,” he says. “I see movement.”

      I instinctively swing my eyes over to the far west, but don’t zoom in.

      “Yeah, I saw some too. They’re moving in the trees.”

      “No,” comes his sharp reply. “They’re moving from the trees.”

      Now I do zoom in. It was perhaps only an hour or so ago that I was further up the mountain with Kervan and West, gazing out towards the faraway range. Now, when I stare forward, I see something that I didn’t before.

      My brother is right. They’re heading east, stepping from the woods and onto the plains. Leaving the dark greens of the woods and onto the lighter tones of the expansive grasslands, their numbers are more clearly visible.

      It’s a force unlike any I’ve ever seen. They spread forth like the snow of an avalanche down a mountainside, thousands of tiny black dots merging to form a shadow that extends from the base of the mountains. I pull back in horror and find my brother staring right at me.

      “One of their spies must have alerted them to the ceasefire,” he says. “They must realise this is the best time to attack…”

      “How long will they take to cover that distance?”

      “A few days at least. Those mountains are over a hundred miles away as the crow flies. If they have supplies, it could be a week or more. The terrain looks mostly clear, but they’ll need to zigzag along the easiest routes. It will give us time to prepare.”

      I heave a breath into my lungs at the absolute disgust of what I’m about to say.

      “So, Cromwell was right,” I say. “We’re going to have to work together on this?”

      “It looks that way,” he offers. “Now come on, we need to feed back to the others.”

      We descend the ladder as quickly and safely as we can, my brother struggling a little with his injured shoulder and needing to take the occasional break on the way down. Up here, they have no access to the healing lotions available in town, and their herbal alternatives clearly aren’t going to be sufficient.

      Eventually, he plants feet on firm ground again, and we waste no time in informing the others of our plans to return to the city. Rhoth, weakened by his injuries, doesn’t seem in any fit state to go anywhere quite yet, so it looks like it’s just my brother and me from here on out.

      We leave them as brothers and sisters, as kin. I hug Rhoth tenderly, avoiding his most sensitive wounds, and drag West into a long embrace as well. His hands hover around my back without pressing down, as though he’s never been this close to a girl. Then I kiss his cheek again, and it flares red once more.

      “Stay safe now,” I say to him. “I hope I’ll see you soon.”

      With the Fangs nearby, I know he won’t answer. Then his jaw slips open, and despite their presence, he whispers: “You too.”

      We leave Rhoth with a promise that we’ll repay him for all his help. It seems a hollow promise, and one we don’t linger on given the weight of grief in the air. I suspect, however, that his war with the Bear-Skins ended last night. And that even if there are many more of them out there, the loss of Bjorn will have brought a swift resolution to their conflict.

      “They’re marching,” Zander tells him before we set off out the gate and down the hill. “They’ll cross the plains and reach your woods within days. If you can, I suggest you move your tribe further to the east for now. And if you wish it, we will give you sanctuary in the city.”

      “No Fang will ever step foot in your city,” he bites. “Not while I draw breath. We will defend our lands if we need to. I have no mind to flee.”

      “But, you’ll be overrun.”

      “The people coming here are not coming for us, boy. They come for you.”

      Zander looks like he’s choosing his words carefully.

      “That’s…naïve, Rhoth,” he says. “They might consider you a threat. And if they do, you’ll all be killed.”

      “You worry about your own people. Let me worry about mine.”

      His draws the conversation to a close and turns away. As Zander and I leave, he mutters something about Rhoth’s stubbornness getting his entire tribe killed, and marches off through the gate.

      The journey back down the hillside is easier than the climb. We pass the site of the previous night’s battle and see the remains of the charred bodies and pyres, most of them still smouldering and issuing little columns of smoke. A little later, we reach the clearing, and take a short break, filling our bellies with water from the mountain spring.

      The trees get thicker as we go, and the air turns foul. Before too long we’re back in the mire, the mist thickening and that familiar note of burning prickling at my skin. We cover all patches of flesh, don our gas masks, and move on as the hours of the afternoon quickly pass by.

      The fates seem willing to give us a free run today, our passage back through the woods going without incident. It’s a good thing too, distracted and weakened as we are. We reach the edge of the woods as the sky turns, the clouds gathering, heavy and grey and ready to spit rain.

      Across the short clearing, the old town comes into view, and the wreckage of the church in its centre. I’d all but forgotten about it with everything that’s gone on.

      We venture on as quickly as possible, and find the old headquarters of the Nameless little more than a steaming pile of beams and wood and blackened stone. I step into the rubble, and among the debris see burnt forms of men, consumed by fire within the main hall, their bodies little more than black skeletons now.

      I look away. Zander doesn’t.

      “Bjorn must have locked the doors. He burned them alive.”

      Alfred. The technicians who stayed here. They were non-combatants in our war, purveyors of information and nothing more. But here, in the wilds, they got caught up in another. Killed by Bjorn as he hunted Rhoth down.

      We don’t linger there. Zander takes a final look at the place where he’s spent so much of his life, and leads me back towards our car, still parked a little way down the dusty old road.

      We step in just as the rain comes down. It taps on the metal roof, a strangely peaceful sound, soon joined by that of the gently rumbling engine, and the grinding of tires over pebbles and damp earth.

      We return the way we came, the sheet of precipitation from above growing thicker, more violent, the closer we loom towards the grand gate and towering walls of the city. I see through the mist and rain and fix my eyes to the battlements, still being worked into place as the outer perimeter of Haven is bolstered and reinforced.

      I imagine, as we drive, that I’m someone from far away. That I’ve come here seeking peace and freedom and safety. I imagine how intimidating it must be to look upon this place for the first time, even after travelling through such dangerous lands. I imagine that I’d look at the walls and think that nothing could ever get through them, that as soon as I pass the threshold I’ll be free from harm forever.

      Yet, the truth of what lies within is just as harsh and cruel as what lies beyond. It’s a dressed-up cruelty, a cruelty that wears a smart suit and smells nice and has well trimmed hair and a clean-shaven face. It’s a cruelty that smiles at you and invites you in with a warm, friendly tone. It’s a cruelty that lies to your face, pretending to be something it isn’t, before shedding its mask and revealing its true self when it’s too late for you to flee.

      It’s the worst kind of cruelty. A cruelty that masquerades as something else. Within the wilds, what you see is what you get. There’s no lie or deceit, no pretence at all. People like Bjorn show themselves for what they are and act accordingly. They don’t profess to be anything different.

      But here, within this great city, the levels of deceit run deep. Simple people come here hoping for a simple life, but all they’re met with is torture and death.

      I look upon the place as we approach, and wonder whether it deserves to stay standing at all. I wonder if the entire place should be razed to the ground, and all those living within forced to start their lives anew without all of the social structures and castes and pressures city living brings.

      I wonder if it wouldn’t benefit us all. Whether the perpetual development of our society is nothing more than a slow death. Whether we wouldn’t be better off living off the land, farming, tending to our basic needs and little more.

      Such places exist. Many of them, in fact. Seeing the village of the Roosters, up away in the beautiful hills, has presented me a vision of what this world could, and should, be. We have been cursed by our own inventiveness, by this relentless pursuit of change and evolution. Yet all it has done is dull our joy, our happiness, cloud the tenets of life that really, truly matter.

      Love, friendship, loyalty, generosity, kindness. Basic fundamentals that have been skewed and misshapen, muddied by the scrap for power and control that has seen the strong rise and the weak fall, trampled beneath their boots.

      My grandfather, and the doctrines of his people, call for nothing but control. Their understanding of the human spirit, and the vital emotions that give it life, is too limited to truly grasp the horror of what they’ve been doing.

      Now, it seems, the world is fighting back. The masses from afar are gathering to finish the job that we have started. They will come to seek vengeance on the city that has caused such pain. They will march and fight and seek to redress the balance, set the world back into its natural order.

      And, when I really think about it, I wonder if that isn’t the best thing for us all…
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      The main street leading to where the High Tower stood is always busy. But today, as Zander and I cruise in during the early evening, the rain now subsiding, it’s busier than ever.

      Hovering around, dirty and tired and being arranged by our soldiers, I set my eyes upon the hundreds of men, women, and children from the mines. The car grinds to a halt and we step out, and immediately I search frantically for the grand form of Drum within the mess.

      Usually, he’s so easy to spot. When standing around children or even regular adults, he’s an imposing figure, liable to snatch up your attention like a madman shouting doomsday prophesies in the street. But here, with our population of Brutes swelling by the day, he isn’t quite so conspicuous.

      I do, however, see the form of Magnus nearby. I rush on over and quickly deliver a barrage of questions like a chattering machinegun.

      “Did they all get back safe? Did anyone get killed? Did the Stalkers leave them at the gates? When did they return?”

      His big palms open wide to calm me.

      “Wow,” he says. “Um, OK. Well, yes all are safe and accounted for according to reports. The, erm, the Stalkers did indeed leave them at the gates as I believe Lady Orlando requested, and never stepped foot in the city. And…the people returned a little earlier this afternoon, perhaps a couple of hours ago. All is well, Brie.”

      He smiles, and I scan the crowd again, relief flooding me.

      “I have a friend called Drum. He’s just 16, but he’s got Brute blood. Big boy. Have you seen him?”

      Magnus strokes his meaty chin with equally meaty fingers.

      “Yes, that rings a bell. The biggest boy among the troop. He’s a soldier now, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “Yeah, he is.”

      “Right, well he might have been assigned a new post, I’m not sure. Perhaps Rycard will know? Ah, there he is…”

      I follow the direction of his eyes and see Rycard issuing commands, marching here and there like a commandant. I leave Magnus among a trail of dust and swiftly appear before the half-Hawk.

      The suppressed joy and relief on his face is probably something most would miss. He does, after all, have work to do. Yet to me it’s clear enough, and I know just why.

      I give him a hug before I even utter a word.

      “Have you just returned?” he asks. “We were expecting you a little earlier.”

      “We ran into a bit of trouble actually…”

      In the recent rush I seem to have forgotten about my brother. I turn and search for him. He’s nowhere to be seen. I can only assume he’s gone to update Lady Orlando on what we discovered.

      “Trouble, what kind of trouble?”

      “Tribal kind,” I say, without elaborating. “I heard everyone got back OK. Where’s Soph?”

      The mention of her name dismisses any pretence of keeping his cool. Despite his position of authority here, a smile wraps itself around his lips and his good eye crinkles with relief.

      “She’s around and about, helping arrange things. You know what she’s like.”

      “And she’s all…OK? Healthy?”

      Last time I saw her, she’d developed a bit of a cough that I attributed to the poisonous fog. According to Rhoth, a lot of people will have ingested a fatal amount on the way to the mines, leading to a slow and steady death. I was concerned that Sophie might be one of them.

      Rycard allays those fears.

      “She’s just fine,” he says, smiling.

      “And Maddox too?”

      “Of course. Strong boy, takes after his father you know.”

      He drops a wink, then straightens his face out.

      “Actually, several did pass away in the mines,” he tells me. “Mostly the elderly, but a couple of children too. I’m told it was the fog.”

      “I thought as much.”

      We take a moment to think of those who lost their lives. Only a moment though. Were we to attribute the same to all the departed, neither of us would ever utter another word.

      “So, I’ve got a friend, Drum. He’s 16, a big boy…” I begin, until Rycard cuts me off.

      “Yes, I’ve heard all about Drum from Sophie. Wonderful boy by all accounts. Steady head, generous with his time. If you’re looking for him, I believe he’s in Compton’s Hall, catching up with some old friends.”

      “Thanks, Rycard. By the way, Cromwell was telling the truth,” I say. “There’s a massive force gathering in the west, a hundred or so miles away. They started marching this way this afternoon.”

      His eyes show little surprise.

      “Then I guess Lady Orlando has some decisions to make.”

      “I guess she does.”

      I hurry off, heading straight for Compton’s Hall a little way up the street. I rush inside and my eyes stretch to the rear. The place is busy, but not busy enough to conceal the oversized boy, surrounded by children like planets circling a star.

      And a star Drum has become. From the shy young boy who left the academy, taken after the tragedy that changed him, he’s returned a man. The kids gaze up with a hundred questions in their eyes, and Drum turns from one to the next with a grand smile on his lips, smooth and thick as grass snakes.

      The crowd part as I move towards him, and I’m drawn into his massive arms. I reach as I always do, my hands barely able to tickle around to his back, but he holds me in a manner I’ve never felt: firmer, less self-conscious, the embrace of a man and not a boy.

      Tess and Brenda, standing to one side, smile at the sight. The kids gaze at us both, Abby’s eyes brightest of all and filled with the wonder and innocence of youth. I glance at her with a wink, and can almost see the thoughts play out behind her sparkling eyes, see her creative little mind already working to include Drum within her comic.

      Then I’m pulled away, the kids’ voices starting to chatter again, and the questions beginning to tumble. Even Brandon, so often Drum’s tormentor, hovers around, staring at the giant young man in a manner he never has before. No longer is Drum to be a figure of ridicule. He is now a soldier, a warrior, a hero. And everyone’s glad to have him back.

      As the kids swallow him up, I withdraw into a shadowy corner, and Tess and Brenda come with me.

      “What’s been going on?” my old guardian asks, her eyes firm. “We’ve heard rumours that there’s a new attack coming? I thought this ceasefire was going to last…”

      “It’s Director Cromwell, isn’t it?” asks Tess. “He’s planning a new attack?”

      “No, it can’t be,” says Brenda. “It was his Stalkers who helped the people back from the mines. Why would he…”

      “A trick, like I say,” cuts in Tess. “Are we safe, Brie? Will this peace last?”

      It’s obvious they’ve been debating this all afternoon. In Outer Haven, rumour was always a valuable currency. Clearly, it’s been brought here now too.

      They stare at me, requiring answers. I’ve been told to stay silent, but can’t. Within a matter of days, the truth is going to come out anyway. There’s no need for subterfuge now.

      “This peace won’t last,” I say solemnly.

      “I knew it! Cromwell should know when he’s beaten…”

      “It’s not him, Tess,” I say. I draw a breath. “I told you Zander and I were going to the outerlands, up into the mountains in the northwest. We went to confirm something Cromwell told us.”

      “What?” breathes Tess.

      “That there’s a new player in this war. They’re coming from the west and will be here soon. I’m not meant to be telling you this, but I care about you both, and have had enough of lying to you. Keep it to yourselves. We’re trying to avoid a panic.”

      They stare at each other, then back at me, as if this is something neither of them considered. And much, much worse.

      “I’m sure you’ll be safe here,” I go on, filling the short silence. “It’s probably just barbarians who’ll have no chance of getting into the city. We’ll stop them before they get here.”

      They don’t seem convinced. Probably because I’m not either. It’s hard to present a credible argument when you don’t believe in it yourself.

      I reiterate the need for secrecy, forcing them both to nod and give me verbal confirmation that they understand. Only once I’ve got it do I slip away from the church, move down the street, and head back into the City Guard HQ.

      Minutes later, I’m moving down the corridor towards Lady Orlando’s office, stepping inside, and finding my brother in mid-flow. I shut the door silently and see that an impromptu meeting has been formed, with Beckett, Freya, and Adryan also present.

      “…they’ll be here within a week at the latest,” Zander is saying. He doesn’t stop and turn to the door like everyone else. His eyes remain fixed on Lady Orlando. “I couldn’t gauge numbers with any firm accuracy, but I’d say we’re looking at at least five thousand, and perhaps many more. What capabilities they have, we can’t possibly know. But, we have to assume that they have powerful hybrids and regular Enhanced with them. I deduce that they have been scouting the city from the shadows, and will know just what they’re up against. They began gathering just as war broke out, and have probably got wind that a ceasefire is in effect. This is their time to strike.”

      He begins pacing around the room as he speaks, the soft sound of footsteps marching to the beat of his words.

      “Our walls will keep them out,” says Freya confidently. My brother glances at her, quick as a rattlesnake’s bite.

      “Maybe so,” he says. “But, as I say, they know full well what defences this city holds. We have to operate under the assumption that they have means of breaching them, and getting inside. Otherwise an attack would be folly.”

      “Perhaps it is,” grunts Freya. “These are barbarians. They know nothing about battle tactics. They have no powerful weaponry. We will slaughter them like fish in a barrel. Why do you all look so concerned?”

      “Because, Freya,” says Zander slowly, as if talking to an idiot, “to underestimate an opponent is to court death. Cromwell clearly took these threats seriously, and if he did, then we need to as well. We can’t with any real accuracy determine what sort of weaponry they have, and what we’re dealing with here.” He turns to Lady Orlando, and addresses her alone. “We have our confirmation,” he says. “Director Cromwell was speaking the truth. We need to meet with him immediately and discover what else he might know. We need to form this alliance, Lady Orlando.”

      My grandmother’s eyes stay passive and cool. I glance at Beckett, expecting to see some sort of dissent, but see nothing of the sort. It appears that he’s been won over by the facts.

      Lady Orlando begins to nod.

      “We will speak with Artemis immediately. So far, he has met our terms, returning Leyton to us mostly unscathed and bringing our people from the mines in much the same state. As much as it appals me to say it,” she says, glancing at me, “we need him as much as he needs us.”

      I look at the gathering, and hate the eyes that I see. They’re eyes of agreement, eyes that show me this is really happening. That we’re going to make a pact with the devil, and lose a little of our souls in the process.

      But beyond the eyes of assent I see and hate, I hate one pair the most – my own. I hate them because I know what lies behind. I know that everything being said in this room is right. I know that we have no choice but to set aside our differences and stand against this force as one.

      But there’s one other thing I know.

      I know that I don’t trust my grandfather, and never will. I know that, behind this arrangement, he’ll be forming some other plot. I know that, whatever he says, and whatever face he presents to us, he harbours the desire for revenge just as much as we do, as I do.

      So I need to be smarter. I need to be shrewder. I need to think like the snake and stay one step ahead.

      Because before this war is done, I’m going to look upon that man’s corpse.

      If it’s the last thing I do in this world, I’m going to watch him die.
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      I stand outside the City Guard HQ in silence.

      The constant hum of activity, created by the clearing of the wreckage of the High Tower, and the relentless footfall of both soldier and civilians, has temporarily gone mute. A thousand people stand, unmoving, unspeaking, their eyes set on a single sole. Waiting for her to speak.

      The sun is still rising, and the air is cool and calm. The perpetual cloud of dust that grew in the wake of the High Tower’s fall has begun to fade away. Slowly but surely, the centre of the city, the centre of Inner Haven, is beginning to be restored.

      The people are a collage, brought here from all walks of life. Surviving Savants, now serving a new master. City Guards doing the same. Rebels of the Nameless, rugged and worn. Enhanced and Unenhanced alike, gathered from all corners of the city, now standing as one in the face of a greater threat.

      All now fall under the same banner. The banner of freedom.

      Yet beyond the city, within the REEF, Artemis Cromwell still lurks with his sycophants and Stalkers. And over in the eastern quarter, the Con-Cops still control the food production plants and factories, awaiting their master’s orders.

      They remain, to me, our enemy. But not at this time. Right now, we have no choice but to stand side by side and face the incoming threat head on. Because it is coming, and there’s no hiding from it here.

      The people have yet to discover the truth of what’s going on. To them, the ceasefire in place speaks of our victory. They think that a longer, more permanent peace is currently being negotiated. They think that this city has seen the last of its fighting.

      They’re wrong.

      Just beyond the City Guard HQ, a small stage has been erected. It was hastily constructed in the early hours of the morning, not long after Zander and I returned from the outerlands with confirmation of the threat we’re facing. Now, that threat needs to be spread to the people. They deserve to know the truth.

      The cameras have been set in place, ready to beam my grandmother’s face across all the working screens in the city. All residents across Inner Haven, and those still in Outer Haven, will be waking to the announcement that they are far from safe. That the city that has seen so much suffering will now be set against a new foe, one that we still know so little about.

      I watch my grandmother now as she steps up onto the podium. The last few days have seen her go without much sleep, and the stress is taking its toll. It’s visible through the expression on her face, the deepening wrinkles and growing pallor of her skin. And her movements too, creaking and aching with every step as she climbs towards the microphone.

      She’s not alone in that. Dark circles now adopt a permanent position below so many sets of eyes. A haunted, fearful expression appears to have taken hold on so many faces. Few of us now sleep as much as we should, as our bodies need. We catch what rest we can, when we can, and continue to run on fumes. It’s become something I’ve quickly grown used to through necessity alone.

      The silence in the crowd deepens as Lady Orlando moves ahead of the microphone. It’s a stark image to see her here, under the yellow morning light, with the carcass of the High Tower painting a terrible backdrop. Its ghosts still haunt me, and yet they’re drowned out by so many others. Others I’ve killed. So many lives I’ve now taken…

      They will come at me in my nightmares for as long as I live. I know that now. I know that full well. Yet here, awake, I can keep them at bay. Thrust them into the recesses of my subconscious, just waiting to creep back to the light when I fade off into my dreams.

      I do so now, dismissing them all as Lady Orlando surveys the crowd. And in that crowd are so many I care for, so many who remain under threat. Brenda and Tess stand close, already aware of the incoming threat. I see their weary eyes and know they’ve been struggling to sleep as well. Yet they adopt weak smiles too, expressions they have to constantly hold in order to keep the kids calm.

      Drum is with them, having spent his first night back from the mines in Compton’s Hall. He’ll now be assigned to a new post within the military, drafted into some patrol or set in position against the border wall in Outer Haven. His countenance is firm, eyes solid. He, too, will be quite aware of what we’re facing.

      Others at the heart of the Nameless dot the areas closest to the stage. Beckett, Freya, Rycard. I spot Sophie too, not with her husband but away in the crowd, their duties keeping them apart. And right by my side, my brother and Adryan stand, the former with his left arm bandaged from the battle with the Bear-Skins; the latter so close I can feel his warmth in the early morning cool.

      We all stand, along with a thousand others, and not a single word is spoken as Lady Orlando opens her mouth, and begins.

      “Good morning, everyone,” she says, her voice floating calmly across the throng. “I have gathered you here to set you straight. Over the last couple of days, a great deal of rumour has been circulating regarding the ceasefire in this city, and the current state of peace. Some of you have heard that a new attack is coming, and that Director Cromwell is preparing to retaliate for our capture of Inner Haven. That isn’t true. In fact, quite the opposite…”

      Her words bring a rumble of confusion and whispers. She quietens them with her next words.

      “As of right now,” she continues, “the extremities of Outer Haven are being bolstered and fortified. We have hundreds of our soldiers on patrol and watching the perimeter, and the City Guards who remain under Director Cromwell’s command are aiding us in this task.

      “We are, ladies and gentlemen, currently working together in the face of a common threat. Only last night, we got confirmation from two of our trusted soldiers that a large force is coming from the west. Right now, we have little further information to go on, and are currently liaising with Director Cromwell to further our understanding of this potential threat.”

      Her words bring a further round of murmurs. These are more vocal, the idea of working with Cromwell clearly rather repellent to several members of the crowd.

      “I understand your concerns,” calls out my grandmother. “Director Cromwell remains a threat to us, and we are not going to fall into the trap of trusting him completely. However, the simple fact is that, should this incoming force turn out to be hostile, we may need to combine our forces into order to repel them.

      “Many of you here right now have only recently returned from the mines. For those who aren’t aware, and for all the tens of thousands of you listening across the city, know that it was Director Cromwell’s Stalkers who escorted our people back to safety. I have heard accounts from several people telling of how the Stalkers protected them. They did this under Artemis’ command, and we can take that as some sign of cooperation should we need to fight alongside them.”

      More grumbles spread from the throng. Several people shout out their aversion to the idea. Again, my grandmother cools them with graceful lift of her hand.

      “We have little more to tell you now,” she goes on. “We will be doing all we can to learn as much as possible about this threat, and if we’re called to fight, we will. Hopefully, it won’t come to that. I will always choose a course of negotiation over war if one is possible, but if such a thing turns out to be impossible, we will work with Director Cromwell to deal with the threat.

      “Here, in Inner Haven, you will remain safe. It is highly doubtful that any army will be able to breach our walls…”

      The crowd find their voices again. I hear several queries being shouted from their midst.

      “How large is this army?”

      “When will they get here?”

      “Are they Enhanced? Are they hybrids?”

      Lady Orlando deals with them as best she can.

      “We don’t yet know the exact size of the force or their make-up. Estimates suggest at least five thousand. They are crossing the plains west of here, and will most likely reach the western woods within a few days…”

      “A few days!”

      “Five thousand!”

      The crowd begin to rumble more ferociously. I wonder quite why she’s being so honest, given her supreme ability at keeping secrets. I like the transparency, though. We’re all in this together, after all.

      As the calls get more wild, however, Beckett storms up onto stage, his voice like a force of nature as he bellows across the plaza.

      “Quiet yourselves down!” he shouts. “We have everything in hand, and there’s no reason for you to worry. As Lady Orlando says, you’re perfectly safe here. No number of wildmen can breach our walls, and our soldiers will keep you safe. If, and that remains a big if,” he growls, “we need to operate alongside Cromwell’s Stalkers, then we will…”

      “And what about after?” shouts a man. “What will you do with Cromwell after? Make peace? Go back to war with him?”

      The crowd get on board and start murmuring the same query. Beckett looks to Lady Orlando, who retakes the mic.

      “We will deal with that when we come to it. Right now we must maintain our focus on this force from the west. Please, continue with your lives and duties, and know that we’re doing all we can to prevent further war from escalating.”

      She steps away and off the stage before anyone else can disrupt her. More calls begin to flow from the crowd, building up as she’s quickly escorted back into the City Guard HQ by her protective guard. I stand and listen to the tumult for a moment, before following closely behind along with the other high profile members of the Nameless.

      Alongside me, Adryan hurries.

      “You think that was a good idea?” I ask him. “Telling them all what’s going on?”

      He shrugs.

      “I suppose they deserve to know, though it was always going to lead to more questions, given the fact that we have so little information.”

      “Yep. Well hopefully we’ll find out a bit more ourselves soon enough. You believe that she’ll go to negotiate with these people?”

      “Of course. Negotiation is always the first port of call in these sorts of situations. If they’re coming to exact some sort of revenge on Cromwell’s treatment of them, then it’s best to show them that he’s no longer in control around here.”

      “Personally, I’m not sure they’ll care about who’s in charge. Their slight is with the ‘big city with all the lights’. Maybe I’ve grown embittered by all this, but I’m thinking they’re coming here to destroy the city, not try to occupy it. I mean, they’re from the wilds, Adryan. They don’t want to live here. They just want to destroy us.”

      I find Adryan looking at me with a curious expression as I speak.

      “Embittered,” he says, nodding. “Though, that’s completely understandable. And for what it’s worth, I reckon you’re right. But, regardless, Lady Orlando will still wish to commune with these people as early as possible and see if she can strike a bargain.”

      “Well, how about this for a bargain – we hand them Cromwell and let them do whatever they want to him,” I growl. “Throw in his Stalkers for good measure. Then maybe they’ll leave us alone.”

      I finish with a huff, knowing none of that will happen.

      “Sounds reasonable to me,” smiles Adryan. “Easier said than done, but highly appealing.”

      “Yeah, just the problem of the Stalkers primed to kill us all if anything happens to their damn director. Much as I hate him, I’ve gotta hand it to him on that one. Unless we can take out the Stalkers, or lure them into some sort of trap, old Artemis is pretty much untouchable.”

      Adryan nods silently, and through into the City Guard HQ we go.

      We gather in the main forum, where Lady Orlando addresses the prime members of the Nameless towards the rear. The only absentee is Commander Burns, who remains under guard in the infirmary.

      Last night, having returned from the outerlands, Zander headed down there to have his shoulder seen to, and to perform another brief inspection of Burns’ mind in a hunt for hidden orders. He came up with nothing. Only by Burns’ personal recommendation has he remained down there with two guards outside the door.

      Still, I know that’s a temporary measure, and his wisdom will be important in the days to come.

      “OK, are we all set?” asks my grandmother, surveying the small gathering.

      She doesn’t wait for anyone to offer a vocal answer.

      “Excellent,” she continues. “Now let’s go ahead and find out just what Artemis has to say.”

      Typical of the times, the morning rushes on without allowing us time to breathe. Together with Zander, Adryan, Beckett, Rycard, and Freya, and along with a large cohort of hybrids including Marker, we begin moving through the rear of the building towards our convoy at the back.

      Our sights are set once again on the western gate of Outer Haven. And, once again, it’s time to meet with my grandfather.
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      The meeting with Cromwell occurs in the same place as it did before.

      This time, however, we don’t step beyond the western gate of Outer Haven, but stay within the city limits as we await our guest. With our soldiers once more posted in position atop the walls and inside the gate, we quickly hear warning from above that he approaches.

      As before, he comes with his band of Stalkers for protection, several dozen of them by his side and taking position outside the gates. Only he, however, is permitted entry past. And this time, he comes with only a single ally.

      No other members of the Consortium join him, and only Agent Woolf appears by his side. They enter through the gate, grinding open under the late morning sun, the gathering of black-clad Stalkers loitering behind.

      Our own party await him, and a question immediately rises on my grandmother’s lips.

      “Just you this time it is, Artemis?” she asks, barely acknowledging Woolf’s presence.

      I suppose the agent isn’t here to negotiate, but merely to use her considerable mental gifts to ensure that no lies are being spoken on our side of the discussion. Those eyes of hers are always watching, and those lips are always smirking. I pray for the day when the expression is permanently wiped from her face.

      “Yes indeed, Cornelia. The other members of the Consortium have their hands full right now.”

      “I see. Well, given how all they ever do is echo your words they’re unlikely to be missed,” crackles Lady Orlando. “Now come, let’s get out of the sun.”

      We move into the small control building, set to the side of the gate, and the two leaders take position at the central table within the recreation room. The rest of us hover about, Adryan the only addition, and the members of the Consortium the only absentees, from the previous meet.

      Immediately, Cromwell is quick to pick Adryan out.

      “Ah, Mr Shaw,” he says. “I see you’ve made it this time. How are you?”

      “I’m quite all right, Director Cromwell,” answers Adryan stiffly. “Eager to press on.”

      “Ah, aren’t we all. We have little time for small talk. Is that what you’re getting at?”

      “You are correct, Director. I am merely here to observe. I would rather not speak with you to be perfectly honest unless I have something important to contribute.”

      Adryan’s eyes show a measure of distaste for the man that most Savants would have a great deal of trouble displaying. Cromwell, meanwhile, merely nods and hunts the rest of us with his eyes, that devious little smile of his always hovering on his lips.

      “Adryan’s right, Artemis,” says Lady Orlando. “Now, as I informed you on the radio, Brie and Zander have confirmed this force you told us of. Our estimates show at least five thousand. They’re heading eastwards across the plains and will be at the western woods within a few days. I assume this isn’t news to you.”

      “By no means, Cornelia. I know more than you do on this matter, I can assure you. It is, however, nice to see that you’re on board and have quickly performed your own checks. Regrettably, though, I’d say your estimations are rather on the short side. We believe the numbers could be twice that.”

      Several sets of worried eyes dart at each other around the room before settling again on Cromwell.

      “And how do you come to this conclusion?” asks Lady Orlando.

      “As I told you before, we were monitoring foreign threats from the High Tower for many years before you saw it to the ground. A gathering of ten thousand strong wasn’t something we considered unlikely. I hope you realise that this necessitates the need for our cooperation?”

      My grandmother doesn’t answer immediately. I feel a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach once again at the prospect of teaming up with the man. Something just feels so off about it, and I’m all too aware that everyone else shares the assessment.

      Still, there appears to be no other option.

      “We will form a temporary pact, Artemis,” confirms Lady Orlando after a brief silence. “Our preference will be to send out a negotiation party to meet with the leaders of this force and see exactly what they want. As you well know, the city’s defences are being fortified, though we obviously have no time to reinforce the entire perimeter. We will require you to inform the City Guards still loyal to your cause to aid us. Many still remain within Outer Haven, and we need all hands on deck just in case this potential enemy should choose to attack…”

      “Oh, they will choose to attack,” says Cromwell. “I will send orders to my men, as you say, but make no mistake, Cornelia, sending a negotiation party to meet with this army will be folly. They are here to destroy the city and nothing less.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “For goodness safe, Cornelia, will you listen to what I’ve been saying? I have told you several times now that we have been monitoring this threat. People have come to the city for years, and we have read their minds and discovered where they’ve travelled from. We know full well that beyond our borders, we have enemies who harbour a desire to destroy us and nothing else. They don’t see this city as a shining light as we do. It is a blight to them, and they wish it gone…”

      “They wish revenge,” I find myself cutting in. “It’s your fault they’re coming here. They’re coming here because of the way you treat people. And good riddance if they have their way with you.”

      I stare at my grandfather with a hatred that runs deep. He merely seems amused at my outburst, a quizzical look flashing across his face.

      “Ah, I see you still have that fire in your eyes, Brie,” he says to me. “Perhaps you’re right. But regardless as to your opinion on the matter, they’re coming here to kill us all.” He turns back to his former wife. “Negotiating with them will not be possible, Cornelia. I do wish you’d trust me on this.”

      “Well, unfortunately I am in agreement with Brie here,” she says, turning to me with a smile. “We don’t trust you, Artemis, and we will look to negotiate first and foremost.”

      Cromwell considers it for a while, and seems to realise that there’s nothing he can do to change her mind.

      “OK,” he says. “So tell me, who will you be sending exactly? Surely you won’t be heading into the wilds yourself?”

      Lady Orlando shakes her head.

      “No, I will not. Beckett will take the lead along with several of our more potent soldiers. We will fly the banners of peace and treat with these people.”

      Cromwell’s eyes swerve towards Beckett, standing typically tall and stiff.

      “Good luck, Mr Beckett,” he says coolly. “I fear you won’t be returning to the city should you set out there to ‘talk’ with these people.”

      “That sounds like a threat,” growls Beckett.

      “Not a threat, no,” retorts Cromwell. “Merely a statement of likely fact.” He looks back to Lady Orlando. “Might a make a suggestion, Cornelia – if you are keen on treating with these people, might I suggest you send out soldiers you’re willing to sacrifice. I am well aware that Mr Beckett here is a highly capable hybrid and military commander. It would be foolish to send him to his death.”

      “I won’t be going to my death, Director Cromwell,” seethes Beckett. “I’m going to talk and nothing more.”

      “Yes, perhaps you are. But don’t expect them to talk back. They will kill you if they get a chance along with whomever you take along for the ride. So I reiterate my point – don’t waste any of your more powerful soldiers on this. They will be needed when this army attacks in full. And believe me – they will.”

      His words seem to have some impact, a veil of doubt settling over the room. For a few moments I share looks with my allies and see the ripple of concern flash through their minds.

      Even Lady Orlando seems to be giving the advice a little more time to process in her mind.

      “I have more information that might help you make your decision,” Cromwell continues, taking his opportunity to break the short silence. “I have deployed some of my scouts to the far reaches of the western woods and beyond. I have some incredibly gifted Hawks among my Stalkers, and they have been relaying information back to me regarding the movement of this incoming force. I told you, I know more than you on this matter. And unfortunately, you are wrong when you say they’ll take several days to get here…”

      “Speak plainly, Artemis. You’re saying they’ll be here sooner?”

      “Oh, not all of them, no. The force is splitting. The main army is travelling at the rate you suggest, and will arrive, as you say, within days. However, a forward force of Dashers and hybrids appear to be making speedier progress. It appears to be a unit designed to clear the way through the woods for the rest when they arrive. So, as I say, if you send Mr Beckett and some of your soldiers ahead, they will likely be going to their deaths.”

      “You underestimate me, Director,” growls Beckett. “I have no fear of these wildmen. If I can deal with your Stalkers, I’m sure the same is true of these barbarians.”

      “Ah, perhaps you’re right. But once more, Mr Beckett, you don’t really know what you’re talking about, do you? There are people out there unlike any you’ve ever faced. I find it ironic for you to suggest I don’t underestimate you, and yet you’re doing the very same thing to the very people who are coming here to destroy you.”

      “OK, Artemis,” says Lady Orlando. “How many are we talking here? This forward unit?”

      “Hard to know for certain. At least a hundred or two, and perhaps more. They will spread through the western woods and clear them out, killing anyone they come into contact with. That is their aim…”

      “What about Rhoth,” I breathe, my worries bubbling to the surface. “His whole tribe is down there. They’ll all be killed.”

      Zander nods, adding his voice to the debate.

      “He’s a stubborn man,” he says. “I advised him to head eastwards, and even offered the Fangs sanctuary in the city. He declined. They’ll either kill them all, or recruit Rhoth into their army. Neither is particularly palatable.”

      “Well then, there appears to be only one way to combat this,” says Cromwell, his voice beginning to bristle with an energy that makes me nervous. “We ambush them on their path. I will allocate some of my strongest Stalkers, and you can do the same with your hybrids. If we can destabilise this forward force, it will severely weaken their advance.”

      “Sounds a little too convenient for you,” says Beckett, staring daggers at the man. “You just advised us to keep our stronger hybrids back, and now you’re telling us to send them all out there to fight? You don’t have a secret agenda, do you, Director Cromwell?” The sarcasm in his voice is impossible to miss.

      “I stand by what I said,” confirms Cromwell immediately. “Sending a few men would have meant your deaths, yes. Sending a larger force, along with my Stalkers, will not. It is a standard battle tactic and will hold them back and give you more time to sure up the city’s defences…”

      I see Lady Orlando turn to Rycard and Freya, standing together to one side. I know that both are coordinating in seeing to the buttressing of the walls and gates.

      “That is true,” says Rycard. “We could do with some extra time.”

      “Freya?” asks Lady Orlando.

      “I agree,” booms the white-haired woman’s deep voice. “The more time we have, the better.”

      “No, no, that’s not good enough,” says Beckett. “I smell a rat here. The Director is manipulating us, as usual. He wishes to get us all out there away from the city and kill us himself. He’ll set that task to his Stalkers, I guarantee it.”

      “Utter nonsense,” says Cromwell, waving his hand dismissively. “How exactly would killing you aid me? You know full well what’s coming. I’m certain my Stalkers would do their best, but not even they may be able to hold back this storm alone. Do not be so naïve to think that there are not extremely powerful hybrids out there, Mr Beckett. There are. And they’re coming.”

      I look at Beckett, who continues to adopt the position of ‘doubter-in-chief’ when it comes to anything my Machiavellian grandfather says. Yet his concerns are generally based off of distrust for the man, rather than logic. Looking at the latter, he might just be right.

      And, after Kira’s disappearance, we’re all well aware of the sorts of people lingering out there in the distant lands. I saw it myself, and I saw it in West’s memories too. And clearly, if these people are sending soldiers ahead, then they’re quite confident in what they can do.

      “We are aware of the sorts of threats we might be facing,” confirms Lady Orlando calmly. “However, we are all very much in agreement with Beckett in so far as trusting you goes, Artemis. You have a solid track record of manipulating people and so you’ll understand Beckett’s concerns.”

      Cromwell concedes on that point, nodding and holding up a conciliatory hand.

      “Fair enough. Yes, you are entitled to doubt me, of course. Most likely, you probably believe that I’m going to try to use this situation to my benefit?”

      He looks around the room. All but Beckett just stare. The gruff commander, however, nods quite firmly.

      “I see that I’m right,” Cromwell says, offering a smile. “Now, how can I show you that I have no ulterior motive here? All I wish is to defeat this incoming force and maintain peace within the city. I am well aware that your victory in Inner Haven has altered the status quo. My plans have been put to bed on that account. Now, should we combine our forces to defeat this army, we can then discuss a possible future that can be mutually beneficial.”

      Beckett huffs audibly.

      Cromwell ignores him and goes on.

      “So,” he continues, “we stand here at an impasse. I have laid it all on the line. I have nothing to hide, I can assure you.”

      “Prove it,” comes a rather loud voice from the back. All eyes turn to Freya, white eyebrows hovering low. “Let Zander look inside your head. If you’re telling the truth, he’ll find out.”

      The gaze of the room shifts to my brother.

      “I could try,” he says, nodding. “If Director Cromwell will allow it?”

      Cromwell lifts an artificial smile.

      “I welcome it, I truly do,” he says brightly. “Perhaps you’ll then see that I have no wish here but to defend the city and its people.”

      As he speaks, a memory flashes in my mind. During my first meeting with the man, up at the summit of the High Tower, I’d tried to creep into his thoughts and found myself immediately repelled. He’d told me then that he was immune to such things, most likely in a manner similar to Rhoth and some of the outerlanders.

      It’s a concern I have to raise.

      “Hold on,” I say, as Zander prepares to step forward. I look directly at my grandfather. “You told me once that mind-manipulation doesn’t work on you…”

      “And I was absolutely right to tell you that, Brie,” he says hurriedly. “It’s true. I can repel Mind-Manipulators if I so choose. However, I can quite easily open my mind for exploration too. I am more than happy to do so now. Please, young man, step before me and take a look. Then perhaps you’ll all be willing to trust me.”

      Zander looks to Lady Orlando. My grandmother – our grandmother – nods.

      My brother moves into position. And the exploration begins.
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      It’s an entirely unusual sight, watching my brother inspect his grandfather’s malevolent mind, neither of them knowing who the other really is.

      I can see that that’s not entirely lost on Lady Orlando either, the two of us catching eyes on several occasions as the mental excavation takes place. The rest of us merely sit or stand in silence, most likely wondering just what Zander is seeing in the depths of Cromwell’s mind.

      I can imagine, having been in many Savants’ minds now, that it’s a sprawling landscape in there, well ordered and vast. I did manage to dip in during my botched assassination attempt, and recall seeing a place of immeasurable intellect. It will, no doubt, take Zander some time to fully collect a decent impression of just what Cromwell’s thoughts are on all of this.

      Yet, I maintain the suspicion that this is just for show. That he can, if he so desires it, close off certain portions of his mind, conceal them from my brother as he goes searching. Is he merely showing us what we want to see? Or is this really a man who has been forced to go to plan B? A man who has seen his designs for the future dashed, and now will genuinely want to build one alongside us?

      Of course, that would never be possible. We will never change our opinions on the world, and I’m fairly sure he’ll never change his either. And whatever Zander might find, or whatever he might tell us, I feel fairly certain that he still wishes revenge on us for what we’ve done. That he will, if and when this force is defeated, look to gain the upper hand once more, and see his remaining Savants prosper in the remains of his new world.

      The presence of Agent Romelia Woolf also serves to unnerve me. She sits, watching each us like a hawk, eyes coolly passing from one to the next and working up a picture of how each of us are feeling. And, if ever she manages to catch eyes with one of us, she’ll no doubt sneak right in and attempt to read our thoughts too.

      In fact, given how she once managed to get Adryan to try to kill me with little more than a glance, I consider it best if we all avoid eye contact with her completely. So I inform the rest to do so, and Adryan and I share a knowing look. And though I don’t look into her ice-cold eyes, I do see that smirk of hers rise a little higher.

      My brother takes a little over ten minutes before he withdraws from Cromwell’s mind, a long enough stretch to make a fairly accurate assessment of his wishes.

      As he begins to stir, we all sit up and take notice as he turns to us with a flat expression.

      Before he begins, Lady Orlando speaks.

      “Artemis, please could you and Agent Woolf leave the room for a few minutes.” It’s not a request, but an order.

      Cromwell nods, stands, and exits the room alongside his sidekick.

      Only once he’s gone does Zander address us.

      “He’s telling the truth,” he asserts. “Firstly, there is an advance force incoming that will be here very soon. They appear to be well ordered and organised and it looks like negotiation might be off the cards…”

      “Well of course that’s what you’d find in his head,” says Beckett. “I don’t doubt that the Director believes that, given his stance…”

      “It’s more than that, Beckett,” says Zander. “The Consortium do know a good deal more than us about these people. And yes, they are coming to destroy us, not to barter for some sort of peace. We have no choice but to fight back and engage early, as Director Cromwell suggested.”

      I wonder, as I listen, whether Zander rather likes the idea. In some ways, I wouldn’t consider him the most reliable man for the job when determining whether war is necessary or not, given his obsession and need for battle.

      Or maybe I’m just being ultra paranoid. It’s so difficult to tell these days…

      “And his designs for us?” questions Rycard. “I assume you found no hidden plot to destroy us or betray us in this pact?”

      Zander shakes his head.

      “Nothing like that,” he says. “Though, we can’t rule it out either. It does appear that his primary function right now is to provide sanctuary for the Savants in the city and protect them. They are his priority, but beyond that, he appears to harbour no real grudge against the City Guards who joined our cause, or the people in general.”

      “Well, he wouldn’t, would he?” says Rycard. “Warped as his thinking is, he’s at least consistent in wishing to proliferate the Savants. Seeing as so many have now been killed, he’ll need the rest of the people to help rebuild. The landscape is totally different now. And, well, he’s a Savant, so only thinks logically. I don’t think he’ll desire revenge over us or anything like that. What do you think, Lady Orlando? You know him better than all of us put together.”

      She considers it for a second before speaking.

      “I agree with what you just said, Rycard. Artemis wishes to grow the Savant population, and that hasn’t changed. And yes, he’ll need regular Enhanced and Unenhanced to help do that now, more than ever before. So, yes, defending the city will be his top priority. And given his current stance, creating a peaceful pact between us would appear to be the most logical way forward. Is that what you saw in his mind, Zander?”

      My brother nods.

      “Pretty much, yeah.”

      “Well then, the immediate focus for us is clear – we need to think about destabilising this forward unit. Zander, what else did you find out about them?”

      “Not much more than what he told us. He certainly has scouts posted towards the edges of the western woods and beyond. The smaller force looks, as he said, to be a couple of hundred strong, and are certainly no negotiation party. They’ll likely be here by tonight. We don’t have much time to debate this.”

      “Tonight?” gasps Beckett. “Well that hardly gives us a chance to prepare.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” says Lady Orlando. “It would appear that this new war has come to us quicker than expected.”

      “So what’s the plan?” questions Beckett. “You confirm that we’re to operate alongside Cromwell’s Stalkers?”

      Somewhat begrudgingly, my grandmother nods.

      “We have no choice.” She turns to Freya. “Get him back in.”

      Freya marches to the door, opens it up, and Cromwell returns along with Woolf. He retakes his seat calmly, seeming fully aware of what’s just gone on within the room.

      “How many Stalkers do you have, Artemis?” Lady Orlando asks.

      He rubs his chin in thought.

      “Hmmmm, how many is it, Romelia? A little under two hundred I believe.”

      “Yes, Director Cromwell,” says Woolf. “One hundred and eighty six.”

      “There you have it, Cornelia.”

      “And how many are you planning on sending to ambush this advance force?”

      “I’d say about fifty of my better ones should do it.”

      “You don’t think you should use more?” she queries.

      “Well, you know my Stalkers. Killing machines. I’m assuming, of course, that you’ll match that number with your own hybrids?”

      Lady Orlando looks to Beckett.

      “That would be most of our elites,” Beckett says. “It seems rather dangerous risking them all.”

      “Needs must, Mr Beckett,” says Cromwell. “There are hundreds and hundreds of City Guards in the city, and many, many more of your own soldiers. I also have thousands of Con-Cops. We have more than enough to defend the walls, but if we merely allow them to walk through the woods without impediment, the challenge will be greater. My people calculate that defeating this smaller force will vastly weaken their main assault…”

      “Then add more of your Stalkers to the cause,” says Beckett. “Why supply only fifty when you know there are two hundred or more soldiers incoming, potentially very powerful ones?”

      “Because, as I say, my men are perfectly capable of dealing with this threat, as long as you supply the same number. Yes, they will have some powerful men with them, but our combined force of hybrids, on either side, will overwhelm them in these lands. After all, they are lands we know well, and they do not. Now come, Cornelia, let us make this decision and move on. They are coming, and coming fast.”

      “Fine, fifty of yours and fifty of ours,” decides Lady Orlando swiftly. “We’ll eliminate them and, if a chance to do so arises, will seek to negotiate with their leaders when they arrive. I will not completely discount the possibility of diplomacy, despite what you say. However, it appears that we’ll need to strike first of all.”

      As Cromwell’s teeth appear beneath a half-smile, Lady Orlando turns once more to Beckett.

      “Return to Inner Haven immediately and gather your men,” she says. You know the western woods well. Use the advantage, Beckett, and only engage if you feel you have the upper hand. Retreat if you need to.”

      Her eyes swing back to Cromwell.

      “Who leads your Stalkers?” she asks.

      “Colonel Hatcher,” he replies.

      “He’s still alive then,” remarks Lady Orlando. “See that he liaises with Beckett. No funny business now, Artemis. We have no choice but to trust you on this.”

      He nods respectfully, and I feel the lurching sickness in the depths of my gut begin to rumble. I feel I have to be there too.

      “What about me? And Zander?” I ask.

      My grandmother might, I suspect, wish to keep us safe from all this. Though, I’m sure she knows that’s not possible. Zander, in particular, needs to be at the front and centre of any fight, despite the injury to his shoulder that won’t get much time to recover now.

      “I require something different of you two,” she informs us. “You say, Zander, that Rhoth remains resolute in his position and refuses to leave the woods?”

      My brother nods.

      “Well then, this presents both problem and opportunity. Let’s focus on the latter. Go to Rhoth again, both of you, and seek his aid. If he’s to defend his lands, then that’s fine. We can use his knowledge of the woods and abilities as a hunter and trapper.”

      “He was injured during the fight with Bjorn, Lady Orlando,” I say. “He might not be in much of a position to fight.”

      “Then take medicine,” she says immediately. “We can ill afford Rhoth falling into enemy hands. He has too much knowledge of us now and could be used against us. Let’s make him an asset instead.”

      I nod, and so does Zander. I didn’t think it would happen this fast, but I’m rather happy to be heading out to warn Rhoth and the Fangs of what’s coming. They have become quite dear to me.

      “Freya and Rycard, you two will continue to arrange the forces at home and bolster the city’s defences. And Artemis, make sure you order your loyal City Guards to help.”

      “Oh, I will Cornelia. Worry not.”

      “And where will you go?” she queries.

      “Well, for now I’ll return to the REEF. However, once this force has been dealt with, I’ll require sanctuary within the city walls. The REEF is a fortress, but not one capable of withstanding an attack of thousands. My Stalkers will prove their worth. I hope that will satisfy you and show you my loyalty to this mutual cause of ours?”

      A shiver runs up my spine at his words. He’s slithering back through the door…

      “We’ll speak once it’s done,” says Lady Orlando dispassionately. “I can make no other promise than that.”

      An equally impassive expression marches onto Cromwell’s face. And with that, the meeting ends.
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      As Cromwell heads off back out of the gate along with Woolf, the rest of us remain behind for a brief few moments. Once more, our leader reiterates the need for haste to all of us, before sending Adryan, Beckett, Rycard and Freya from the room, all of them ready to be quickly returned to the city to continue their duties.

      Alone now with only my grandmother and brother, I wonder if she’s about to reveal who she is to him. She sways her eyes over us affectionately, and delays a moment before speaking. When she does, her voice is soft.

      “How’s the shoulder, Zander?” she asks.

      My brother stiffens.

      “Fine,” he announces stoically.

      “I’m not asking too much of you, am I?” she queries, glancing at both of us. “I forget sometimes how young you both are.”

      Zander seems almost insulted by the insinuation.

      “You could ask plenty more, Lady Orlando, and it still wouldn’t be enough. I’m happy to serve this cause, and to serve you, whatever the task may be.”

      She smiles and reaches out, cupping his cheek with her wrinkled palm.

      “My dear boy, I don’t deserve you. Either of you,” she adds, looking to me. “I…”

      She trails off and looks away, before recomposing herself.

      “You’re well rested?” she asks.

      We both nod.

      “And you have everything you need?”

      She scans us, fully armoured and armed with our pulse rifles, sidearms, knives, grenades, and all manner of goodies.

      “We are, Lady Orlando,” confirms Zander.

      She frowns a little at the official title and shakes her head. Once more, I think she might tell Zander the truth. But once more, she refuses the urge.

      “You can call me Cornelia if you wish,” she says. “My name is no secret now.”

      “Um…if that’s what you want,” says Zander, rather rigidly.

      She shakes her head.

      “Only if you want,” she says. Then she waves her hand and looks to the door. “It doesn’t matter,” she mutters. “You should probably get going sooner rather than later. You know where Rhoth’s village is?”

      “I do.”

      “Then go to him. At least, even if he chooses not to help, you’ll give him some warning. I think Rhoth has earned that, with all he’s done to aid us.”

      “I agree,” I say avidly.

      “And the others?” asks Zander.

      “Beckett will arrange attack and ambush plans for our men, and will work closely with Colonel Hatcher. The Colonel is a staunch military man, and isn’t dissimilar to Beckett as it happens. They should be able to work together just fine.”

      “Right. We’ll join then in the fight whether Rhoth is with us or not,” says Zander. “I’ll contact him on the radio.”

      Lady Orlando nods silently. Ever since I discovered her true identity, she’s seemed, in my eyes at least, to have grown averse to putting either of us in unnecessary danger.

      “And this Colonel Hatcher?” I ask. “Is he a Stalker as well?”

      Lady Orlando nods.

      “In title, I suppose, though he’s more than that. He’ll make a useful ally for the time being.”

      “Yeah, he’s a ruthless commander,” adds Zander. “Let’s hope that Beckett puts his animosity aside for the time being.”

      “He will,” confirms Lady Orlando. “Beckett speaks his mind and that’s a good thing, but when the time comes and the decision is made, he’ll see it done.”

      “So…this is really happening,” I say, looking to the both of them. “We’re fighting with the Stalkers. With Cromwell. I mean, that’s weird for me, and I’ve only been on the scene for a few months. It must be ultra odd for the both of you…”

      “War is odd, Brie,” says Lady Orlando, nodding. “Sometimes you need to compromise, even with an enemy, if it serves the greater good. Believe me, I wish there was another way out of this, but so far Artemis has been good on his word. We know full well that our history has been…troubled…but personal issues need to be swept to one side at times like this.”

      She turns her focus specifically on me as she speaks, as if offering warning to continue to keep her secrets. Zander peers with some interest, though I know full well that he won’t be reading her thoughts. Unlike me, he refuses to do so on friends and….family.

      “I guess,” I concede, hating that fact. “I still don’t trust him, though.”

      “And nor should you. You may deal with the devil, but you don’t have to trust him. All of us must continue to be vigilant at times like this. But alas, time is becoming a problem. So you must go. Good luck, you wonderful pair. I’ll see you back in the city soon.”

      We leave the small barracks to the side of the gate, and Lady Orlando heads for her escort to be returned to Inner Haven. The garrison of soldiers at the western gate remains large, and work continues to be done to strengthen the city’s defences. I look upon it all and consider that no army would attempt to breach the gates, so well defended as they are, not when so many sections of the wall remain far more exposed.

      “When this army gets here, they’re not gonna come this way,” I say, looking out upon the gate.

      “If,” corrects Zander. “If we can stop them at source, we will.”

      “Sure. But let’s say they reach the walls. The city’s huge. There’s no chance we can protect the entire perimeter.”

      My brother shakes his head.

      “No, there isn’t. But we have mobile units capable of moving into position very quickly. And should Outer Haven be breached, we have Inner Haven to fall back to, and that’s much easier to defend.”

      Seeing the worry on my face, he adds, “It won’t come to that, Brie. I know we’ve seen some strange people with strange powers recently, but I can’t imagine that this entire army is filled with them. Hybrids are rare, and they won’t have the weaponry we do. And you know what, I’ve fought the Stalkers for years…I know just how much of an asset they’ll be. I’m sure this army is made up of regular soldiers, maybe even mostly Unenhanced. I reckon they have no idea what they’re getting themselves into.”

      He smiles weakly and lays an arm over my shoulder, pulling me into an abbreviated, brotherly hug.

      “I’ll always be there to protect you,” he says, kissing my forehead. “Now come on, let’s go see the big man…again!”

      As we move off through the gate, and the wilds present themselves before me once more, I review his words and know that they’re designed to sooth my concerns. Because really, my brother isn’t so naïve as to believe what he’s just said. If this army are coming, then they’re coming for a reason and know just what they’re up against.

      Call me paranoid, but I’m not quite so optimistic.
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      According to my brother, the main village of the Fangs is deep in the western woods and quite difficult to find. Though the Fangs tend to move around occasionally, using hunting lodges whilst tracking prey and gathering food for winter and times of hardship, they maintain a permanent station in a secret grove, well concealed among the rocks at the heart of the forest.

      I put it to Zander that Rhoth is surely safe if the village is so well hidden. His retort is that, with an army of upwards of ten thousand passing straight through, he might well be stumbled upon.

      Moreover, Rhoth isn’t the type to cower and hide with the women and children. In fact, from what I’ve heard, the women and children of the Fangs are fine warriors themselves. Growing up under perpetual threat from the beasts, Shadows, rival tribes, and natural forces of the wilds would certainly serve to make the people hardy, regardless of gender and age.

      Rhoth did tell us, belligerent as he is, that he’d defend his lands if he needed to. Zander was pretty adamant that he’d be overrun, and while Rhoth is clearly a fine leader and commander, he might be slightly ignorant of just what we’re facing. He might be able to defend his lands against an onslaught from the Bear-Skins or Skullers, but an army of thousands would quickly destroy him and his entire tribe should they have the mind to do so.

      And, while the village is well hidden, it’s quite possible that it’s also well known. After all, if this army from the west have been sending in scouts to watch over Haven, they’re sure to have learned all about the surrounding tribes as well. If they know where the Fangs live, then they’ll either choose to parlay with them and bring them into the fold, ignore them, or destroy them on their path to Haven. Only one of those options sounds good to me.

      With the morning taken by our discussions with Cromwell, the afternoon quickly gets underway as we trek through the wilds. We travel at as speedy a pace as we can through the thickening thickets, clogged up with tangled trees and only occasionally breaking into little clearings and more sparsely populated groves.

      It’s a good time of day for it. With the sun bright and casting its light through the foliage, the lurking beasts of the wild are mostly kept at bay. It’s a nocturnal place, where the creeping creatures seek darkness and gloom to strike. Dusk is when they begin to stir, though storms that blot out the light also tend to bring them out of their slumber.

      Now, though, Zander tells me we’re quite able to operate without too much fear of an attack. That’s especially the case as we work fairly close to the REEF, where the Stalkers are likely to be scouting and thus scaring away the local fauna.

      Oddly, knowing that there might well be little patrols of Stalkers nearby puts me on edge more than anything the wilderness might throw up. Ever since being brought into the fold, it’s the black-clad hybrids who cause the most concern in me. It’s a habit that’s grown and is having trouble being broken, worrying that one of them might leap from the trees and attempt to strike us down.

      That concern hasn’t been completely assuaged by this temporary pact. I still can’t shake the idea that Cromwell’s up to something.

      “So what was it like in his head,” I ask my brother as we work our way west. “Cromwell, I mean.”

      “Same as most Savants really,” says Zander. “You know what it’s like.”

      “Yeah. So what, no demons and monsters lurking in there. That’s kinda what I imagine the inside of his mind to be like. Lakes of molten lava and pits of pain and torture. You know, hell…”

      “A nightmare, basically?”

      “Exactly,” I say.

      He laughs.

      “Well, nothing like that. His desire to serve and save the Savants is clear and profound. It’s what drives him more than anything.”

      “Really? I would have thought his ego would be doing that.”

      “Savants don’t really have egos, though, do they? They serve a function and perform a duty. It just so happens that Director Cromwell’s is to build the profile of his people, same as us. His methods are, well, questionable. But then, Savants hardly care for that.”

      “They sure don’t. Not all of them anyway. Lady Orlando or Adryan would never do what Cromwell’s done. Nor would Burns, or loads of others I assume.”

      “Well, yeah there’s a spectrum of empathy, obviously. Then again, we’re not so different. Lady Orlando did order the High Tower to be destroyed, and most of us were perfectly happy to see it fall. He kills us…we kill them. No one’s really innocent.”

      “I guess not. But let’s not compare crimes. I mean, whatever way you look at it, he’s been the one who’s destroyed so many lives. We’re just reacting to that.”

      “That’s true. In a way, we’re two very different species now, fighting for dominance when, maybe…we should be working together. Who knows, perhaps Cromwell’s seen the light now and seen what we’re capable of. Maybe he really does want to work together from now on.”

      “Pfft, unlikely,” I huff. “Surely the idea of that sounds repellent to you? You’ve worked for years to topple his regime and free the city…”

      “And now we have, partly at least. The city’s under our control. We have found some common ground. At the end of the day, Brie, my priority has been in making sure the regular people of the city live free. That’s the number one goal ahead of actually killing Cromwell. We’ve taken out most of the Savants, most of his top leaders. There’s no coming back for him now. The question is whether we show mercy and choose to cooperate, or reignite our war once we’ve dealt with this new threat. Truth be told, we’ve done more than I ever expected. Nothing is really going according to our original plans, and we all just have to wing it from here on out.”

      “Well, call me crazy, but I still want that man six feet under…” I grumble.

      My brother turns on me, eyes narrow.

      “Dismiss that thought, Brie,” he warns. “I know what you’re like, and can’t have you doing something stupid. Remember, the Director is untouchable. If he dies, we’ll have everyone converging on us.”

      I counter with an equally deep frown.

      “Zander, what do you take me for? You think I’d what, kill Cromwell or something? Don’t be stupid. I know he’s untouchable. I’m just saying, if we get out of this alive, then hopefully events transpire that lead to his death....that’s all I’m saying.”

      His glare continues for a moment, and for a second I feel him ready to dart into my thoughts and see them for himself. He refuses the urge, and fills his lungs.

      “You really hate him, don’t you? More than me. More than anyone. I wonder why that is…”

      “Erm, it’s pretty obviously,” rushes my voice. “He kept me in the damn High Tower, locked to a chair for days! He was going to recondition me and use me, turn me into a Stalker or something. He’s killed and ruined the lives of thousands, tens of thousands of people. And all the people we’ve lost, you and me and everyone…we’ve lost them because of him. Yeah, I hate him, Zander. I wonder why you don’t seem to.”

      He watches my rant calmly, and I turn my eyes to the mist covered ground.

      “I do hate him,” he says coolly. “But I don’t get overly emotional about it, Brie. You’ll learn eventually to suppress such impulses. Here, let me get in your head and calm you down. I’ll straighten you out…”

      “NO!” I say loudly, stepping back. “I don’t want you or anyone in my head again!”

      He lifts his hands to calm me.

      “All right, just a suggestion. Brie, you need to relax, OK. This isn’t the place for such behaviour.”

      I feel like arguing back, but instead suck in a long breath of filtered air and shut my eyes to ease the growing mania in my mind. When I open them up again, several long moments later, I feel a whole lot better.

      “You’re right,” I admit. “Sorry. This whole topic just boils my blood. You don’t…get it, Zander.”

      “I don’t get it?” he says, the edges of his voice suggesting anger. “Look, this is the last thing I’m going to say on the matter, so listen and listen good. I have been fighting this war for years and years. It has consumed me completely, and trust me when I tell you, I’ve seen and done some terrible things that even you’ll never know about. I do worry, sometimes, that I’ll never have a normal life when this is all over. But I don’t care about that, because I’m a soldier, and this is my life. So don’t tell me I don’t get it, Brie. Don’t say that to me again.”

      His words bristle with resentment as they come. And as they come, I understand just why. I stay silent for a moment once he’s finished, slightly cowed by the force of his reaction, before nodding gently and whispering softly.

      “I didn’t mean…” I start.

      He cuts me off, his voice drawing back.

      “It’s OK. Let’s move on and forget it. I understand this is hard for you. I forget how new it all is to you, and I really do get it. But let’s just bury this conversation for now. We’ve got a way to go yet, and can’t be distracted out here in the wild. Agreed?”

      I nod and lift a mild, slightly uneasy smile.

      “Agreed.”

      We press on into the afternoon, hiking and navigating through these parts a constant challenge. As with our very recent trip up the mountains just north of here, I suspect that Kira was a useful ally in traversing these woods, and Zander needs to stop fairly regularly to assess just where we are and make sure we’re headed in the right direction.

      For a time, we don’t speak, letting the little discussion dissipate in our minds and any heated feelings cool. It takes some time before we share words again, stopping near a stream to catch our bearings and take a short rest.

      “How far?” I ask tentatively.

      “Shouldn’t be too long now,” is my brother’s non-committal reply. “You feeling OK?”

      “Yeah, fine,” I say. “How about you? The shoulder giving you any discomfort.”

      He shakes his head.

      “Nah, nothing major. Little bit of trouble with mobility, but that’s all. Should loosen up over the course of the next day or two.”

      We continue with a smattering of slightly strained small-talk, listening to the birds chirping and the stream trickling as it meanders through the forest. Mercifully, our conversation is broken by the sound of static.

      Zander reaches immediately for his belt and detaches the mobile radio he has with him. He clicks a button, and speaks.

      “This is Zander.”

      “What’s your progress?” comes the hoarse voice of Beckett on the other line.

      “Still working towards Rhoth’s village. No confirmation yet that he’s there. You?”

      “Hybrids are gathered,” Beckett says. “We’re about to move beyond the western gate and meet with Colonel Hatcher and the Stalkers. Plan is to head straight for the western border of the forest and set up traps and watch positions. I’ll inform you when I have more information.”

      “All right, keep me informed. We’ll hurry on and see if Rhoth wants to join the fun. Out.”

      He clicks the radio off and reattaches it to his belt.

      “And how far is the village from the border?” I ask. “It’s near the middle, right?”

      “Closer towards the west, actually. It’ll be quicker going on that side. The woods are generally thinner towards the western edge.”

      “Right, and I guess we can use our Dasher powers if we have to?”

      “I’d prefer not to waste energy if we can avoid it. Beckett will travel by wheel for as far as he can go – that’ll be towards the REEF – but will have to go the rest of the way on foot. They should have plenty of time to set their positions and form ambushes.”

      “And presumably there are Stalker scouts off watching this incoming force. You know, seeing what they’re armed with et cetera?”

      Zander nods.

      “We should be well informed of their capabilities. Hopefully they won’t expect us to greet them so far from the city.”

      “Catch them off guard…”

      “Precisely.”

      We jump to our feet and press on, Beckett’s update now fuelling us with a little more spring to our step. The inclusion of another voice out here in the wilderness has also served to dismiss any lingering awkwardness due to our previous discussion. It was much needed.

      With the shape of the earth undulating, with little rises and falls, small hills and mounds peppering the earth, we eventually arrive at a cluster of rocks, set within a small recess in the earth. Through a passage between tightly packed thickets, Zander leads me on, passing tree and stone and eventually working our way towards a hidden clearing.

      My brother stops before we venture on, and turns to me.

      “The village is just up ahead,” he tells me. “It’s not walled off like with the Roosters – the natural features do that job for them – but they will have guards set watching the entrance. Let me do the talking, OK.”

      “Sure. But won’t they recognise us?”

      “It depends who’s on the door. We’ve make progress with the Fangs in recent weeks, but a lot of them hold no love for me.”

      “Well, then I think it’s my duty to suggest that I do the talking,” I joke, smirking.

      Zander raises a smile.

      “Follow me.”
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      The well-concealed track towards the clearing the Fangs call home ends with a passage between two boulders. On first view, there appears to be nothing unusual about it, and certainly no guard in place. Then, as we creep forward with our pulse rifles on our backs and masks removed from our faces, a voice crackles from the foliage.

      “Stop right there. We have half a dozen guns on you right now.”

      We stop, and I look for the source of the voice. It came from the right, just behind the large boulder by the looks of things. I don’t recognise it, though. I’ve spoken to a fair few of the Fangs by now, but this one seems new to me. Then again, most of Rhoth’s hunting party up in the mountains did die in the battle with the Bear-Skins, so there’s no surprise in that.

      “By your garb you come from the big city with all the lights. State your name and business.”

      Zander steps a little ahead of me.

      “It is Zander of the Nameless and his twin sister, Brie of the same. We come to speak with Rhoth and bring warning.”

      “Zander…” says the voice quietly. “Our tribe has lost many men in recent days on account of you. I have lost friends…on account of you.”

      The man steps from behind the boulder, sharp eyes staring. He’s well built, quite young, and intense in his countenance.

      “It is true, the Fangs have become embroiled with the Nameless recently. We never intended to fight the Bear-Skins, however. That was not on my account.”

      “Our people only reignited the war with the Bear-Skins on your account,” counters the tribesman. “In fact, perhaps it is this girl, Brie, who is more to blame. It was she who inspired Bjorn’s ire over in his territory as I hear it. What say you, girl?”

      I look to Zander for confirmation to speak. He nods.

      “I say that I’m sorry for your losses. But I also say that I count Rhoth and the Fangs as friends and allies, and that he would wish for us to pass. We have urgent news that you need to hear, and that you should already be aware of.”

      “Urgent news? You speak of this barbarian army approaching,” says the young man. “We know of this already. You are not the first outsiders to pass this way today. Not even in the last hour…”

      “What? What do you mean?” questions Zander fiercely. “Has someone come? Someone from the incoming army?”

      The man stares at Zander for a moment but doesn’t speak. Then, from the side, another Fang hurries into view, necklace more readily adorned with an assortment of teeth and claws, face bearded and tanned. He also has a fresh wound down the side of his arm, and I know just why. He was with us only days ago in the mountains. This is a Fang I do know, though his name escapes me.

      He steps forward, lifting his hand to wave us on.

      “Come, Zander and Brie. You must come now.”

      “But I am master of the gate today,” growls the first, younger man.

      The older man stares him down.

      “Then stay at the gate, Henrik. These twins are our friends, and they are permitted entry. Come,” he says, turning his eyes on us once more.

      We don’t need a third invite. Stepping forward, we march on down the track as the younger man called Henrik sets about reiterating his authority once more. He’s shot down again, the older man clearly ranking above him in the village – his necklace makes that apparent if nothing else - and eventually concedes as we press on past him and set our eyes on the settlement ahead.

      It’s very unlike the one occupied by the Roosters. Here, all huts and shacks are built more traditionally on the ground, the entire clearing surrounded by natural formations of rocks and thick woods, with the canopy above cleared and presenting the sun an opportunity to bathe the village in its natural yellow light.

      It’s larger than I thought it would be as well, stretching away quite far and clearly calling home to several hundred tribespeople at least. While Rhoth lost a few dozen men only days ago, his stocks are still fairly well supplied.

      As we move into the village, Zander speaks.

      “What’s happening, Larsson?” he questions. “This other guest…who is it?”

      The Fang named Larsson stops in his tracks and lowers his voice.

      “You were right at the gate,” he says. “It’s a man from the barbarian horde, an envoy. He’s come to treat with Rhoth.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask hurriedly. “To what, strike a deal or something?”

      Larsson shakes his head.

      “I know not,” he says. “Rhoth is speaking with him alone. No one else is permitted entry. I didn’t like the look of the man when he entered. I fear he might be trying to influence Rhoth. It’s good you’ve come, Zander. You can stop this madness. We shouldn’t sell our souls to this devil horde…”

      “OK,” says Zander, “lead on Larsson. Take us to them immediately.”

      We press on, passing a number of different sized huts, all scantily built from strips of wood, branches, leaves and other natural materials. I see hunters lingering about, much like those I’ve met before. And the women as well, lacking the jewellery that adorns the men’s necks. Instead, they have fang earrings and bracelets, and the children too appear wild and draped in their little furs and pelts.

      They all stare as we pass through, whispering to each other. It must be a strange day indeed to have so many guests appear here within their hidden village, Zander and me particularly interesting for how we’re dressed and the glowing pulse rifles that sit fixed to our backs.

      In the centre of the village, the largest shack of all is situated. Octagonal in shape and a little more grand than the others, it appears to be some sort of meeting point, a village hall of sorts. Outside, I see additional guards with their old, rusted rifles and spears, a strange amalgamation of the old and new - relatively speaking at least, seeing as their guns are old enough to be considered antiques.

      I don’t recognise either of them as they set their eyes on us.

      “I need to speak with Rhoth immediately,” says Larsson.

      The men look at him and then us. One of them answers.

      “Rhoth doesn’t wish to be disturbed. He is in talks with…”

      “Yes, I know, that’s just why I’m here. Zander of the Nameless brings news. Now step aside, and let us pass.”

      The men look to each other and then at my brother. It seems he continues to be a rather divisive figure around these parts, which isn’t surprising given the history between the Fangs and the Nameless. We may have somewhat endeared ourselves to Rhoth and his hunting party recently, but the remainder of the tribe appears less convinced.

      Unfortunately, my part in all of this has spread as well, and I’m right there in the same boat alongside him. The presence of Larsson, however, is a blessing. As one of the few Fangs to have been present with us during recent excursions, he’s an ally here in what appears to be quite an inhospitable place.

      “I will…take this news to Rhoth,” says one of the guards. “Wait here a moment.”

      He steps inside the hut, moving through a doorway made from hanging vines and jingling fangs. My eyes once more peruse the village and watching faces as he goes.

      “Is West around?” I ask Larsson, searching for my new friend.

      “He’s been down at the river hunting fish,” I’m told. “He should return shortly.”

      Within the hut, I hear a familiar growl that I know to be Rhoth’s voice. All goes silent as we listen. A few moments later, the guard returns looking a little sheepish.

      “He doesn’t wish to see you,” announces the guard. “He’s in a…foul mood.”

      I watch Zander’s lips curl down and his eyes narrow. He locks his gaze on the guard who seems to fall into a sudden reverie, before blinking a few times as a frown descends over his eyes. He shakes his head.

      “I…I apologise,” he mutters, drawing a confused gaze from his fellow guard. “I meant to say, Rhoth will be happy to see you. Please, go ahead.”

      The other guard seems to grow increasingly perplexed with every word. Meanwhile, Zander merely glances at me and drops a wink. I smile back, considering it lucky he picked out a guard who’s susceptible to his mental manipulations. Around here, I know that’s quite hit and miss.

      “Thank you very much,” says Zander magnanimously, stepping towards the door of hanging vines as Larsson and I follow quickly behind him.

      We enter into a dark and quite humid place, carpeted with all sorts of furs and pelts and with a fire in the centre that spills smoke up through a gap in the roof. The flickering light gives form to the large shape of Rhoth, sitting on a chair fashioned from the trunk of a tree, a number of gashes painting his skin from recent battles.

      Across from him, a man of much smaller proportions sits in a similar chair. He has short brown hair, a smattering of uneven stubble, and a set of armour that looks strangely familiar. My eyes slant at the sight of him, and a snarl works itself onto my face. Our counterpart’s expression takes on a similar form as he turns his eyes on my brother and me.

      “What…why are you here?” he says suddenly, as if he’s in command.

      Looking at Rhoth, I consider that he might well be. The leader of the Fangs, I know, isn’t prone to falling under the spells of Mind-Manipulators. Yet today it appears that something has gone awry on that front. Larsson may well have been right.

      The old Fang looks to his head tribesman now, and steps forward.

      “Rhoth, are you OK? You appear…not yourself.”

      Rhoth’s eyes look glassy, tired. He lifts his head and nods.

      “I’m fine…just fine, Larsson. You shouldn’t be here. I told the guard not to admit you.” His eyes find Zander and me. “And what are you doing here?” he sighs exasperatedly. “Why can’t I be rid of you…”

      “Who are these people, Rhoth?” questions the envoy, his voice deep and rhythmic, as if enough to put you under a spell all on its own. He looks upon us closely. “Ah, you’re from the big city with all the lights I see. Your armour, your weapons. Yes, it is true. Part of the Nameless to take control of the city, no doubt. Don’t look so surprised. We know more about you than you think.”

      “And we is?” growls Zander.

      The man smiles but doesn’t answer. He looks back to Rhoth.

      “Are we to continue our negotiation, Rhoth?” he asks. “These people shouldn’t be here.”

      “And why’s that?” I say loudly. “So you can work your mental magic. Yeah, I can see what you’re doing. Rhoth, you’re not yourself. This man is trying to trick you.”

      “Trick me?” says Rhoth angrily, standing to his feet. “No one tricks me, girl. You…you know this!”

      “Larsson is right,” I go on. “You’re not yourself.”

      “I am myself!” he growls. “Now get out of here. Guards!”

      The guards hustle quickly through the doorway, guns primed. I hold up one hand to calm them.

      “It’s OK…it’s all good,” I say. “Things are fine, don’t do anything stupid now.”

      “Stupid was you coming here!” says Rhoth. “This is the village of the Fangs. It isn’t a place for people from the big city. Now go. Get out of here!”

      He seems far more manic than usual, his limbs twitching, nostrils flaring. In the other chair, the envoy just sits calmly, a little smile on his face. I know he’s to blame. And so does my brother.

      He looks at the man now, and I can see him preparing to strike if he has to. This man has clearly come here for a single purpose – to enlist the support of the Fangs, to use his tricks to get them to either fight or reveal what they know about us.

      His presence here says a lot. It tells us that this is no rabble approaching. It confirms that they know far more than we might have thought. They are clearly aware of Rhoth and the Fangs, and even have knowledge of where this village is. Who knows, perhaps one of the Fangs has been a spy all alone, feeding information to the west. Whatever the case, we cannot leave this place with this man still here.

      And my brother knows it.

      As he prepares to make his move, however, I hear more commotion outside. Suddenly, through the door another figure comes, and I look upon the youthful form of West, striding in with a narrow gaze that immediately falls upon the stranger to these parts, sitting casually in his tree trunk chair.

      The expression that slowly builds on his face is one I’ve never seen. There’s a depth to it, a pool of hurtful memory that seems to bubble up through every pore. His eyes peruse the man and go stark, and suddenly I know just why his garb looks so familiar.

      It is the same sort of armour, old and weather-worn, that adorned the bodies of the men who destroyed West’s village all those years ago. The memory I saw in his mind of his people being massacred, his parents killed, now strikes again. And before I know it, or can do anything to stop it, West surges straight for the man with a roar of fury, drawing a knife from his belt as he goes.

      I have no time to react, and nor does anyone else except Rhoth, standing right there beside the messenger, who looks suddenly frightened as the young Fang pours forward with murder in his eyes.

      Rhoth hurls himself across just in time, grappling with West and taking hold of his wrist before the knife can plunge deep into the envoy’s flesh. The man stands and staggers backwards, and West wriggles like a fish in Rhoth’s mighty grasp.

      And though he’s spent his life here a mute, only speaking on such rare occasions, now he suddenly finds his voice, roaring loud.

      “It was him! His people! They killed my family! They destroyed my village! It was him!”

      His voice fills the air, cracking through overuse when it’s so rarely deployed. It’s so loud that, beyond the hut, the villagers must hear, bodies drawing closer to the central shack to see what all the fuss is about.

      He calls again and again, his voice slowly growing weaker and his struggling limbs ceasing to try to wrest themselves from Rhoth’s powerful grip. Yet the great Fang himself now appears to be waking, young West’s words breaking him from the spell. His eyes flicker, and his mind fills with the distress of the young man who he took as his son, who he found as a boy, frightened and alone in the wilderness.

      I watch, breathless, as the true Rhoth comes back to the fore. He stands tall again, and the crazed look in his eyes is dismissed. He turns to the envoy, cowering against the wall, and his façade curls, framed in fury.

      “It was his people?” he asks quietly.

      West, panting hard, nods.

      “Him…it was him…I know it….”

      Rhoth lets West go, and the shack goes still and silent. Then, in a sudden burst, he thrusts himself forward, grabs hold of the messenger, and drags him in front of West.

      “Kill him,” he growls.

      West doesn’t need to hear any more.

      My brother calls out, “No!” for a reason I don’t immediately understand, and the cowardly envoy squeaks in fear and attempts to escape. It’s no use. Rhoth is too strong, and West is too quick. His knife comes slashing, right across the man’s throat, opening it up wide.

      And the shack gets a new coating of dark red blood.
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      The sight of the envoy dropping to his knees, fingers manically clutching at his neck as it spurts blood, would have made me rather queasy not so long ago.

      The fact that I look at it without batting an eyelid says a hell of a lot about my transition from regular, cleaner girl in the western quarter of Outer Haven, to rebel, soldier, and gifted killer. I watch without much feeling at all as he sinks to his knees and splutters and spits, his final moments of life upon him.

      In fact, if there is a feeling within me, it’s one of both hate and justice. If West is right, then this man is part of the barbarian horde that ransacked his lands. And envoy or not, he deserves everything he’s got.

      My brother, however, reacts differently.

      As the rest of us stand motionless, he immediately darts forward, dropping straight to his knees before the dying man.

      “Let him suffer,” growls Rhoth, perhaps thinking Zander is trying to help.

      It takes a moment to realise that he isn’t. He’s merely looking for information.

      He does so by quickly grabbing at the man’s frantic eyes and wrestling their lids open. It’s clearly not easy. With the blood still spilling, the envoy quickly sinks to the floor, gurgling his last as his eyes go dead. Soon enough, he’s completely motionless, lifeless. I consider that Zander’s missed his shot.

      I seem to be wrong on that account. He continues to work, holding the now-dead man’s eyes open as they stare up and go glassy. We all watch as he slips into the messenger’s head for what must be about twenty or so seconds, before grimacing and withdrawing and shouting, “Damn!”

      He stands to his feet, shaking his head.

      “He was dead,” I say. “How could you…”

      “There’s always brain activity for a short while after death,” he grunts. “I had a bit of time.”

      “And…what did you see?”

      He turns to me, eyes haunted.

      “Nothing good. Snippets, bare details. But enough…”

      “Enough for what?” I ask, breathless.

      “To tell us Cromwell was right,” he says. “The army is ten thousand strong at least. They’re here to destroy us and nothing more. It’s what they do – they spread from place to place, destroying villages and settlements, gathering enhanced and hybrids to their cause, stealing and looting rations and whatever resources they need to keep on going.”

      He turns to West, whose own eyes are still little more than slits, the memory of his past still playing before them.

      “Your village…it was them,” he confirms. “They’ve been doing this for years, building their strength. Only now are they powerful enough to strike at their main target.”

      “Haven,” I whisper.

      My brother nods.

      “They call themselves the Cure,” he growls. “A cure for what they see as weakness in this world. But really they’re a plague, ravaging lands and taking what they want. I fear they’re far more powerful than we thought…”

      “What do you mean? More Enhanced and hybrids?” I query.

      Zander nods.

      “I think that even Director Cromwell might be underestimating them. This incoming force of two hundred…they’re some of their finest warriors. And the rest aren’t mere Unenhanced. Their ranks are filled with killers.”

      “You got all this from his mind?” questions Rhoth, still escaping the spell the envoy had over him.

      Zander turns to him.

      “That, and more, Rhoth,” he says. “The man had a telepathic link to someone in the main army. I heard him speak to him with his final thoughts.”

      “And what did he say?” growls Rhoth.

      “He said he’d failed. That you and the Fangs were not with them. I’m sorry, Rhoth. He said…you needed to be destroyed.”

      The big man stiffens and grunts.

      “Destroy us?! Nothing of the sort will happen. Not here in my woods. I will defend them till I die.”

      “And those that can’t fight?” asks Zander. “They know where the village is. They’ll ransack it just as they have so many others. All your people will be killed. Please, Rhoth, clear out from here. You cannot stay.”

      The great Fang looks to West, then to Larsson, and the guards lingering by the door.

      “Zander is right,” says Larsson. “Those who can fight, should do so. But the rest need to be safe, Rhoth.”

      “Haven,” I say. “We will protect them in Haven. There’s nowhere else…”

      “There are plenty of other places, girl,” growls Rhoth. “Maybe Kervan and the Roosters will give them sanctuary.”

      “And you think these people…the Cure…you think they won’t know about the Roosters? They know about us all, Rhoth. The Nameless, the Consortium, Haven, and the tribes. Perhaps they’ll be safe in the mountains, but perhaps not. Are you willing to take that risk? There’s nowhere safer than Haven. If you really care about the safety of your people, you’ll send them to the city immediately.”

      Zander’s words leave behind a short silence, the challenge to Rhoth laid down. He doesn’t seem to enjoy being spoken to in such a manner, least of all here in his village. But as a good leader, he needs to see reason. And I’m relieved when his fierce eyes begin to soften, and his great, bearded chin dips into a nod.

      “Maybe you’re right, boy,” he says.

      It’s enough of a concession for my brother to let out a breath.

      He turns his eyes back to Larsson.

      “Spread the word, Lars,” he says. “The people are to make for the big city with all the lights. All hunters and fighters must assemble. We will not present this barbarian horde free passage through our lands.”

      As Larsson nods and moves towards the exit, Zander asks, “Is that sensible, Rhoth? You’ve done enough fighting already. You should go with your people and protect them.”

      A gurgle of laughter creeps up Rhoth’s throat.

      “Boy, I appreciate your words. But you will never understand how we operate here. We will war with these people, as you are. They come to destroy us all, as you say. We are all allies in this fight.”

      Zander smiles.

      “I do understand, Rhoth. You want to protect your lands and your home. I understand that full well.”

      “Then question me not,” crackles the tribesman’s voice. “But do you part instead – call your friends in Haven, tell them my people are coming and need tending. Put those you trust to the task, Zander. Do that for me.”

      “Of course. I will, Rhoth. They’ll be well seen to.”

      “Good.” He turns to West and lays a hand on his shoulder. “Revenge, West. We will finally have it.”

      I see the two men smile at each other, but can only think that they’ll both die this night. I may well be in that boat too, and Zander. All of us, in fact, might see our ends when the light fades and the moon rises. But once again, such a thing fails to faze me. The threat of death is something I’m quickly learning to live with.

      And so far, I’ve met the challenge.

      For the next half hour, the camp heaves and rushes. Stepping outside the main hut, I see some dissent and questioning among the people, the likes of Henrik, abandoning his post at the gate, chief among the doubters. Yet with Rhoth, West, Larsson, and the guards who witnessed what happened singing from the same song sheet, all concerns are swiftly put to bed.

      They may have a great deal of distrust for Zander, the Nameless, and the city of Haven, but they have no choice but to trust in their leader. We are, it seems, the lesser of two evils, and the city of Haven that they have long feared now looks set to become their sanctuary, to live up to its very name.

      As the old, young, and those unable to fight gather their belongings and ready themselves for the trek, I get a good idea of the true numbers here. There are many more than I thought there would be, hundreds now readying themselves for the long march through the woods towards the one place they never thought they’d tread.

      Those capable of fighting gather their weapons too, not only men but a good number of women amongst them. A few will go with the rest to offer protection through the woods, but most appear ready and willing to defend the woods with their lives.

      Zander, meanwhile, gets on the radio and calls it in, making sure that the soldiers at the gate are prepared to escort them into the city. I ask him just who he’ll trust to help them settle in, and he mentions Sophie as an option given her experience of the Fangs when travelling to the mines.

      “Good idea,” I say to him. “Though, she’ll need a good deal of help in arranging them all.”

      “She’ll get it,” says Zander. “They’ll put the Fangs up somewhere in Outer Haven for now, close to the walls of Inner Haven. If needs be, they can be transported right to the centre.”

      “You mean, if they city comes under siege, and the walls are breached.”

      Zander nods.

      The rush continues, and soon enough the afternoon is bustling along at a fierce enough pace to suggest that the sun will set before too long and the moon will take its place. I watch my brother pace and grow frustrated, and find that he’s having trouble getting through to Beckett.

      “There’s some sort of interference,” he tells me when I ask him what the trouble is.

      “Distance?” I ask. “Are we too far from him?”

      “I wouldn’t have thought so. We’re further from Haven and I’m having no trouble speaking with them. Could be that he’s got his radio off or it’s damaged or…”

      “Or what?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe the Cure have some sort of disruptor technology with them to prevent radio signals from getting through. If so, they’re probably getting close. We can’t delay much longer, sis. Beckett needs to know what we’re facing.”

      “You’re worried,” I assert, looking into his eyes. “You think Beckett and Colonel Hatcher are outmatched?”

      “I can’t be sure. I only got snippets from the envoy’s head, but this forward unit is more powerful than we thought. And they have numbers, Brie. We can’t afford to lose fifty of our best hybrids, and fifty Stalkers right now. We think we’re ambushing them…but maybe it’s the other way around.”

      “Well then, we go? We have our Dasher powers. Rhoth can catch up if he’s so keen on fighting. They’ll only slow us down, Zander.”

      He considers it, and looks at the sky.

      “I’ll speak with Rhoth. See where he’s at…”

      He rushes off, the village now beginning to clear of those heading for Haven, leaving behind a smaller force of a hundred or so hunters of varying capabilities. I imagine that a lot of Rhoth’s finer warriors were part of the hunting group I’ve spent plenty of time with, many of them losing their lives several days ago in the mountains.

      The remainder might just be out of their depth, though it doesn’t show in their eyes. Here, in these woods – their woods – with this toxic mist that seems to mute the abilities of so many Enhanced and hybrids, the playing field is more level. They are, I know, a great boon to our cause.

      As I stand and await my brother’s orders, West meanders over to me.

      “Revenge, Brie,” he says, his voice running free. “I will finally have revenge.”

      I smile at him, but don’t offer any words to douse his flames. No words of worry that he won’t get revenge, that he might well fall instead. No words to make him doubt himself, or those he has fought with for years. Instead, I merely nod, and add my flames to his.

      “Yes, you will,” I say assertively. “For your village, for your people.”

      He holds my gaze longer than he usually would. So shy at his core, he’s been set loose by the promise of blood, buoyed by the life of the envoy he’s just taken. And even now, I see the spray of crimson across his clothes from the messenger’s neck, war paint for the battle to come.

      “And you?” he says. “When will your revenge come? For your father, Maxwell, and your mother, Elisa…”

      His words cause a sharp jump in my heart-rate, recalling my parents’ names. And as he utters them, I notice Zander nearby, standing with Rhoth, listening as the big man speaks.

      I turn back to West, who stares at me, awaiting a response.

      “One day,” I say. “But this is your night, West. Mine will come…”

      “It will,” he says confidently. “We will all have our moment.”

      He heaves in a breath, seeming older and larger than ever before, and from the corner of my eyes I see Zander marching back over.

      “Rhoth needs you, West,” he says to the young Fang.

      West drops a final smile for me before slipping away, leaving me alone with Zander. He looks at me curiously for a moment, before opening his mouth.

      “Rhoth is about ready to go. We will go with him at first. He knows the way better than I do, and it’s better to go a little slower and save our energy, than waste it and get lost along the path.”

      “Makes sense,” I say.

      “I’ll keep trying Beckett as we go. By now they’re sure to be in position.” He looks to the sky. “It’s getting on. No time to waste.”

      Before he can move off, I draw him back with a query that’s been bubbling up in my mind.

      “You said the envoy has a telepathic link with someone in the main army,” I say. “How did you tap into that? I didn’t know that was possible…”

      His face takes on an expression of marginal guilt. The realisation doesn’t take long to dawn in my mind.

      “You…lied?” I whisper, frowning. “There was no link?”

      He peers about.

      “I said what I needed to say, Brie,” he tells me. “We can’t risk Rhoth staying here. It’s too dangerous for the Fangs, and you know how belligerent he is. They’d either be destroyed, or assimilated into the Cure’s army. I did what I had to do to stop that from happening.”

      “I see…”

      “You don’t agree?” he questions.

      “I, um…no, I do agree, actually. I think you’re right. You had to do it.”

      He smiles, seeming surprised.

      “Good. Then you really are learning. And you really are changing. Not long ago, you’d have reprimanded me for such a thing.”

      I shrug.

      “Yep. That girl’s dead, though. You did the right thing, brother. You’ve probably just saved the entire village, and got the hunters to fight alongside us rather than against us. Just…probably best to keep that one from Rhoth, right?”

      We glance at the big man, delivering a rousing speech to his assembled warriors.

      “Yeah, I’d say that’s probably a good idea,” he chuckles.

      And moving towards the group, we prepare to set off towards the west.
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      The light in the woods is beginning to fade.

      Under the canopy above, the onset of darkness always comes early, the foliage drowning the forest floor below in a deepening gloom. My eyes can penetrate it easily enough, but though the Fangs have no such ocular augmentations, they’re capable of operating here within the low light with a surprising ease and skill.

      As forest dwellers, the varying states of darkness are common to them, and their eyes have adjusted accordingly. I’ve seen it all before, and know that, though they are technically Unenhanced, life here in the woods has given them somewhat superhuman senses. They are, in some respects, all hybrids here, with the ability to see, hear, and smell far better than most.

      They are fleet of foot too, scurrying quickly through the brush and with a silence that is highly impressive. As we go, I’m almost forced to dial up my Dasher powers, such is the speed with which they travel.

      All senses remain alert. With the light fading, and dusk quickly approaching, the beasts of the wild will begin to stake their claim. Eyes search and ears listen, and nostrils continue to pick out the scents given off by their woodland enemies. But with such a force, few beasts will be likely to attack, and the Shadows that lurk in the trees and areas of swamp will no doubt choose to stay away.

      But while Rhoth and his hunters are adept at searching for danger, they are also quite skilled at luring it in. As I jog alongside him and Zander at the head of the party, he reveals to me a lure, bait that he uses when hunting to try to draw the beasts of the wild to him to be caught.

      He reaches into his pocket and hands me a small flask. I set about opening it up but his hand clamps down and stops me.

      “No no, not here, girl.”

      “What is it?”

      “A special potion,” he says. “Made from the bodies of the beasts here in the woods. Certain creatures find it impossible to ignore.”

      “You use it for traps?”

      “Yes, we do. And tonight, perhaps it will come in handy…”

      We press on, several miles still to travel before we reach the end of the wood. It begins to grow less tangled as we go, the canopy less dense and the trees more spaced out, similar to how they began to disperse up in the hills to the base of the northern mountains. It’s less foreboding than the stifling jungle the Bear-Skins live in, the place I like to call the ‘Cursed Woods’. Perhaps it’s the influence of the Fangs in these parts, the forest seeming to mimic their friendlier demeanour rather than the oppressive woods that went rather well with Bjorn and his brutal troop.

      I wonder just what’s happening with them. Bjorn and fifty of his men were killed, yes, but surely his tribe is similar in size to the Fangs. It’s quite possible that they have hundreds of people living towards the north of Haven too. Maybe the Cure even sent an envoy their way as well?

      It’s certainly possible, though I suspect that their interest in the Fangs lay more in Rhoth’s tribes’ position here in the west. If they’re to pass this way, better to gain the support of the local tribe, especially if they have information that could be useful in sieging the city.

      I certainly doubt they expected things to go this way. The envoy was clearly a highly gifted Mind-Manipulator, and capable of influencing even a mind as strong and resolute as Rhoth’s. They probably assume he’s currently on board, their two hundred or so soldiers set to pour forward and find the Fangs a willing ally in the fight against Haven, the great oppressors.

      They won’t find that, of course, but will instead be met by a local tribe unintimidated by this incoming horde. And frankly, the fact that Zander was lying about the telepathic link will turn out to be a good thing in more ways than one.

      Yes, the Fangs’ hunters are useful in swelling our ranks. Yes, it’s good that the rest will be taken care of in Haven. But beyond that, the fact that the envoy didn’t warn of the Fangs’ refusal to join is a very good thing indeed. They might otherwise have known full well that they were stepping towards a forest filled with waiting enemies. Now, our ambush may just do its job.

      Maybe…

      Zander continues to attempt contact with Beckett, growing increasingly frustrated the longer he goes without a full update. All he seems to manage on the radio is static and broken words, the link distorted and impossible to decipher. The only good sign is that, from the few words we do hear, Beckett’s voice comes down the line.

      He is, therefore, alive. I’d begun to grow worried that we’d missed the party.

      Only when Rhoth joins the conversation does he offer some solution. Or, I should say, some reason as to what might be causing the problem.

      “You don’t come this way often, do you boy?” he asks Zander.

      “Never,” says my brother. “Not this far.”

      “Then you won’t know that there’s an old base around here. It has a radio tower of some kind. It might be scrambling your signal.”

      Zander breathes out a sigh of relief.

      “Ah, OK…that makes sense. Good. I thought it might be something worse. Where is this tower?”

      “Towards the northern edge of the forest near the base of the mountains. There are lots of ruins of the old world there. I think it was a military base of some sort. We have found weapons there in the past.”

      “Oh right, so that’s where you got your rifles and handguns?” I ask.

      The big man nods.

      “Some of them, yes. Perhaps, with us being such close allies now, however, we will get some more of your fancy rifles,” he says, admiring the pulse rifle he took off Zander weeks ago. “This thing makes a man twice as capable. I would like some more for my hunters.”

      “There’s plenty to spare in the city,” I say. “I’ve literally seen them just lying around in the streets. So many people have died…they don’t need them anymore.”

      Rhoth nods sombrely.

      “Your big city is in pain. It is such a shame, all this war. We Fangs prefer peace if we can have it.”

      “So do we, Rhoth,” says Zander. “That’s what we’re fighting for.”

      “Yes. And now we fight together again. Are you ready, boy?” he asks, looking at my brother’s shoulder, padded and bandaged beneath his gear. “Your wounds have healed?”

      “Healing,” corrects Zander. “I should be asking you that, Rhoth. You were worse than me after your clash with Bjorn. Speaking of which, we brought medicine for you…”

      “Ah, not needed. Just more scars to add to the many others. Superficial wounds, my boy. And the pain…I like to use the pain. Keeps me alert.”

      “Well, the offer’s there. Let’s just try to avoid adding any scars tonight, how about that?”

      “I agree! Now tell me more of who is awaiting us?”

      “Um, about fifty Nameless,” says Zander. “And…fifty Stalkers.”

      “Ah yes, you and your Savant enemy are now working together against a common threat. It’s like us, really. We joined to help you against old Director Cromwell…and now he joins us too. I wonder,” he chuckles, “whether this army called the Cure will be the next to join our fight against some other menace!”

      He laughs heartily to himself, another of Rhoth’s jokes that he thoroughly enjoys, even if no one else does.

      “I’m sure this is the last alliance,” says Zander placidly. “With Cromwell, it’s temporary. I trust that our pact, our friendship, will be more enduring?”

      “I hope so, boy,” says Rhoth, his laughter dying away. “The Fangs and the Nameless are friends as far as I am concerned. And so are we,” he adds, looking at my brother, and then to me.

      We both smile back.

      “Now, on we rush,” gallops Rhoth’s voice. “I wish to see how these Stalkers fight!”

      The speed picks up once more, the light fading quickly now and the moon beginning to glow. With a few more attempts, Zander picks up some extra morsels of information from Beckett, the sparse offerings signalling his position just south of the river that flows from the high passes, cutting diagonally across the plains.

      Zander knows enough to be aware of just where that is, the woods bottlenecking somewhat around the waterway, with several larger, hilly areas filled with rocky outcrops littering it on either side. It is, according to Rhoth, the most obvious entry point into the woods from the grasslands, and has plenty of excellent vantage points for lookouts as well as areas where traps can quite easily be laid.

      With Beckett’s precise location now known, we learn also that the enemy are still yet to arrive. The information is broken, but I think I hear Beckett say something along the lines of, “They’ll be here in under an hour.”

      Zander confirms that that sounds about right, and Rhoth, knowing the woods so well, informs us that we’ll be there in good time to get set and lay some traps of our own.

      No further words are shared or spoken between us. We clatter forward as quickly as we can, the hundred hunters at our backs hurdling roots and dodging bushes, the clinking of fangs and claws on necklaces joining the rushing feet to set a strange soundtrack to our trip.

      Each minute counts now, and everyone knows it. And soon we’re reaching the old ruins of a long dead town, now gobbled up by the forest, the foundations of buildings and old walls joining the trees and shrubbery. We slow, and from the ruins dark figures appear, silhouettes of men and women, of soldiers, on edge and ready to pounce.

      “Hold your fire,” I hear a voice calling out, as if weapons were preparing to unleash their fury.

      Then, from behind an old wall, Beckett rushes forward, looking upon our assembly with a surgical eye.

      “Zander, you’re here,” he says, emerging from the gloom. “What’s been going on with your radio?”

      “Rhoth says it’s an old radio tower north of here. There’s a military base or something…”

      “Ah, I see, well that explains a lot.” He turns to Rhoth. “Good to have you with us, Rhoth. I see you’ve brought some friends with you…”

      “All who can fight have come,” growls the big Fang. “We seek revenge on these people who come to kill us.”

      “Revenge?”

      “Long story,” says Zander. “All you need to know is we have about a hundred Fangs here, and the rest of them are heading to Haven. There was an envoy in their village trying to get them onside. He, um, failed.”

      “Good to hear it,” grunts Beckett approvingly. “You’re a loyal man, Rhoth. But we have plenty of hybrids to deal with the coming threat.”

      “Perhaps, perhaps not,” says Zander. “I got into the envoy’s head before he died. Cromwell hasn’t been lying to us, Beckett. This army call themselves the Cure. They’re barbarians, tearing through the western lands and gathering warriors to their cause. They are no rabble. They will be no pushover. The two hundred sent ahead are going to be much tougher than we thought.”

      “Hmmmm, ill news,” says Beckett pensively. “Any details on what sorts of hybrids are coming?”

      “None I’m afraid,” says Zander. “Just that we’re in for a rough night. Where are Colonel Hatcher and the Stalkers?”

      Beckett bends his neck off to the left and the other end of the clearing. The woods are peppered not with old ruins there, but rocks and craggy outcrops, places of cover from which to fight.

      “He’s set up over there. He’s to cover the left flank, us the right. We have set some traps ahead and have Hawks in place to give warning of incoming danger. Rhoth, you know these lands better than we do,” says Beckett, giving the big Fang the sort of respect he craves. “Do you see any weak points in our line of defence?”

      Rhoth considers it for a time, searching left and right.

      “You’re well covered here in the ruins, and to the left among the rocks,” he says. “My Fangs can take position in ambush spots. We are used to hunting, and know how to stay silent and unseen. We will work in pods and snatch as many lives as we can.”

      “OK. Take positions. But retreat if you’re under heavy attack. I know you’re fine hunters, but some warriors you won’t be able to contend with.”

      It’s the sort of thing that I suspect might insult Rhoth, but he merely nods and takes it on board. Because, though Rhoth is a proud man and great warrior, he and his Fangs do have their limitations. They will be no match for the more powerful hybrids.

      “We’ll help where we can,” he says. “I have some traps of my own I’d like to set. We have bait that will lure creatures here. They will cause…distraction, if not more.”

      Beckett nods.

      “Good. I trust you to know just what you’re doing, Rhoth. We don’t want any beasts distracting us now do we?”

      “Not to worry, Beckett. I’ll set the bait on the edge of the forest. If the beasts come, they’ll cause problems for the Cure. They may give away their position, or break apart. There’s no harm in the attempt.”

      “Right, do what you need, and do it quick. We have little time before the enemy arrive. Oh, and Rhoth, keep an eye out for our traps. They’re mainly down the centre, designed to bottleneck the incoming soldiers. Go left and right to avoid them.”

      Rhoth nods and hurries off with the Fangs, West to his side. Beckett turns to Zander and me.

      “It’s good to have you two here,” he says. “Take position within the ruins. Our traps, as I say, are right ahead.” He points out the area between the ruins and the rocks, the entry point into the woods from the grasslands beyond. “There are explosive tripwires and mobile gun placements that will trigger when we set them off. We’re going to try to funnel as many men down this passage as we can, set off the guns, and then shoot them up like fish in a barrel.”

      “Right, good plan,” whispers Zander. “We need to cut down their numbers as fast as we can and level the playing field. Are the Stalkers all on board with this?”

      “You know what they’re like. They’ll follow any order perfectly. Colonel Hatcher and I came up with this together. He’s not so bad, considering…”

      “OK, good. Let’s hope they’re as ferocious with this enemy as they’ve been with us. Nice to have them on our side for a change.”

      “Hmmm, shame it’s come to this,” grumbles Beckett. “But, they’ll prove useful tonight I’m sure.”

      And, in the days to come…I hope.

      With the night falling, and the odd cloud passing over the moon above, we move into position and wait.

      Another day, another battle.

      Another chance to die.
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      The silence that pervades the forest is deep and long. Hidden within the ruins of an ancient brick building, with my brother alongside me and Beckett not far away, I wait with a growing tension in my bones for the enemy to arrive.

      The Fangs are so quiet and quick in their movements that they quickly set their bait and retreat to ambush positions, moving into trees or hiding in small recesses in the dirt, taking positions to the flanks to catch out anyone who might veer off track when the battle begins.

      Though the radio signal between my brother and Beckett was disrupted, the communicator used between Beckett and Colonel Hatcher appears in good working order. It seems that the Stalker scouts ahead are feeding the Colonel information, and he is then passing it onto Beckett. The devices they’re using are built into their helmets, allowing easily communication in the field within a limited range.

      I watch Beckett for updates, and listen as he whispers along the line, spreading the word to the hybrids of the Nameless, hidden among the remains of this old, vine-covered town. I recognise a number of them, Marler in particular, one of the strike team to help take down the High Tower. Others, I hope, are equally gifted killers and fighters.

      Soon, the whispers are heralding the arrival of enemy soldiers.

      “Get ready,” whispers Beckett. “They’re coming fast. It sounds like they’re not aware of our presence. Total silence now. No movement.”

      I set my muscles to stone and peer through a gap in the brick wall. Ahead, through the trees, the grasslands beyond are just about visible. I guide my gaze forward as far as I can, searching for the sight of men moving towards us. For several long minutes, I see nothing. Then, from over the crest of a small rise, silhouettes begin to emerge.

      I hold my breath firm in my lungs. Ten come, then another twenty, then dozens more as the group work their way towards the trees. They stop at the edge, the sudden gloom of the forest perhaps making them slightly wary. Those with augmented senses use them, the gathering force taking a short time to survey the path ahead to make sure it’s safe.

      Then, one of them appears to bend low to the ground. He sets about inspecting a patch of earth, some curious smell attracting his attention. It must be one of Rhoth’s lures, though as yet no creature appears to have taken the bait.

      A failed attempt, perhaps, but worth a shot. The beasts of the wild must know better than to come calling with such a force assembled. They prefer to sneak and snipe from the bushes, unless vastly outnumbering their opponents…

      A sudden flurry of movement dispels the notion.

      A growling sound penetrates the silence, and from the brush a beast comes charging. I don’t see it at first – I only hear it – but the men of the Cure clearly do. They turn as one to the right, and begin lifting their weapons. For the first time I see them – rifles, old and worn like those of the Fangs, knives and other blades, scavenged from the old world.

      But not all of them need weapons.

      As the men get ready to fire at whatever beast must be coming at them, one of them steps ahead. I watch closely, my eyes zoomed in a hundred or so metres away, and see that it’s a gigantic bear that’s rushing, frothing at the mouth and turned wild by the scent of whatever Rhoth set to the earth.

      The man seems completely unfazed by the charging beast. As it bounds forwards on powerful legs, and the other men stand back with weapons aloft, the man merely holds up one hand, palm facing out at the great monster.

      The bear stops abruptly in its tracks, as if suddenly paralysed, its front legs suspended in the air and back legs pressing in the mud. The man raises his hand, and the bear goes too, its body rising up into the air, locked in the same position and unable to move.

      Higher and higher it goes, towards the tops of the trees, before the man casually throws his hand off to the left, and the bear goes flying away across the plains. It lands with a crunch of broken legs, tumbling off into the grass and groaning loudly. The men just laugh.

      My fingers tighten on my gun as I watch the display. This man is another Elemental, a Mind-Mover. Just like the fire-manipulator I saw in West’s memories. Or the wind-manipulator who set that tornado to the streets when those strange soldiers came to take Kira.

      I look to my brother and Beckett. Both of them have seen the same as me. Our commander whispers as quietly as he can into his mic – “Note – Elemental spotted. Priority target.”

      He must be telling Colonel Hatcher. It’s such an odd feeling, wishing to see the Stalkers unleashed. I wish them to pour through the woods and destroy these men. To see them do what they were bred for.

      But not yet. Still, no one moves, and we lie in wait for the enemy to get closer. For some time they enter into a further discussion, whispers trickling through the trees. I look again at Beckett, his Bat powers enabling him to decipher the conversation. He turns to the men around us and offers a few hand signals and gestures. Zander watches, understands, and then looks to me.

      And in my head I hear his voice.

      They’re suspicious, he tells me. They suspect a trap. Be ready to fire when Beckett activates the gun placements.

      I nod my understanding, and turn my eyes back to the men. Though wary, they have little choice but to enter through this gateway into the woods. Creeping forward, they come, weapons up and ready, eyes searching high and low.

      Then, more growling sounds lift from the edges of the wood, Rhoth’s lures once more working their magic. This time, the distraction comes from various angles, the red eyes of the mutated wolves lighting in the darkness. Some men turn to face them, and fire off shots. Others quickly press forward, moving further from the plains.

      They begin to disperse, the wolves here undeterred by their weapons and fast enough to creep around mostly unseen. My mind flashes with my own experience of the beasts, Zander once saving Adryan and me from a desperate and gruesome end not so long ago.

      These wolves, I know, are not normal. Large and crazed, they have no fear of guns or man. They move fast and have thick hides, their bodies growing natural defences against the harsh features of this land. And these men of the Cure, I suspect, won’t have had dealings with such beasts before.

      And as with the Stalkers, now our temporary allies in this fight, the creatures of the wood join us too in defending their lands, as if aware of just what threat these men pose.

      They come from both sides, drawn here from afar and made mad by the scent of blood. The woods begin to light with the flame of gunfire, the men now moving quickly towards our position in the ruins, entering the bottleneck where we’ll strike them down.

      Several rush a little quicker, those tasked with inspecting the path ahead distracted by the sudden attack. They enter into our world, and their nostrils suck up the poison that infects our lands. It will affect some of them, dull their senses and powers, their bodies unused to these strange conditions. And rushing on, those at the front fail to see that death is looming.

      They clatter through the brush, and I see one catch his leg on a tripwire. The explosion that follows is enough to consume him and half a dozen men around him, splitting limbs from bodies and setting flesh aflame. The blast is the catalyst for the carnage that follows. Men begin to dart in all directions, seeking their enemy, and more of them hit the traps hidden in the undergrowth.

      Explosions begin to light up the woods to the left and right of the clearing, forcing the rest of the men to charge straight forward. With fire to their flanks and wolves at their backs, they pour further inland, right to where we wait.

      Then gunfire, rapid and unceasing, fills the air too. Several hidden guns, fixed into the earth or up in the trees, begin to spew down upon our enemy. They rattle ferociously, and I see more men fall, too slow to react. Many, however, are fast enough. They dash off left and right, or spread further forward, and come right into the path of our waiting men.

      It’s time for us to join. And Beckett is the first to fire.

      Standing, he launches the red blaze of his pulse rifle into the fray, and a second later fifty hybrids of the Nameless, and another fifty Stalkers are doing the same. All across this small stretch of woodland, leading towards the vast forest beyond, the world lights with a mixture of red, green, and blue flame; a beautiful but deadly display.

      The men of the Cure take little time to fire back. Launching themselves into positions they can defend, or retreating a little further back to the plains, they set about peppering our positions with barrages of their own.

      The wall I hide behind immediately draws fire. It spits and cracks and chips away at the brick, the ruins of the old town taking further damage. Crouching right next to my brother, I mimic his movements as he fires over the wall and ducks away from incoming fire, his eyes and mine just about able to see the fizzing yellow trails of the incoming bullets as they light up in the dark night.

      It’s impossible for me to know just how many men have fallen within the enemy ranks. Yet the ambush played out well, the traps doing their part and the funnel working to catch the enemy within a world of pain. Now, however, the fight looks set to break apart, men using the considerable gifts they have to turn their own personal battles to their advantage.

      What becomes clear is that they’re mostly Dashers, or more likely hybrids with Dasher blood. Both sides are filled with them, confirming what I’ve always thought – a warrior isn’t much of a warrior unless they have superior speed. Few other enhancements are as useful in battle, and clearly the Cure are well aware of that.

      So, the bottleneck we caught them in quickly clears out. They rush in various directions, sweeping though the woods and engaging where they can, or moving backwards where they can try to regroup. The wolves behind suddenly become of secondary concern, and many of them scramble off into the trees, realising that this fight isn’t for them any longer.

      When it’s done, they’ll have plenty of flesh to feed on. No need for them to lose their lives now.

      Within the madness, I try to pick out the Elemental, but find it impossible. All I can do is fire into the maelstrom and hope I hit some targets, ducking low whenever any bullets try to hunt me down. Before long, however, our wall is disintegrating, large chunks chipped away and no longer suitable for cover.

      “Displace!” I hear my brother call.

      He rushes to me, grabs my arm, and begins dragging me off further back into the ruins. We dive behind more cover, and I see that Beckett remains where he was, right there on the front line, firing his red flame at anyone who comes near.

      Across the way, the Stalkers shift here and there, black shapes moving between the trees. I get the odd flash of close quarter combat, some of the Cure having rushed off to the left and engaging the Stalkers head on. I have no time to watch or dwell. I only have time to shoot and hide, the battle unlike any other I’ve yet been in, more relentless and ferocious.

      Soon, the woods are flaming all over, set to blaze by the blasts from the traps and the rounds of pulse energy spewing from a hundred guns. It lights the world up, but the smoke makes visibility poor. Before too long, I’m firing only at shapes in the murk, or at the tips of firing rifles as they give away enemy positions.

      The fire, however, is set to work in our enemy’s favour. I see it churning and gathering in an unnatural formation, before pouring forward as if sent from some giant flame-thrower. I know, immediately, that a fire-manipulator is here, and perhaps more than one. Could it be that the man who helped destroy West’s village is among them? Could he be the man now sending the licking tongues of flame right at us?

      I have no time to consider the question. The fire comes calling, spreading violently through the ruins of the old town; down old streets and between the broken, dirty windows of old cars. The orange and yellow tendrils stretch out, gripping at whatever they can take hold of, and old walls and crumbling foundations, covered in green vines and creepers, begin to burn and melt.

      Some men, too slow to see or react, or otherwise caught with their attention elsewhere, get eaten up by the murderous blaze. I watch in horror as the bodies of several Nameless are consumed, dropping to the floor and trying in vain to roll and smother the flames. It’s no use. Within mere seconds, they’re still. Dead. The fire too hot to contend with for long.

      I’m forced to retreat once more, Zander calling for others to do the same. I look left, and see more fire spreading in the direction of the Stalkers. It hunts them down, gobbling them up along with any men of the Cure caught with them in combat. And as the flames gallop, I see a shape in the smoke, swirling his hands, calling down a ferocious wind that serves to press the fire further into the woods.

      Rushing away, I feel the smoke pouring into my lungs through heaving breaths. I cough it up, dragging my mask – which I’d discarded – back up over my mouth. Others are moving back too, the pelt and fur covered figures of the Fangs realising they can do no more. Perhaps they’ve killed some who fell into their little ambushes. Perhaps not.

      Perhaps many of them have lost their lives too, drawn to this battle and, as I feared, too out of their depth to fight such men.

      Yet it is the Elementals who have changed things. The combination of fire and strong winds now buffet us, still following as we withdraw. What started as us displacing to escape the blaze has turned into a full retreat. I hear my brother roaring over the din, “Move back! Get away from the fire!”

      The Nameless around us who are still alive, and who are able to hear him, take note. Not all, however, are in that boat. Some still lie hidden from the flames, surrounded and unable to move, their paths away from the battle cut off by the heat. I see one, and through the thick smoke realise that it’s Beckett, eyes searching left, right, forward and backwards for a way to flee.

      I grab Zander’s arm to stop him.

      “Beckett!” I shout. “He’s caught!”

      My brother’s fierce hazel eyes, lit by the fire, quickly find Beckett too, still within the ruins and unable to get out. I see the dilemma play out in his mind, see him looking for a way to help.

      He seems to make a snap call, the sort driven by the desire to save a friend, and begins rushing back towards the fray.

      He doesn’t get far.

      In a horrible moment, as Beckett turns and sees Zander coming, I watch as he lifts his hand and shakes his head, shouting out, “NO! STOP!”

      He knows there’s no way out for him. He knows Zander is merely rushing to his own death. So, lifting his handgun to his temple, he makes one final plea.

      “GET THEM OUT. RETREAT TO THE CITY!” he calls.

      Then, before Zander can move any further, Beckett sends a bullet through his own brain.
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      I rush straight for my brother as he stands there, motionless. I grab his arm and pull back. He doesn’t shift for a second.

      “Zander!” I shout. “We have to go!”

      Over the roaring flames and wind, my words get through. He escapes his short paralysis and turns, Beckett’s body now hidden on the ground and covered in flame.

      We begin moving east away from the ruins, and ahead I see the shapes of the Nameless escaping too. On the other side, the Stalkers do the same. They slip from cover to cover, unable to withstand the fire that now blocks off all visibility ahead.

      The hunters are now the hunted, chased off into the woods by a wall of fire that consumes all before it. I have no time or opportunity to search for the Fangs, my eyes set only on the cool air of the woodland ahead as we dash for cover and escape the chasing inferno.

      I can feel the terrible heat at my back, the storm of fire spreading wildly through the woods. Yet our Dasher powers are enough to give us some space, and soon we’re able to stop and turn and witness the carnage behind.

      The forest is burning from left to right. By now a dozen acres must be wreathed in flame, and each second more ground is covered. Smoke fills the sky, black and thick and suffocating, spreading all through the trees and making it impossible to catch sight of our allies, or work out just how many are still alive.

      Over the roar, Zander once more calls out for all to retreat to Haven. I see a few shapes tearing away, fearing for their lives. They’re quickly taken by the smoke and disappear, leaving me with only Zander.

      “Rhoth…” I say. “West…”

      He stops me short.

      “They know what to do, Brie,” he tells me. “We can’t look for them. We can’t wait for them. We have no choice but to withdraw.”

      We continue on again, stretching off from the flames and rushing through the smoke. Jutting roots and fallen trees hinder us, unseen until the last moment. I trip on one and tumble, the air pressed from my lungs. Zander quickly hauls me to my feet and we set off again at a gallop.

      As we begin to escape the smoke, my burning lungs call for me to remove my mask. I take it off and suck in several long breaths as we enter into a patch of clearer air, panting hard.

      Suddenly, gunshots sound nearby. We swing our eyes and find a collection of enemy soldiers rushing in our direction. The bullets rip at our feet and the trees to our sides as we move off again, hurtling through the thick scrub of the forest floor with the men in hot pursuit.

      We reach a clearing with rocks to the left and slide in behind them. Zander snatches a grenade from his belt, flicks a switch, and tosses it back in the direction we came. Seconds later, the men are rushing through and passing straight by it, setting it off by proximity. Zander throws his body over me as the explosion rips through the clearing, tearing the men apart and battering the rocks with debris.

      The rain of dust and blood that follows coats the glade in red and black. We step from our cover and confirm that our pursuers are dead, before setting back off once more.

      Four more to add to the departed. Four less to siege the city in the days to come.

      For the next five minutes, Zander leads me on, our enhanced speed quickly taking us away from the battle. Only when my reserves of energy begin to fade do we slow and rest for a second. I fall to the base of a tree, head in my hands and chest heaving. Zander stays on his feet, fit as a fiddle, eyes scanning behind to ensure we’re alone.

      We are.

      But in the distance, the devastation remains clear. The world lights in a cocktail of colour: yellow and orange and red below, black above as the fire breathes thick smoke into the night sky. The enemy army, still many miles away, will be able to see it from the grasslands, rushing perhaps to join. Maybe all we’ve done this night is precipitate the attack on the city. Maybe we’ve just enraged the beast.

      But on we press. We have to, and have no choice now but to navigate our way back east and hope as many of our people got out alive as possible. The city, miles away, will take hours to reach at regular pace, and with the night falling and woods growing quiet, we know the threat of the wilds will grow prominent again.

      Such is the way here when the sun falls. No night is safe no matter who you are. After some time, we decide to stop again, knowing now that we’ve lost anyone who might be chasing.

      “They’ll be gathering again,” Zander tells me with conviction. “They came to carve a path through the woods to Haven. So that’s what they’ll be doing.”

      What none of us had thought, however, was that they’d use fire to do it. It may just be that they had plans to burn down the forest regardless as to whether we attacked them en route or not. Still, far away, it’s obvious that the flames are being fanned, the Elementals pressing them forward and melting the woods, charring the earth and making it easy for a force of thousands to pass through.

      The beasts will be forced to retreat as we are, and the Shadows that lurk will seek other grounds. The village of the Fangs will be caught up in it too, dozens of square miles worth of woodland razed to the ground, the earth scorched as if mimicking the more arid lands these people seem to hail from.

      So, though I wish to rest and stop in some secret crevice until dawn, we cannot risk such a thing. The constant rush of my life continues, and we spend hour on hour on the march, only stopping intermittently to snatch brief periods of rest.

      We pass no one and see no one. Only Zander, experienced tracker as he is, spots the occasional track in the mud that speaks of one of our allies heading east.

      He stops to inspect them but only briefly, identifying the type of footwear on show. There appears to be a mixture, the boots worn by the Nameless all coming in different shapes and sizes, those of the Stalkers all identical. From the direction of travel, it appears as though the surviving Stalkers are making their way back to the REEF, with the Nameless heading for the western gate to Outer Haven. No tracks are discovered to identify the Fangs.

      “Don’t worry,” Zander tells me, equally adept at identifying my emotional state as searching for tracks. “Rhoth will lead his people to safety. They’ll be fine, Brie.”

      I have to take his word for it.

      As we get closer to the city, he starts to attempt contact with the gate using the radio. At first we appear out of range, but soon enough he’s able to get through, hastily informing the garrison to expect our forces to arrive in dribs and drabs.

      None, by the sounds of it, have yet arrived. That’s no surprise given how we’re still many miles out. However, he does learn that the Fangs from the village have made it safely, and have been transferred to a nearby camp within the city walls. I just have to hope that most of their hunters manage to return to join them.

      The night goes on, and through the thickening canopy in the heart of the forest, the light of the moon and stars is further blotted. I find my ability to see in the dark somewhat muted here, owing to my ever-increasing state of exhaustion. My Dasher powers are all but depleted, my energy reserves now low enough to force us to do little more than walk at a brisk pace.

      All the while, Zander’s own reserves remain rather more full. Over the many years he’s had utilising and evolving his powers, he’s grown capable of maintaining them for far longer in combat and under physical duress. Right now, I’m little better than a regular Unenhanced, my physical capabilities having reached their limit and my body in dire need of rest to rebuild and recuperate my energy stores.

      Zander, however, knows his limits far better, and I’m well aware that they’re far deeper than my own. I can operate in small bursts mostly, and when using my Dasher powers, my fitness continues to be a problem. Without him here right now, I’d be extremely vulnerable here in the wilds. And even with him, we remain in a dangerous situation so far from home.

      As I continue to flag and slow, Zander takes the decision to head for the REEF. At any other time, it would appear to be folly to choose such a course. But times being as they are, he assures me it’s a sensible move.

      “The Stalkers will be arriving soon, if not already,” he says. “Cromwell will no doubt be readying himself and his people to move for the city. It won’t take long for the Cure’s army to spread this way, and seeing as they’re burning down the forest, Cromwell can’t wait at the REEF any longer in case the flames spread this way.”

      I know he’s right, although I’m sure the REEF wouldn’t be affected by the burning forest. Its walls are high and thick and the tree line ends a decent distance from them, giving them a nature buffer. Yet, the risk isn’t the flames, but what will come after them.

      “So…we hitch a ride?” I ask.

      “Exactly. We’re still a long way from the western gate. It sounds odd to say it, I know, but we’ll be safer travelling with Director Cromwell and the Stalkers.”

      Odd indeed. But, right now I have no strength to quibble.

      “Fine. If you think it’s best,” I say.

      With the REEF not too far away, we begin diverting our course, travelling slightly to the south rather than heading directly east. By now, the mountains are growing larger to the north, and were it still standing, the High Tower might just be visible in the distance too.

      Alas, that beacon has gone, and now here we are, facing a rampaging horde. I can’t deny that it grates quite deeply, knowing that Cromwell hasn’t lied to us once. Knowing that everything he’s said has been accurate. And that we do now rely very heavily on his Stalkers in order to help keep the city safe.

      I think, in many ways, I wished to find some deceit in him. I wished that he’d been tricking us all along, merely using all of this as a means of creeping his way back through the door and reinstating himself within the ranks of the city. I wished for it, in the end, so it would give me a better opportunity to seek my vengeance when he was found out.

      Yet, perhaps that won’t happen. Maybe we really do need him…need each other.

      With the night beginning to lighten just a touch, and the first threads of dawn not too far away, the wall of the REEF comes into view. I shudder at the sight of it, this place of suffering and pain and torture. A place where normal people are made into slaves, or terminated for not fitting in with my grandfather’s vision of the world.

      It is an evil, cold, oppressive place, and within it right now, so many people who share its characteristics reside. Our long time enemy, turned temporary ally. And, who knows, perhaps our ties might just tighten in the times to come.

      I hate the idea, of course, and so many others will too. Yet I have no authority within this arrangement to determine our course. I have no choice but to leave that up to better minds than mine. And, above all, I trust my grandmother to do what’s best for the people under her care. As much as I hate my grandfather, she has far more claim to that than I. And if she can form a partnership for our mutual benefit, who exactly am I to argue against it?

      So, as I look upon the REEF, and feel that horrible shudder run up my spine, I keep my thoughts to myself. I walk beside my brother, who also has more claim than I do to detest having to come here, who’s spent his life fighting these people and what they represent, and make my way towards the front gate.

      And inside, the rumbling of engines filters through their air, and the shuffling of movement sounds. Atop the walls, some of the City Guards stationed here see us coming. They call out for us to halt, and we do so immediately.

      Arms aloft, Zander shouts out for them not to shoot. In such times, they may have orders to shoot on the spot anyone not garbed as either City Guards or Stalkers.

      “My name is Zander, commander of the forces of the Nameless,” my brother calls out. “We have come from the battle at the edge of the woods. We fight with the Stalkers, and with Director Cromwell, and we require transfer to Haven immediately…”

      The men instantly recognise him, and their weapons are quickly lowered. The gates begin to grind open, and through we pass into the REEF.

      Not as captives, but friends.
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      The main square within the REEF is bustling and busy. Stalkers and City Guards march around here and there. A large convoy of vehicles is being prepared to move out, the REEF emptied and all personnel transferred to the safety of Haven.

      Arriving inside, we find a stern looking man walking our way, his black armour showing signs of recent battle. His face is craggy, eyes severe and dark, probably in his early forties by the looks of him. I know immediately that this is the leader of the Stalkers, Colonel Hatcher.

      “Zander,” he says, marching straight for my brother. “We haven’t officially met, but I know just who you are. I see you managed to escape the fight. I’m not surprised.”

      “Nor am I to see you here, Colonel Hatcher. How many of your Stalkers made it out?”

      “Most,” he says gruffly. “Not all have been accounted for yet. Some got separated during the battle. They may be dead or merely yet to return. About thirty-five are here. We may have lost ten or more.”

      He speaks without any apparent caring for the men he’s lost. That isn’t surprising at all. Yet, as Lady Orlando said, he does remind me of Beckett, so recently departed. I guess now that he’s gone, my brother is the rebels’ most senior military officer.

      Then again, can we still call ourselves rebels? It doesn’t seem appropriate anymore…

      “That’s a heavy loss,” says Zander, seeming rather more concerned by it than Hatcher. “I don’t yet know how many Nameless were killed…”

      “And Commander Beckett?” questions Hatcher.

      “Dead,” says Zander, shaking his head. “He got caught in the flames. Ordered the retreat, then…” He trails off, refusing to finish the sentence.

      “A shame,” says Colonel Hatcher. “We can ill afford to lose men with the capabilities of Commander Beckett.” He looks at me for the first time. “I see this is your sister, Brie. You look weary, young lady. I imagine you came here to seek transfer to Haven?”

      “Yes,” says Zander. “The path through the woods is dangerous. We thought it best to travel with the convoy, assuming you’re leaving soon?”

      “We are. Director Cromwell has been in communication with Lady Orlando. She has green-lit our transfer to Outer Haven. We can’t afford to stay here much longer with this enemy approaching.”

      “The Cure,” says Zander. “That’s what they call themselves. Were you not aware of their strength, Colonel? Surely your intel informed you that they’d have Elementals with them?”

      “We had some knowledge of what sorts of soldiers they possessed,” he admits calmly. “Yet we couldn’t have known about their true capabilities. We wouldn’t have chosen to willingly walk into such a battle if we had, would we?”

      “Perhaps not. Clearly they took us all by surprise. Where’s Director Cromwell?”

      “Inside. We’ll be moving momentarily. This way, follow me.”

      He leads us through the main square and sea of bodies, ripping like black and grey waves as they go about their duties. The various buildings of the REEF, tall and intimidating with harsh, uninviting facades, sit ahead. We enter into the central building and move down the featureless corridor into an office. There, we find a reception committee I’d prefer to never have to deal with.

      The white clad remains of the Consortium, Agent Woolf, and Director Cromwell, all stand around a table. By the looks of things, they’re discussing the night’s events and imminent transfer to Haven. All look more dishevelled than ever, their once pristine clothing growing dirtier by the day. It’s as if all their suits and special Consortium attire was blown up along with the High Tower, leaving them with the unpalatable option of either wearing something below their station, or merely sticking with their current clothing and letting themselves fester.

      Colonel Hatcher is the first to speak.

      “Apologies for the interruption, Director Cromwell. We have special guests.”

      He steps aside to reveal Zander and me. All eyes turn to us with little to no surprise within them.

      “Ah, I see. Thank you, Colonel Hatcher. Please continue to make preparations for the convoy.”

      “Yes, Director,” says Hatcher, before slipping from the room.

      Standing there, I feel rather vulnerable, as if I’ve just willingly stepped into a nest of venomous snakes. Yet, the reality is quite different – after all, it’s my brother and me who are armed to the teeth. Should we wish it, we could wipe out the entire top brass of the old enemy right now.

      It’s a real sign of the times that the thought comes and goes with so little conviction. It would, of course, mean both of our deaths. And, well, we can’t exactly kill Cromwell knowing how his Stalkers and Con-Cops will react. But still, even without those conditions, the temptation to kill the lot of them, which would once have been so strong, isn’t currently present.

      Right now, there’s a much bigger threat facing the city that we have to deal with together.

      “Zander and Brie, a pleasure to welcome you here under better circumstances than the last time,” says Cromwell. “I’m happy to see you survived the battle without too much ill effect. I understand you don’t yet know how many of your men survived?”

      “Not yet, Director Cromwell,” says Zander. “I hope no worse a ratio than your Stalkers.”

      “I hope so too. It appears we were a little underprepared for what came our way.”

      “Yes,” says Zander swiftly. “At least now we know just what we’re facing. You were correct on numbers. There’s at least ten thousand in the main army.”

      Cromwell nods.

      “And where did you get this confirmation?”

      “An envoy was sent to the Fangs. I discovered the information from him. They are barbarians who call themselves the Cure. They are more of a plague, Director. They spread through the lands and take what people and resources they can. They have been building up to this for years. Destroying Haven is their ultimate goal.”

      “Yes indeed, I am aware,” says Cromwell calmly. “I did tell you all this already. Naturally, your trust in me is somewhat lacking. I understand and appreciate that. However, perhaps now what information I give you all will be taken at face value?”

      “I’d imagine so,” says Zander.

      “Good. I have my intel, yet it isn’t enough to build a complete picture of these people. What you have witnessed tonight is worrying, very worrying indeed. We can only hope that the main force isn’t as capable as those you faced this evening.”

      “They won’t be,” asserts Zander confidently. “We were undone by fire tonight. We can’t let that happen again. Had their Elementals not been present, we’d have defeated them, of that I’m sure. We have to make those men the absolute priority targets. Fighting against a wall of flame is impossible, Director. If they breach the city walls, there’s no reason why they won’t be able to turn Haven into an inferno.”

      “Yes, Colonel Hatcher thought along similar lines, young man. I suggest you work closely with him from this point on.”

      Zander nods.

      “I will do what is necessary to protect the city and the people,” he says proudly.

      “Indeed. And so our alliance deepens through death. You will both ride with me to Haven. It will be a nice signal to the city that our paths are now entwined.”

      I clench my teeth weakly at the suggestion. If I had more energy my jaw would clamp tighter.

      “Right then, there’s little point in delaying further,” continues Cromwell. He looks to his companions, and gestures for them to gather up their things. “Everyone, head outside. We will further our talks back in the city…”

      As they begin to prepare for departure, I start to wonder just who else might still be here. The REEF, after all, is a place used for extermination and reconditioning, and has cells filled with mostly innocent people awaiting that fate. Are those cells full right now?

      As the Consortium begin moving out through the door, I speak for the first time.

      “I trust the cells here are empty, Director,” I say.

      He turns to me, but doesn’t answer immediately.

      Then he smiles.

      “Brie, ever the moral crusader. I can see what you’re getting at.”

      “So, are they?” I ask again.

      He shakes his head.

      “They are not empty, I’m afraid to say.”

      “Then make sure they are,” I say immediately. “What were you planning to do? Leave people in their cells to die?”

      “It sounds callous to you, of course,” says Cromwell. “However, these people were only going to be terminated anyway, or else reconditioned and made to serve. With time being so short, we have no opportunity to do that now…”

      “Jeez. Stop and listen to yourself. At least you admit it sounds callous. Let them out immediately!”

      Cromwell draws back and straightens up, unused to being talked to in such a fashion. Those still in the room look to him to see how he might react. I feel no compulsion to tiptoe around this despot. He needs someone to set his moral compass to order, an impossible task though it is.

      “We don’t have the space to take them back to the city,” he says. “These people are criminals under the laws of Haven…”

      “Criminals!” I say, ready to put him straight on that matter. He shuts me down before I can get going.

      “BUT…” he says loudly, halting my voice. “I will concede that at times of war, exceptions can be made. “I will be prepared to release the prisoners and let them make their way to the city on foot…”

      “Nope, not good enough, Artemis,” I say, my use of his first name deliberately disrespectful. If I can’t kill him, I’ll damn well disrespect him whenever possible. “It’s too dangerous on the road. We’ll head for Haven and send the convoy back to collect them.”

      “Brie,” mutters Cromwell, trying to hide his anger. “What makes you think you have any authority to make demands here?”

      “Me? Well, sure, I don’t have much. But get Lady Orlando on the line, and you’ll get your authority. I’m fairly sure she’ll side with me, Artemis, and not you. Don’t trip yourself up here. Just do it, OK. Do a good thing for once in your damn life.”

      My continued disrespect draws Zander’s voice into my head. I hear him whispering for me to cool my tongue and stop aggravating him.

      I can’t. I’m having too much of a good time seeing the expression on his otherwise placid face. Oh, how he tries to hide it. It’s bloody well hilarious seeing him losing even a modicum of his perpetual cool.

      For several moments, he considers it. Then, seeing that I’ve got him pretty well cornered, concedes. It’s a small victory for me, and goes some small way to satisfying my lust for vengeance against the man.

      “Fine, have it your way, Brie. I’ll order the convoy returned here to release the prisoners once we’re safely at Haven. And if you’re so very keen on seeing them safe, perhaps you’d like to go with them?”

      “Happy to…” I begin, rising to the challenge.

      This time, Zander steps in.

      “No, not wise,” he says quickly. “Brie needs her rest for the battles to come.”

      I look at my brother, unhappy to be talked for. Again, his voice filters through my mind.

      Stop it, Brie! he says. You’ve won. Leave it at that.

      Fine, I say back, without admitting that I’m about ready to collapse from total exhaustion.

      With my victory assured, we all move back out of the building and into the night. The first light of dawn is now on the march, the sky growing a little brighter and set to beckon a sunny new day. Yet so far from here, on the edge of the forest, I know the fires will still be raging, and the woods that call home to many people and creatures burning to the ground.

      And beyond, the army of the Cure will be marching, still trekking across the wide plains. The orange glow will stretch out before them, creating the vast path of charred earth upon which they will travel. It is an omen of death, a black, lifeless road that will stretch for miles towards their final goal.

      And when they come, several days from now, we have to be ready. Because if we fail, all men, women, and children within the city will perish. And our war between the Consortium and the Nameless, our fight for the future, won’t include either of us.

      That future will belong to someone else entirely.
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      The journey back to Haven doesn’t take long, but the time is does take is spent rather uncomfortably. Not uncomfortable in a physical sense so much as a mental one. Having to sit beside Agent Romelia Woolf and opposite Director Cromwell is the sort of travel arrangement that nightmares are made of.

      Along with Zander, the four of us sit in the rear of a car in the midst of the convoy of City Guards and Stalkers, a powerful grouping of soldiers if ever there was one. I find Woolf looking at me as we go, seemingly never-ending in her attempts to infiltrate my mind and discover my innermost thoughts.

      In the end, her constant staring breaks me. I look right at her, thinking that I’d love to smack that smugness right from her ugly face. She sees the thought play out in my mind and merely lifts her horrible smirk a little higher.

      “Stop. Staring,” I growl at her, finding my weariness constantly pressed to one side by my anger among these people.

      She doesn’t. She continues to look at me, her expression completely flat but for the little curls in the corners of her mouth.

      It’s so aggravating that I’m unable to help myself. The only thing that stops me from making good on my threat is Zander’s speed, his fingers quick enough to reach out and grab my wrist before my fist hunts down Woolf’s nose with the aim of permanently rearranging it.

      “Now now, Romelia, stop antagonising our guest,” says Cromwell. “We’re all friends here now.”

      And there it is again, that word that really doesn’t describe us at all. I can’t tell whether he does it just to piss me off, but it really does serve that purpose as much as Woolf’s staring black eyes.

      I sit back and heave a breath into my lungs, and turn away from them both. Yet still, I can feel Woolf’s eyes on me even now.

      The journey seems to last forever. Once again, I hear Zander providing some calming words in my head, but sometimes they do little more than annoy me rather than effectively placate me. I guess right now I’m just too tired to take any of this bullshit. Tired after battle, sick of seeing death, and worried that my friends among the Fangs have met their unnecessary ends.

      It’s a cocktail that makes me unsuitable for public consumption right now. I need a quiet space to myself where I can sleep and recharge and try to set myself back in order.

      This damn car is quite the opposite, sat here with the two people I want dead most in this world.

      For the remainder of the journey, I stay quiet and merely look out of the thick glass window, refusing to re-engage. Meanwhile, Zander continues to operate his radio, getting updates from the city, while occasionally engaging in conversation with Cromwell. I marvel at his ability to put aside his anger and hatred and get on with the job. I guess that’s what he’s all about right now. It’s a skill I’ve yet to master and one, perhaps, I don’t want to.

      Still, I’m fully aware that he detests the both of them just as much as I do. I mean, he’s been fighting all his life against Cromwell, and though he doesn’t yet know the truth of our lineage, Cromwell’s constant attempts to kill off the Nameless are plenty to engender a very serious dislike for the man.

      And Woolf? Well, he didn’t have the same experience as I did with her, haunting my steps in the High Tower, trying to get Adryan to kill me, scuppering my assassination attempt at the final hurdle. However, just as with everyone else, he’s fully aware that she’s been a real thorn in our side all along, not only informing Cromwell of my aforementioned assassination plot, but also escaping our clutches at the church and getting back to the city just in time to warn of the destruction of the High Tower too. Really, if it wasn’t for her, Cromwell and all the rest of them would be dead.

      Then again, in some strange twist, perhaps it’s good he managed to survive. OK, so it pains me greatly to even think that, but right now I can’t deny that it’s true. If he was dead, his Stalkers might well be running amok, and so would his Con-Cops, all of them causing havoc within the city. And then this army would arrive to finish us off. Without my grandfather’s help, it’s highly unlikely the city would survive.

      And even now, that hangs in the balance.

      I sit and muse on such things as the car rumbles along the dirt track, my mind busy enough to distract me from my companions as I gaze blankly out the window. Before long, the clearing that calls and end to the woods is appearing, and the grand city walls are coming into view.

      The western gate sits open, ready to greet us, and several hundred soldiers appear to be gathered at the garrison and atop the walls. I imagine that this side of the city is most at risk of attack, and though we’ll have soldiers stationed elsewhere, the west will see the largest contingent.

      The convoy quickly flows through the gate, and I finally decide to look at my grandfather’s face once again as we pass the threshold. There’s a hint of a smile there, some expression of victory. He’s back in Outer Haven along with his Stalkers. Yes, there’s a large threat heading our way, but in my mind we’ve just invited another enemy right through the door.

      The convoy pulls to a stop, and the Stalkers and City Guards from the REEF spill out. Around us, the eyes of the soldiers of the Nameless appear particularly suspicious of this new alliance, just as mine are. I’m happy to see so many eyes mimicking my own. It makes me feel more secure knowing that there’ll be plenty of others keeping an eye on my grandfather and his men.

      As Colonel Hatcher sets about arranging the Stalkers, I reiterate to Cromwell that the convoy needs to be sent back out.

      “Don’t forget the prisoners,” I say. “Or do I have to tell Lady Orlando on you?”

      He ignores me, and merely waves a hand to one of his minions to see it done. Sure enough, the convoy is quickly heading back to the west, just as my grandmother appears from her own vehicle from the east.

      She steps out along with Adryan, and I find myself moving straight for the comfort of his embrace.

      “Are you OK?” he whispers softly, eyes equally tender and full of worry.

      “I’m fine,” I croak, feeling suddenly like I need to be alone with him. Like a few nights ago, where I slept in his arms, and he shielded me from my demons. I need that now. I need him.

      Lady Orlando is next to ask me the very same question. I nod again but don’t speak this time, feeling suddenly weak and emotionally fragile, as if my voice will break fully if set free.

      She cups my cheek all too briefly, a moment of tenderness in full display of Cromwell and Woolf. It’s unusual for her to act as such without privacy.

      Then she turns to her ex husband.

      “Right, Artemis. We’ll get you and your people set up here in the western quarter. There are some nice comfortable tenement blocks that haven’t seen too much damage from the fighting. Your men and ours must liaise closely now. As you know, Rycard has been managing the City Guard, and will continue to do so under the leadership of Commander Burns…”

      “That makes perfect sense,” says Cromwell. “No one knows the City Guard quite like Leyton Burns. Except me, of course. I’ll have Colonel Hatcher work closely with the both of them. It’s a terrible shame that Mr Beckett was killed tonight.”

      “A terrible shame,” repeats Lady Orlando solemnly. “Zander will now operate at the head of our hybrids.”

      She looks to my brother, who nods, his young shoulders carrying such a burden.

      “I will try to do Beckett proud,” he says.

      “You will,” says Lady Orlando, smiling at her secret grandson. “Any news of Rhoth yet?”

      “Nothing,” says Zander. “I have faith that he’ll come…”

      “I wouldn’t waste your energy thinking about a tribesman with no enhancements,” comes Cromwell’s voice. “Yes, these Fangs are fine warriors in the woods, but here in the city their skills count for very little. They are not used to urban warfare. It matters not if this Rhoth returns…”

      “It does matter to us,” counters Lady Orlando harshly. “Life matters, Artemis, whether it is useful to you or not. She turns again to Zander and me, sidestepping Cromwell’s heartlessness. “The rest of the Fangs arrived safely some time ago. They are in the southern quarter being tended to by Rycard’s wife and several others.”

      I smile at the thought of Sophie seeing to such people. Perhaps they’re even staying at her training house for girls seeking to marry up into Inner Haven. Such a concept seems stupid now. We have all been reduced to the foundational instinct of all living things – to survive. Nothing else matters anymore.

      “Are they safe there?” I find myself asking. “Shouldn’t they be in Inner Haven behind the wall?”

      “They were reticent enough to come into Outer Haven,” my grandmother says. “They’re safe where they are for now. If needs be, they can be transported further in.”

      “All very fascinating, Cornelia,” cuts in Cromwell. “As I say, wasting your effort tending to such people isn’t where your priorities should lie. All current efforts should be focused entirely on destroying this horde who call themselves the Cure.”

      “Artemis, you run your Stalkers however you want. But I will see that all people in this city are safe. After all, they’re the ones we’re trying to save.”

      “Not a bunch of tribespeople we’re not.”

      Lady Orlando holds up her palm, lets a long second of silence fill the air, and then speaks.

      “I’m not discussing this with you. Your opinion counts for nothing here. We are allies in one thing, and one thing alone – defending this city. How I like to run it beyond that is nothing to do with you. And yes, before you say otherwise, it is me who is running this city, Artemis. You had your shot and did a god-awful job. Now it’s our turn…”

      “Oh contraire, Cornelia. The city flourished under my guidance.”

      “The city, perhaps. But not the people…” she says, before shaking her head to herself. “No, this isn’t a debate I’m having with you. As you say, we need a solitary focus right now. So when we speak, we will do so only about defending the city. Now, with that in mind, it’s time you set your Con-Cops to do something more useful than sit in the eastern factories and warehouses. They are wasted there, Artemis. There are thousands of them, and they will be extremely useful in the fight.”

      “Oh, I agree entirely,” says Cromwell. “I shall set them new directives to defend this city from the invaders. They will work in accordance with the City Guard and Stalkers. But just keep in mind, Cornelia, that they operate under my design. If anything should happen to me, then they will revert to their default setting, as will the Stalkers. I would suggest it’s in your best interests to keep me alive and at full health. Perhaps letting me return to Inner Haven is a good idea…”

      “No,” says my grandmother immediately. “You’ll stay here for now. Don’t worry, I’m sure your protective unit of Stalkers will keep you from harm.”

      “For both our sakes, I hope so too.”

      I listen to the exchange with a progressive drooping of the head and eyelids, my body hardly able to stay standing. Beside me, Adryan takes note and draws his arm around my waist to steady me.

      “You should get some rest, Brie,” he whispers. “You’re not much use sleeping on your feet.”

      He smiles warmly as the conversation draws to a close and we begin to disband. Cromwell, Woolf, and the Consortium head for their new digs, while Zander sets about meeting with Rycard and Freya to hear further updates on the city’s defences. My grandmother, meanwhile, stays at the front for a while longer, telling me, as Adryan did, that I need to sleep.

      I don’t argue, despite my hatred of being left out, and quickly head back to Inner Haven with Adryan by my side. I find the inner streets at the core of the city busier than ever, all those still situated in Outer Haven continuing to be brought further to the centre for their protection.

      And it seems, given the threat, that some are even choosing to fight, weapons being handed out for the reserve forces, untrained men and women of both the Enhanced and Unenhanced, the last line of defence should we need them.

      I hope, of course, it won’t come to that. And I’m sure they do too.

      I get my wish when I return to the City Guard HQ. Though a new day is dawning, and I’m sure Adryan has had about as much sleep as me, I know he can’t sleep. Yet he gives me some moments of comfort at least, lying beside me as I drop off, stroking my hair and warding off the shadows of my mind as I drop off to sleep.

      It is the peace I need. Here, on the second floor, it’s all so quiet and still. And with Adryan lying beside me, coaxing me to sleep, it’s a little bit of heaven in a world that’s turning to hell.
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      I wake to good news.

      Shaken awake by Adryan, I have no idea how long he stayed with me or how long I’ve been out. ‘A good few hours’ is all I get, and heading back outside, the shape of the sun, curving through mid afternoon, suggests I’ve had a long enough stretch of slumber to reinvigorate me. Still, though, I feel pretty groggy…

      The news, however, is that a good proportion of our men from the battle in the woods have survived. Over the course of the last few hours, they’ve been coming through the gates in ones, twos and other little groups, and the final tally is that, aside from Beckett, another eight hybrids lost their lives. From a count of fifty, it appears that we fared marginally better than the Stalkers, who lost about ten.

      In addition, it seems that Rhoth did indeed make it too. Along with West and Larsson, he and the vast majority of his hunters made it back. Apparently, Rhoth knows the woods far too well to be caught out, even by an outfit far stronger than his own. Escaping the battle, all the Fangs regrouped and set about taking an alternative route to the city, hence their late arrival. In the end, about ninety of the hundred made it, all of them now gathering in the southern quarter to be reunited with the rest of the tribe.

      Word of the battle at the edge of the wood has quickly spread throughout the morning. I find Tess and Mrs Carmichael at their usual posts in Compton’s Hall, the space now seeming to take on several more people as the central core of the city swells. They come to me seeking word on what’s going on and to confirm the latest reports, and I tell them without any veil over my words.

      I don’t try to hide the fact that we’re under serious threat here. Yet it’s only to them I tell the truth, and not the kids who hassle me for information. It’s best, I know, for the youngsters to stay a little in the dark, if only to make Brenda and Tess’s job of looking after them easier.

      As the day goes on, however, the sight of the horizon to the west, packed with a thick sheet of black smoke, is enough to set the city on edge. The woods continue to burn, the flames spreading fast and far through the night and all through the day, now growing ever closer to the western edge of the city.

      Even here, in Inner Haven, the black swamp is just about visible, thickening and creeping ever closer with each passing hour. Soon, perhaps, the flames will appear too, and the fumes will begin to seep into the city itself, covering us all in a coating of soot and ash that will call a start to the now-inevitable siege.

      All over the city, the people I care for have their posts. Here in Compton’s Hall, my adopted mother and oldest friend, and the kids who I’ve lived with for many years. In the southern quarter now, the Fangs take refuge, seen to by Sophie. In the HQ, Adryan has his post, alongside my grandmother. Yet such times call for her to be seen by the people, and to go regularly to the western quarter to speak with her old husband.

      And my brother, along with Rycard and Commander Burns, moving back and forward across the city, arranging the defences, liaising with our counterparts turned allies.

      A lot happens that day, much of it while I slept, and plenty more when I wake. I learn too that the Con-Cops have left the eastern quarter, and have now been divided up into their companies and battalions to be assigned to operate under the orders of the City Guards and Stalkers, and our own forces of the Nameless.

      In total, our numbers almost match those of the approaching army, yet many thousands of our force is made up of the Con-Cops, soldiers who operate without fear for their lives, but who are little more than cannon fodder in the face of more powerful men.

      I’ve seen before how they fight, and even with so little training have been able to dispatch large groups of them with relative ease. They give us numbers, yes, but should we be facing an army of Enhanced and hybrids, they may have little effect other than to provide distraction and to draw fire.

      Still, we have to hope that our enemy have a great deal of Unenhanced with them too. Warriors, perhaps, and those used to fighting, but not all with enhancements useful for combat. Our trump card, really, is the fact that we’re here, in the city, behind tall and thick stone and metal walls, fortified and littered with gun placements and topped with guards capable of firing with a great deal of accuracy. And our weaponry, too, is far more advanced from the brief look I got at the Cure’s weapons in the woods, our men fitted with pulse rifles and armour capable of deflecting and even stopping certain rounds fired from their more antique firearms.

      I have to consider that what Zander said to Cromwell was true. That without their Elementals in play, without their use of fire, we’d have defeated their forward force in the woods, and this entire, looming battle would seem a lot less foreboding.

      Now, the waiting game is on. With the flames growing closer, and acting as a timer for the countdown to war, the city spends its time battening down the hatches and making itself ready. All over Outer Haven now, large units of our men patrol and lie in wait, mixtures of Nameless and City Guards, Stalkers and Con-Cops. They’re set to each gate, with vehicles ready to transport our soldiers to any point of the wall considered to be under threat.

      Yet it’s the western gate and the walls around it that draw the largest and most potent force. Within the outer districts of the western quarter, several thousand men wait, our finest snipers up on the walls, our best scouts set out in the woods, relaying information back to ensure we’re not taken off guard.

      My assignment has me right there next to my brother, Zander unwilling to have me anywhere but by his side. I go about the city with him, watching him work, seeing how well he leads. I’m fully aware that the soldiers of the Nameless look up to him and respect him a great deal, despite his callow years. Yet the City Guards are already doing the same, happy to take orders from the young man at such times, his authority not only ordained by the likes of Lady Orlando, and even Director Cromwell, but earned through his experience and the heroic feats he’s achieved.

      With Commander Burns now freeing himself from his self-imposed watch down in the infirmary, he operates from the foyer of the City Guard HQ, stepping back to the summit of the city’s primary force of soldiers. Rycard did a fantastic job assimilating so many City Guards into our cause, but now Burns is back to manage the entire affair, with Rycard, along with other influential figures set to lead some of our units around the city.

      Among them are both Magnus and Titus, the two towering Brutes heavily involved from the start when the transition took place, and the Nameless took control of Inner Haven. Both command their own troops, set over in the west among the more powerful units we have at our disposal. And Freya too, who’s done such a good helping to bolster the city’s defences, now takes up permanent position in the west, some of our better soldiers among the Nameless under her command.

      My role alongside Zander isn’t a complicated one really. I am here to fight, just like everyone else, and follow orders. I don’t give them, and certainly have no authority to lead. And though my recent activities have made me somewhat notorious throughout all parts and among all groups in the city, I’m not yet in a position to command anyone other than myself. And, well, even that’s doubtful.

      Instead, I support Zander as the days pass, and the tide of war sweeps inexorably towards us. For two days, we rush about the city from corner to corner, making sure things are in good working order, liaising with the various commanders who control the different units.

      War councils are held where information is shared, and the latest intel of our scouts is brought to the leaders of the city’s defence. Mostly, we all gather in the western quarter where Cromwell and his people reside. An office is set up for the purposes of plotting our course, both regarding securing the city from the invaders, and breaking apart their lines.

      All appear to operate on the same wavelength now. There’s little dissent or disagreement, and my grandparents appear to have put aside all of their many issues to ensure that our survival is well managed and efficiently achieved. Looking upon them, and the other commanding officers like Burns and Hatcher, as well as the thousands of hard-nosed soldiers I’ve seen all over the city, I begin to grow quite confident that the Cure are about to bite off more than they can chew.

      Sure, they can set a wall of flame to the woods, and force us to withdraw. But here, locked outside the city with no way in? I can only imagine that they’ll break against the wall likes waves on rock if they really try to breach our defences.

      It seems that my grandfather has indeed been quietly preparing for the possibility of defending the city for some time. I do recall, as a young girl, how the walls were built higher back then, the gates thicker. Even now, all the gun placements being fixed and attached have been manufactured for the very specific task of warding off a threat. His foresight may just prove the very thing that saves us.

      And so the days go, with the nights bringing me back to my personal haven up on level 2 of the City Guard HQ. And each night, Adryan comes to stay with me, our bodies wrapped tight and warm, with a growing feeling of safety and security starting to burgeon inside me.

      I lie with him and we share so few words, our waking hours long and arduous to the point where we wish those we spend together to be silent and still. It is a silence of comfort, though, with Adryan. He’s become someone with whom no words are needed to ward of any awkwardness. I can lie there and look at his face, handsome and smooth, yet creased now with the worries and minor scars inflicted by these terrible days, and merely enjoy the moment without the need to draw my voice to the room.

      We share time in a period of our lives when it is in such short supply. And at any point, we know he might be summoned to my grandmother’s side, or I might by summoned to my brother’s. Or perhaps both of us, summoned from slumber by the drums of war, Adryan acting the intelligence officer, coordinating troop movements, me the soldier, down on the ground doing the killing.

      We have such different vantages of this war, and come from such different backgrounds. And yet here, we lie together and try to press it all away to the backs of our minds. Here, in this room, during these dark days, Adryan is the light that shines.
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      Two days after the fight at the edge of the woods, the flames still rise high. They’re close now, close enough to be seen from Outer Haven at high enough vantage points, the woods being swiftly eaten away with nothing but black ash left behind.

      Way back from the wall, I gather with the leaders of the city’s defence in the office assigned for the war council. The last couple of days have seen regular meetings take place, but until now we’ve had little to go on regarding enemy troop movements, except the fact that the main army has now crossed the plains and is about to begin its long trek across the scorched, blackened earth.

      According to our scouts, the Cure have up until this point been moving as a single mass, aside from the advance force sent ahead to clear the woods. Now, though, it appears as though they’re breaking up.

      “I’ve had a couple of reports that smaller contingents of the enemy have been heading southeast and northeast from the main army,” Colonel Hatcher informs us, the information provided by some of his more evasive and elusive Stalker scouts. “It appears that they’re getting ready to assault the city from various angles.”

      “Not surprising at all,” says Zander, growing into his role and a regular contributor in such meetings. “To attack from a single angle would have been easier to defend. They must know this.”

      “There is more troubling news than that,” continues Hatcher. “I have lost contact with a couple of other scouts, and that can only mean one thing.”

      “They’re dead,” grunts Freya, stating the obvious.

      “Worse,” says Hatcher, looking around the room. “They will likely have been caught and therefore had their minds excavated. It will present the enemy with greater knowledge of our fortifications and weak points.”

      “Then we fortify them further,” suggests Freya, expert in such things as she is.

      Cromwell’s voice enters the room before Hatcher can speak. It draws a hush as always.

      “We have little time for that,” he says. “It may be that the Cure wish for us to spread our resources more thinly. It could be a bluff.”

      “Bluff or not, do we have a choice?” asks Lady Orlando with her usual calm. “We can hardly allow for weak points in the wall to be found and exploited.”

      “We won’t, Cornelia. Of course we won’t. We have plenty of units capable of reaching any weak point within minutes. We have to keep our eye on the main army and not let our attention be too heavily split. If an attack comes elsewhere, we react. But I don’t see how we have time to do much to the more vulnerable areas around the city.”

      A little more debate ensues on the matter, the issue more contentious than other points of recent discussion. Irritatingly, I actually find myself agreeing with my grandfather, his logic seeming to strike a chord with me.

      In fact, this entire situation irritates me when I let myself think about it. Sure, it’s great we’re collaborating so well, and all over the city, the various military units on our side and theirs are working together very efficiently according to reports and what I’ve seen with my own eyes. But…something about that just feels off to me. It’s worrying, mostly because it might well serve as a picture of the future.

      Is this it from now on? If the city survives, are the remains of Cromwell’s world and the burgeoning embers of our own going to merge more permanently? Already, my grandfather has all his Stalkers, Con-Cops, and loyal City Guards spread all over the city. It makes me uneasy knowing that he’s planted himself here in Outer Haven so soon after being shoved out.

      I brought the exact concern to my grandmother the previous day, only for her to tell me she has things in hand, and won’t trust Cromwell for a second. But, actions speak louder than words, and I’m beginning to get the feeling that, under the shadow of this incoming army, the city is starting to soften to Cromwell once more, despite everything he’s done.

      At the end of the day, they’re all just delighted to have the support of his Stalkers and other loyal soldiers. Such a situation is a dangerous one, as far as I see it. Others may let their guard down, but not me.

      Not me…

      The conversation moves on at a brisk pace, various opinions voiced before a conclusion is drawn and decision made. Lady Orlando may currently be the figure in the city with the most authority, but she is sensible enough to seek advice and, if needs be, defer to those with greater wisdom on matters of urban defence. It turns out, Director Cromwell is well versed in such things, given his many decades within the City Guard and, latterly, as supreme ruler of Haven.

      As such, she’s put in the rather unenviable position of having to listen to him, despite wishing to prevent him having too much influence. In the end, she has little choice but to trust that he knows what he’s talking about, and try to ignore the niggling feeling that he has some secret agenda to further his own cause.

      Thankfully, however, we have our own man with similar knowledge of managing the City Guard. While Cromwell was once Commander some time ago, that role now sits with Leyton Burns. Lady Orlando, therefore, is able to seek advice from him on the matter too, knowing he has the city’s best interests at heart.

      In the end, the general feeling drawn from both men is that the city’s current defensive structure is optimal. We have many units capable of moving quickly from place to place, and have ensured that the west is most heavily guarded. All possible secret routes have been booby-trapped, with the majority of the tunnels once used by the Nameless beneath the city already collapsed during our civil war. There are some left, of course, that will enable us to sneak out to sabotage the enemy, or engage in sneak attacks and ambushes if we need to, but they are both guarded and set with failsafes and explosives to ensure they cannot be used by the enemy to enter, even if they were to discover them.

      Overall, the city is currently considered watertight, and the main thing to worry about is a breach in the walls or one of the gates. That, of course, is the concern – right now, we don’t exactly know what capabilities the enemy has in that regard.

      “They’ll likely have explosive weaponry,” suggests Colonel Hatcher. “The weapons they fought with in the woods were old and far less potent than what we possess. However, they didn’t enter the woods with the aim of blowing it up, so we have to assume that those in the main army have weapons capable of damaging the walls.”

      “What sort of weapons are you talking about?” questions Lady Orlando.

      “Heavy ballistics, such as grenade launchers, rocket launchers, and possibly larger, fixed position weapons with far greater capabilities. These sorts of weapons were readily available in the old world. There’s no reason to think they won’t have scavenged such armaments in their travels.”

      “And what sort of countermeasures do we have for such weapons?” Lady Orlando looks to Freya with the question.

      “Our guns should have a much greater range,” comes her deep, husky voice. “We can target anyone with more powerful arms…”

      “And if they fire first?” cuts in Cromwell.

      Freya doesn’t seem to have an answer. Zander does.

      “A good sniper should be able to shoot certain rocket propelled explosives from the air, exploding them before they hit the walls. Any gifted Dasher and Hawk hybrid is quite capable of that.”

      I think of one such hybrid, Astor, who I first met when he was acting bodyguard to Walter, the Nameless’ resident chemist and drug-maker. Not so long ago I saw him shoot a whole set of drones from the sky with incredible speed and precision. I’ve no doubt that soldiers and snipers such as him will be able to shoot rockets from the air, even if our mobile gun placements can’t.

      “The problem, again,” says Hatcher, “is numbers. “Other than the overall size of their army, we have so little to go on regarding the sorts of arms they’re carrying, and just how many hybrids or Enhanced they have. Most of what we’re discussing here is speculation. All we can really do is set the defence of this city. That is on our end, and under our control. What they can do, and the arms they have, isn’t yet known to us. And we may not find out until they arrive.”

      His words are somewhat sobering and entirely accurate. Colonel Hatcher is a man who doesn’t mince words or beat around the bush. He is, against all expectation, a man I’d happily follow to battle. It’s so odd for me to think that, given his role within my grandfather’s system, but Hatcher really doesn’t seem so bad at all.

      “Colonel Hatcher is right,” says Cromwell. “We have no choice now but to wait. Preparations have been made. I commend you all for the parts you’ve played so far, but the true test is yet to come.”

      His words suggest this latest meeting is set to conclude. Always, the Director seeks to have the final word, and always Lady Orlando refuses to give it to him. It seems she has a chronic inability to give him any measure of his old authority here, an authority that she now possesses.

      “And negotiation?” she asks suddenly, just as people prepare to move off. “I’ve been giving the option some further thought. What harm is there in sending an envoy to find out just what they want?”

      “Harm?” huffs Cromwell, eyes tilting into a frown I take for mocking. “The harm, dear Cornelia, will be done to whatever poor soul you choose to send. They will be killed, of course. But worse for us all, their minds will be examined for information first. There is nothing to be achieved from doing such a thing.”

      Lady Orlando’s eyes are already moving elsewhere as he speaks, seeking out someone whose opinion she has more faith in. They start on Commander Burns, whose sharp mind is back to full fitness and ready to give the matter all due consideration.

      “It does seem to me, by looking at the evidence, that we are facing an army with no desire other than our destruction.” Cromwell seems pleased with the endorsement, before Burns continues. “However, diplomacy can’t be discounted either. It is logical, after all, to consider all ends.”

      “Not so in this case, Leyton,” counters Cromwell. “Didn’t young Zander discover this army’s true purpose within the mind of this messenger sent to the Fangs? Did he not confirm what I already knew – that they are barbarians who have no desire to build, but only seek to destroy? These people are at odds with our way of life here.”

      “Don’t speak of our way of life, Artemis, as if we’re all on the same page,” bites Lady Orlando. “You wish only to see the Savants flourish. You care nothing for anyone else. Your world is as much about destruction as the Cure…”

      “A simple and rather insipid way of putting it, Cornelia. And in any case, my plans have been forced to change. I assure you, negotiating with these people is a waste of time. There is no point in sending anyone to their death.”

      Once more, my grandmother shows total contempt for her old husband by turning her eyes to Zander as he speaks. Entranced by the discussion though I am, I still manage a smirk at the look of displeasure in Cromwell’s eye.

      “Zander, tell us again what you saw in this man’s mind?” she says.

      My brother’s eyes dart swiftly between the arguing parties before he begins.

      “I do believe that Director Cromwell is correct,” he says, semi-reluctantly. “It was a brief glimpse only, but the intent was very clear. They are coming to destroy the city entirely. I can’t really imagine what speaking to them will achieve. I’m…sorry Lady Orlando.”

      She’s already shaking her head.

      “No, child, no apologies. Your opinion matters to me above all. I trust you completely. If that’s truly what you saw, then I will concede. Yet it does pain me not to at least try.”

      A few long seconds of silence fall, an opportunity for Zander to retreat a little and agree that attempting to negotiate is still possible. He doesn’t. He sticks to his convictions and beliefs, as he always seems to, even if it means siding with Cromwell ahead of her.

      Eventually, the silence ends with Cromwell’s crackling old voice.

      “There you have it, Cornelia. The boy speaks a great deal of sense. Now let us forget this negotiation nonsense and set our minds to one end alone – eradicating these invaders.”

      He smiles, and this time, for the first time, has the last word, marching straight for the door with his sycophants by his side.
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      I spend that evening with those I care about, hidden behind the walls of Inner Haven and right at the heart of the city. It is the safest place to be, far from the outer walls and incoming fight. Tess, Brenda, Abby, and even Adryan, stationed in the City Guard HQ, should be perfectly safe here.

      Right now, we have entered a period that could rightly be called the calm before the storm. It is a storm we know is coming, and though the city is quiet, inside the hearts and minds of all those within it, the storm has already arrived.

      I can see that from the looks in their eyes and on their faces. While the likes of Brenda and Tess have grown skilled in hiding their fears for the sake of the kids, I can see through the lies their expressions tell, and know full well that they’re worried by what we face.

      Sitting in the dim quiet of Compton’s Hall that night, I hear about the rumours that have continued to circulate. They know, of course, that the army is coming. And they know that the woods are burning. They know, too, that we’re facing a horde of ten thousand, the potency of their soldiers and warriors still unconfirmed and yet likely, by what we’ve seen, to present us with a major challenge.

      I still hold personal faith in our defence, given what I’ve seen around the perimeter of Outer Haven, and the collaboration and teamwork shown by the various military strands operating in the city. But, regardless, here at the core it’s almost worse. They merely sit here, day by day, and wait, with no chance to influence events as I can, in small part at least.

      And those rumours, the worst ones, tell of foes that few people have ever faced. They speak of these Elementals with the power to summon the wind or spread fire through the streets. They tell of great and terrible warriors, marching through distant lands, destroying everything they see, their eyes now set on us and us alone.

      The rumours are mostly embellished, typical of such things. And with fear now spreading like wildfire, creeping through quiet conversations and internal thoughts, they’re only set to grow more ambitious and inaccurate.

      “I heard the woods were burned down by a fire-manipulator,” asks Tess, eyes carved in worry now that the kids are sleeping. “That everyone had to flee, even the Stalkers. Can a man really do that? Can he burn down an entire forest on his own?”

      “He had help, Tess. There was a wind-manipulator there too, fanning the flames…”

      “That’s even worse!” she says. “How many of these people do you think they have?”

      “Um…we have no idea I’m afraid.”

      “It can’t be many,” asserts Mrs Carmichael with the sort of confidence that suggests she’s an expert on such matters. “We don’t have any people like that around here. They must be very rare.”

      “Well, how many do you need,” says Tess. “If it only takes one to burn down a forest, it only takes one to burn down a city…”

      “Stone and metal doesn’t burn like wood, Tess,” says my guardian shaking her head. “Anyway, I’m sure Brie and her friends have plans to take down any such people before they do any real damage?”

      They both look to me expectantly. I nod and smile. We have certainly assigned such people as priority targets if and when we see them. The problem is, you’d never know who they were until they set loose their powers. Our plans for them are, therefore, somewhat basic.

      I also fail to mention that the woods didn’t just burn, they melted. The fire wasn’t ordinary fire, but an inferno hot enough to wrap up the ruins of that old town and any poor soul caught within it, quickly melting both stone, metal, and flesh alike.

      That detail, I keep to myself.

      During our whispered conversation, Adryan appears from the main doorway. He comes here if he gets a chance, often when I’m not even around, just to check up on my friends for me. Tonight, though, he’s clearly been looking for me – usually, I’d be back in my room by now. Though, it’s become our room recently.

      “Hi everyone,” he says softly, his voice carrying over to us in that vast hall. “You’re up late tonight.”

      He takes a seat within our little circle, right up close to me. I find myself immediately shuffling a little sideways towards him and resting my head on his shoulder. His arm wraps. I could sleep right here.

      “Hard to sleep now,” says Tess. “You never know how many hours you’ve got left. Don’t want to waste them.”

      “We’ll be fine here,” says Adryan. “We’re perfectly safe.”

      He always gives the party line. I imagine that, working alongside my grandmother, he’s learned that it’s best to stay as upbeat as possible about our chances when speaking to civilians. He is an optimist too, I guess. So he probably does believe it.

      We speak for a little while, Adryan changing the atmosphere just a little. I see Brenda looking at us sitting together with a smile, Tess taking charge of the conversation as she rattles off a bevvy of other rumours about what we’re facing and the feats of those coming to kill us. Adryan fends them off skilfully, while I just stay quiet, my eyes starting to droop as my mind wanders off.

      This, right here, is what I want. My guardian who raised me. My best friend. My…husband. All it would take is to add a few others – Zander, my grandmother, Drum, and my little gang would be complete. A troop of close friends and family whom I love and would do anything for. I imagine us all having dinner together, eating and laughing, a joyous affair away from war and death.

      One day, maybe it will happen. But right now my imagination will have to do. Others could be invited. Rhoth and West, Sophie and Rycard, Commander Burns, Freya, Walter, Magnus and Titus. So many people from so many backgrounds have touched my life, touched this war in one way or another.

      Now all wait in this city, their lives under threat. And hour by hour that threat grows near, marching across the once lush woodland turned barren and scorched, now dead and lifeless. They have killed it as they have so many other tribes and peoples across the distant lands, blackening the road ahead and coming here to do the same.

      I wonder just how much of the world to the west has been similarly branded. How many people, like West’s family and village, have found themselves murdered and wiped out, or assimilated into their cause. Many will no doubt fight for them against their wishes. Many of their warriors and soldiers will no doubt have been innocent people once before, living their lives, living in peace.

      But, just as in this city, out there are those who can manipulate minds and turn people against their own will. People who can actively recondition others, just like my grandfather does, force people into slavery, make them do their bidding.

      This army of the Cure, I’m sure, will be filled to the brim with people forced to march so far from home. People who may have seen their friends and families die, their homes burnt to the ground. People who now live their lives in this storm of destruction, unable to break free of the constraints within their minds, forcing them to murder and kill.

      I do wonder, sometimes, how many people are really evil out there. Even my grandfather, with all he’s done, isn’t evil for the sake of it. Adryan once said that he and the Consortium weren’t evil, but were merely products of their biology and upbringing, products of the world they come from.

      I wonder, then, what truly drives those who come to kill us? How many of this force of ten thousand are evil men and women? Are they merely products of a different world, forced to act by the doctrines of their own dictator? Is there a leader out there, or a group of them, who truly see Haven as a blight on this world that needs to be destroyed?

      Out there, some warlords are hunting us down. And here in this city we’re giving refuge to another. And should you be so inclined, you could even look at my grandmother as the same, ordering for the High Tower to be destroyed, for thousands of innocent people within it to be killed.

      I have learned over these weeks and months that there is so little black and white out there. That the shades of grey dominate. In the end, all we have are our motivations, the things that drive us individually and as a collective. Right now, for the entire city, that is survival. And for me personally, it’s seeing those I care about get out of this whole mess as unscathed as possible.

      Some I fear for more than others, and certainly far more than I do myself. My own life and mortality has taken a back seat. I will happily use it to defend those I love, even sacrifice it if I have to.

      Drum is high on that list. I have barely seen him since he returned from the mines, now assigned to some unit off in the southern quarter. I’m happy at least that he’s not in the west, considered to be the most likely point of major conflict, and hope that he’ll be able to watch this war pass by without being required to fight.

      I’ve seen him once or twice on my rounds with Zander, our travels across the city bringing us into brief contact on occasion. Our greetings aren’t as they used to be, though – no affection beyond stolen smiles. Within his troop he can’t show weakness. We don’t hug or take time alone to speak.

      I have seen Rhoth and West, and the rest of the Fangs several times as well. And with them, Sophie, doing a fine job in managing such a disorderly rabble, so out of their comfort zone here in the ‘big city with all the lights’, a place that has held merely fear and awe for them for so many years.

      Rhoth and his hunters, however, will never shy from a fight. Even after their losses against the Bear-Skins, and the ten or so men they lost in the battle at the edge of the wood, they will brush themselves off and go again. They will defend this city as if it was their own, because with their families within its walls, and their village now burned to a cinder, it’s as close to a home as they’ll find.

      They have not been spread among the other units and troops that patrol and defend the walls, however. Rhoth’s remit has been to stay within the inner districts of the southern quarter and offer protection to his people.

      “If the fighting comes to you, so be it,” Zander told him only yesterday. “You’ll want to be here to defend your people if that happens.”

      “We can help defend the front,” Rhoth asserted.

      Zander’s growing authority denied him.

      “No, Rhoth. You have done more than enough already. Defend your people. We will defend the walls.”

      Rhoth didn’t argue much more after that. And he didn’t call my brother ‘boy’ either. The mutual respect between the two has now cast such things aside. For now, at least.

      And so the land lies, all of us dispersed among the city at different points and with different orders to see through. I will follow my brother anywhere, and will no doubt see some action myself. We will fight together, hybrid twins, grandchildren of the leaders of both the Consortium and the Nameless.

      And maybe tomorrow, maybe the next day, the fighting will begin.

      But these stolen moments of calm are what fuel me. With the storm brewing in the west, I sit up late that night with Brenda, Tess, and Adryan, sometimes engaging in the conversation, sometimes merely dozing on Adryan’s shoulder and letting my mind wander as it’s prone to do.

      In the dim light of the hall, with the ambient sounds of several hundred people sleeping, or whispering in groups just like ours, I let the minutes turn to hours and the hours fade away. I hold onto those moments as the clock ticks on, each second bringing the winds of war closer.

      And when the morning comes, the flames that engulf the forest to the west begin to die away. They have eaten their fill, leaving behind the black earth that is nothing but a road for the incoming horde.

      And those dying flames, and the black fumes that fill the sky, are a signal to anyone who can see them, from the far reaches of all corners of Outer Haven, to all those cowering at the core where the High Tower once stood.

      It’s a signal that the enemy have come.

      It’s a signal that the siege is set to begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            244

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning is late and the afternoon approaching when I stand at the edge of Outer Haven, on top of the wall, looking out through the battlements at the blackened shape of the earth.

      What was once an endless wood, stretching for many miles to the west, south and north, is now a charred forest of burnt stumps and ash, peppered with points where the flames continue to flicker in the breeze and the embers glow red and wild.

      The cloud of smoke that reaches to the air is all consuming and vast. It has now spread not only across the lands outside of the city, but to much of the city itself. The western quarter of Outer Haven, in particular, is doused in black and grey smog, the smoke only likely to drift further east as the winds distribute it far and wide.

      Yet to the west it’s much darker, hard for our eyes to penetrate. It is a cloak, purposely designed to help hide the force that comes our way. Even our scouts, so skilful at remaining hidden and watching from afar, have been neutered by this clear device of war. And our drones too, hovering in the sky, their cameras blinded by the smog as they watch over the city.

      Here, we have no one capable of shaping the winds to blow the smoke away. And even if we did, it would take a force of them to clear out the entire city and the lands beyond. Yet through the haze, as the natural winds sweep across and help to create gaps in the shroud, the framing of bodies becomes clear to my Hawk eyes.

      Searching forward, I think I see them, still some distance away. A mass of shapes, of men and women, rippling like waves of heat on a sweltering day as they press forward. But the glimpses are rare, images quickly snatched away as more black smoke blows in and hides them once more.

      Down beyond the wall at the gate, the cloud is being discussed. I quickly move from the top of the battlements and join the commanders. Zander turns to me.

      “What did you see?” he asks.

      “They’re coming,” I tell him, confirming what we already know and what other Hawks have said. “Miles out still, but I saw them.”

      “The whole army?” asks Colonel Hatcher.

      “Just a sea of bodies and shapes,” I say, shaking my head. “It’s impossible to tell.”

      “This cloud,” says Ryard, right there along with us and setting his one good eye to the black sky. “It needs to go.”

      “And what can we do?” questions Hatcher. “There’s nothing to be done about it but let it clear of its own accord.”

      Unfortunately, that might not be so easy. The fumes remain thick enough to last for some time yet unless a ferocious set of strong winds should come and dismiss it. And even then, the wind-manipulators among the enemy horde might just seek to hold the cloud where it is, keep the city locked in perpetual darkness to hide their movements.

      We’re all quite aware that that’s just what they’re doing. Burning the woods seemed to always be the plan, serving the two-fold purpose of clearing their path and hiding their step. Now, our defences are somewhat muted. If we can’t see them, how exactly can we fight them?

      “How about your scouts to the south and north?” asks Commander Burns, looking at Colonel Hatcher. “Have they spotted further enemy movements in the regions?”

      Hatcher shakes his head.

      “Nothing new to report, but we’ve been forced to withdraw some of them due to poor visibility. They can’t operate at their optimum levels in this smog, Commander.”

      “And our drones?”

      “The same. Any of them we send out get shot straight down. The smoke is too thick for them to operate in effectively now.”

      “Then they have us sitting here blind,” says Burns. “We need to know where they’ll strike. Set further watches to the battlements in the north and south. We need as many eyes up high as we can get…”

      “Sir, there are no more eyes to give,” says Zander. “All Hawks are set in position and watching the lands outside the walls. All avenues are covered. But this smoke makes anything else impossible. We can’t do much more.”

      “All we can do is wait,” says Hatcher. “And pray for a storm.”

      The anxiety among the commanders is obvious. Even those so calm and cool in all scenarios are now growing strained by this new development. And even as we speak, more fumes seem to pour in, and the visibility within the city seems to grow worse. In a few hours time, all of Haven might be buried by it, the flames now working their way towards the northern woods at the base of the mountains where the Bear-Skins dwell.

      “OK, I’ll report to Lady Orlando,” says Burns. “Do the same with Director Cromwell.”

      Colonel Hatcher nods and marches off to the control room outside the western gate. Commander Burns heads straight for his vehicle, to be quickly chauffeured through the empty streets towards Inner Haven. Only Rycard, Zander, Freya and me are left, the half-Hawk and half-Brute quick to set about relaying orders to their troops.

      I feel somewhat impotent at times like this. I have no unit to command, and am little more than a sidekick to my brother, keeping to his flank as we sweep around, maintaining morale and informing the various commanders of the latest developments. Zander’s role seems to be as liaison and motivator-in-chief, working just beneath Commander Burns and Colonel Hatcher, and without a unit of his own to command. His role is more free-roaming, set to go where the action is thickest. And I’ll be right there beside him at all times.

      He’s long given up trying to keep me safe from harm. He knows that’s not possible now. Instead, I guess we’ll be best suited working together. And I want to keep an eye on him as much as he does me.

      The tension among the soldiers around the western gate grows more pronounced as the afternoon marches on. At any moment, we know that a strike could come from ahead, or any other point around the city’s perimeter. Everyone is on edge. Everyone primed to fight.

      And it’s the waiting that’s the worst thing of all.

      But while we cannot see much through the smog, there’s little the Cure can do to shield themselves from the ears of the Bats that spread around the walls. The eyes of the Hawks can be blinded. The noses of the Sniffers can be confounded by the fumes. But the march of so many men, and their stamping feet cracking through the burnt brush, is clear as day to those with augmented hearing.

      They are the first to know that a force of thousands is on its way, and can even pinpoint just how far they are from the walls. But before too long, even those of us with unaugmented ears are able to note the rumble from afar, and even the deaf would be able to perceive the trembling of the earth as they grow near.

      They’re less than a mile away, the Bats tell us, suggesting that the vast majority of the army remains as one. It seems they haven’t yet splintered, apart from the smaller contingents spotted moving south and north.

      As they continue on, and the distant drum of several thousand feet grows louder, orders are given to set the giant guns on the battlements on them. Their range is a thousand metres, some shooting large explosive shells, others rounds of energy just like our pulse rifles. As soon as the enemy get with a kilometre, they’ll be stepping into a world of pain.

      But they don’t.

      As the Bats listen closely, calling down their estimations of how far the Cure are from the walls, one suddenly shouts out that they’ve stopped.

      “How far?” demands Commander Burns, having quickly returned from Inner Haven.

      “Just beyond the thousand metre mark,” says the soldier. “They’ve stopped just out of range, sir.”

      Burns lifts a wry smile that only a man of such composure could at a time like this.

      “They know our capabilities,” he says. “They know just how far we can shoot.”

      “We should fire anyway,” suggest Freya. “The Bats might be wrong.”

      “They’re not wrong,” asserts Colonel Hatcher. I can tell he’s got Bat powers himself. He tilts his head slightly, and listens closely. “No, there’s no point in firing, not yet.”

      “Then what now?” asks Freya, her white eyebrows pressed into a ferocious frown.

      “We do the same as we’ve been doing all day,” says Burns. “We wait, and see what they do. The ball is in their court.”

      It is, and it’s worrying that they’re so skilled at the game. What we thought to be a murderous horde of barbarians has proven itself something far more. They’re organised. They have some extremely powerful hybrids and enhanced among them. And now we’re fully aware that they know just what our defences are capable of.

      So we wait, and the Bats continue to listen for movement. Nothing happens, not for hours as the fumes grow stronger, and the light fades, the dark of night and the shroud of smoke conspiring to turn the world as black as tar.

      “They’re waiting for optimum conditions,” Zander suggests. “When we can’t see a thing…that’s when they’ll strike.”

      His words are ominous, and thoughts shared by all. We wait, ready, expecting the worst, expecting anything. Then from the top of the wall, a soldier calls.

      “Movement! I have movement!”

      I feel my muscles tense, my vision sharpen. Any second now, the big guns will surely go off, sending deadly shells and blasts of burning energy out into the darkening night.

      But no, the guns don’t fire. The movement isn’t of the masses, still camped and waiting over a kilometre away. It belongs only to several men, the crunching footsteps creeping to the keenest of ears only.

      Our chief listener, our most powerful Bat, is the one who spots them. His words draw us up to the battlements. I follow my brother up the stairs constructed behind the wall, right to the summit where our soldiers wait behind shields of metal, eyes searching through strips.

      We approach the Bat as quickly and quietly as possible. Hatcher comes with us, and Rycard too. Burns and Freya remain on the ground. My grandparents are both absent, leaving their commanders to run the city’s defence right here as they operate further behind the lines.

      “Who is it?” questions Zander. “Who’s coming?”

      The Bat listens once more, and I notice Colonel Hatcher doing the same. Both shut their eyes and then Hatcher speaks.

      “Four of them,” he says. “Four people only, walking right to the gate. No more than fifty metres out.”

      The main Bat confirms, nodding. We wait, the Hawks now searching as far as possible through the smoky night. Less than a minute later, the four shadows are appearing, emerging from the shroud, walking calmly, casually, right for the gate just as Hatcher said.

      Then I hear him whisper, just as I take in the outlines of the men.

      “Our scouts,” he says. “They’re our missing scouts…”

      A ripple of tension spreads down the line of soldiers manning the wall. Dressed in the black cloaks of the Stalkers, the scouts walk in a line, close together, expressions placid and eyes dark.

      Hatcher calls from the wall.

      “Stop right there,” he says to his men.

      The Stalker scouts do as commanded.

      “Should we open the gate,” I ask. “Let them back in?”

      Colonel Hatcher shakes his head.

      “No. We can’t. This is a trap and nothing more. These men are already dead.”

      His words are loud enough to be heard by the scouts. The manner in which they react sets my teeth on edge.

      Even through the darkness, the shapes of their mouths, curling into smiles, are clear. They all do so as one, and all lift their chins and speak together.

      “The city of Haven is doomed,” they drone. “All who wish to live, flee this night. This is your final chance. Leave, and we will not pursue you. Stay, and all will die within your walls…”

      Their words fade and melt into the silence. No one moves or stirs. No one says a word.

      Then Colonel Hatcher turns his eyes left, then right, drawing the gaze of the soldiers on the battlements.

      “They’re under the spell of the enemy now,” he says steadily, his voice slicing through the silence. “On my command, kill them.”

      The Stalkers must hear, but none of them move. They just stand there, rigid, as our men lift their rifles and aim, locked in place by whatever order has been set to their minds. Hatcher raises his hand, holds it for a second, then drops it straight down to his side.

      And as he does, several dozen guns go off, peppering the four Stalkers with rounds of red and blue and green. The black of their outfits lights up, and I see their faces before they fall. None are afraid. None are in pain. They have delivered their message and served their purpose. The enemy needs them no more.

      They hit the earth and sink into heaps of burning flesh, four more of those tasked with defending the city now lost. And in my head, their words echo, and my faith that this city will survive continues to erode.

      Zander must know that we’re all thinking the same. He must see it in the people’s eyes. Because it’s his voice that sounds now, bellowing out loudly, spreading down the lines.

      “These barbarians are trying to frighten us,” he shouts. “They’re trying to make us cower behind these walls and doubt in our defences. We will do nothing of the sort! When they come, we will destroy them. They will not make good their threats!”

      His words bring some murmuring of assent, and I see eyes imbued with a fresh dose of hope. It’s what Zander does well, inspiring the soldiers, many of whom have long worked under his guidance and command.

      He may just be a boy, not yet nineteen years of age, but he’s lived through enough battle and war for several seasoned men. He will stand here at the gates, and dare anyone to pass if they wish to kill those who cower behind. And right alongside him, the soldiers will be.

      Right alongside him, I’ll be.
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      That night, as the bodies of the Stalker scouts burn outside our doors, no word is passed to Inner Haven about they message they were sent to bring.

      “If anyone leaves the city, they’ll be killed or be added to the Cure’s ranks,” Commander Burns tells us. We’re all in agreement on that point. “I suspect this is a plot they’ve used before. The people are safer at the core of this city than out there beyond the walls.”

      “I agree entirely, Commander Burns,” says Colonel Hatcher. “If we die here, then we all die here. There’s no escaping this threat out in the burning wilds.”

      “It could also be a ploy to distract us,” says Zander. “They said ‘flee this night’, which suggests they won’t attack until tomorrow at the earliest…”

      “We can’t read anything into that,” says Hatcher. “They could attack at any moment.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m getting at, Colonel.”

      “Well good, let them come and get it over with,” grunts Freya. “All this waiting around bores me.”

      “I’m sure you’ll get plenty of excitement soon enough,” says Burns.

      “Good. Bring it on.”

      I smile at the gigantic woman. It’s just the sort of attitude we like to see around here.

      I’m of much the same disposition. There’s little worse than the waiting and the wondering. It gives you time to think, time to worry, time to fear, if not for yourself, then for those you care for. Our preparations have been made, and time won’t serve us anymore. In fact, it will only serve the enemy.

      Because as time passes that night, the skies darken to a shade hitherto unforeseen in this city. Not since the dark days of so long ago has the world been so blackened. The thick fume spreads and chokes us, and all light from the skies above, from the moon and stars, is blotted and quenched. Whether there are clouds up there, I don’t even know. The fog of smoke, of war, is enough to cast the city in a deep and impenetrable shroud.

      Before too long, it’s hard to see more than a dozen or so metres ahead. From the top of the wall, our Hawks are made redundant. Try as they might to see through the smog, their eyes rely on clear air. Normal darkness doesn’t affect them, but this darkness is far from normal.

      It is by design, unnatural. Our enemy can control the elements, turn day to night. They can take away our powers, alter the conditions to suit their needs. Our Hawks cannot see. Our Sniffers cannot smell. And soon enough, they’ll show us that they can eliminate our Bats from the picture too.

      It happens several hours past midnight, at a time when many of us begin to think that our enemy are resting. That they’re likely to wait for the next day, or the next night, to strike. It’s a hope, rather than an expectation. And so it soon proves.

      With our Bats all listening closely for movement, and no word coming from them that the enemy is on the march, a piercing, screeching sound fills the air.

      It’s high pitched and unpleasant to my ears, as it is to all those with regular hearing. Yet it isn’t intended for us, but for the Bats. I see their faces coil in discomfort, their shoulders hunch and eyes close tight. The noise seems to come from various points, right ahead of us to the west, but to the north and south too, closing us into a vise of sonic blasts.

      It takes several moments for us to realise just what they’re doing. To realise that the smaller forces sent off to the north and south, those who broke away from the main army, had a specific task in mind. That the Cure have designed or discovered in the ruins of the old world machines that can negate the specialised hearing of our Bats as much as the smoke negates the Hawks’ sight and the Sniffers’ smell.

      The sound is constant and unending, enough to distract our Bats from all other movement. We can no longer see or smell or hear them coming. Our Enhanced have been neutralised.

      The movement behind the gate is now frantic. As we begin to realise what’s going on, our commanders quickly send word to all units around the city to prepare for an imminent attack.

      It might now come from any angle. Hidden by the smoke and shrieking sound, we cannot tell where the enemy is. Are they moving for the gate right now, as one? Are they splitting, hurrying off under cover to various weak points around our walls?

      We quickly huddle into a group and consider the options. A round of debate rushes, louder and faster than usual, all of us wincing at the noise and none more so than Colonel Hatcher.

      “We should fire immediately!” shouts Rycard. “Light the bastards up!”

      “We don’t even know if they’re moving yet,” counters Commander Burns. “We can ill afford to waste ammunition.”

      “With all due respect, sir, we can ill afford to let them wander towards the walls unchallenged,” says Rycard. “Fire at them, show them there’s no way through. Show them what we’re made of.”

      “Who agrees?” asks Burns, looking around the group.

      Freya nods. Zander nods. I do too.

      Colonel Hatcher has the final word.

      “Unfortunately,” he begins, grimacing, “I think the enemy know what we’re made of already. They clearly know our range. They know how to neutralise our defences so we can’t see them coming. We can fire, but we’ll be doing so blindly without knowing what success we’re having. I say fire warning shots but nothing more. As Commander Burns says, we cannot waste ammunition.”

      “Good,” says Burns. “Give the order, Colonel. And get some drones out there too…”

      “Sir, they cannot operate in this smoke,” says Rycard.

      “I know. Keep them low to the ground. I don’t care if they’re destroyed. They’ll give us some warning at least that the enemy is coming. Order all units along the perimeter to send them out.”

      “Yes, sir,” nods Rycard, rushing off.

      The order for warning shots is given, and I wait nervously as the large guns shift positions and prepare to fire. Above the incessant wailing, loud booms suddenly strike out, and fizzing balls of energy spread off into the mist. I watch them go from up on the battlements, and see them reach their targets hundreds of metres away, helping light up the world just a little as they go hunting.

      And when they explode, about a kilometre out, I feel my heart suddenly lurch. They light up the world around them, and I see the army of the Cure still waiting out of reach. But now, the mass has shrunk. The army has split.

      They’re breaking up and on the move.

      “Impact, a thousand metres out,” calls a soldier. “No hit.”

      I rush back down.

      “They’re splitting apart. They’re not stupid enough to walk straight into the path of our guns! We have to bolster positions to the north and south.”

      “I agree, Commander Burns,” says Zander. “They’re clearly not going to strike here.”

      “Or it could be a double bluff,” says Burns. “Lure our forces elsewhere and then bring the attack here to the western gate.”

      “Maybe, but we can’t wait to find out.”

      “I happen to agree,” says Burns after a moment of consideration. “Head to the south, Zander. I’ll send Hatcher north. Our mobile units are on hand to move as soon as they need to.”

      Zander nods and, without delay, begins rushing off towards a jeep as I trail in his wake. We jump inside, the drive to the southern gate at least five minutes long even through clear streets and with Zander’s foot refusing to ease up on the gas.

      We pass numerous security points as we go, the outer districts around the entire perimeter of Outer Haven all fitted with patrols of men, some large and some small. They’re more fortified closer to the wall, some containing groupings of several hundred soldiers, all ready to rush to the action if called up.

      They see us coming through the shroud, and know we’re not to be disturbed as we rush through, sirens blaring. Already, all patrols, units, and security cordons have been informed of what’s happening, communication between the city’s military extremely efficient.

      It’s so dark and so misty that I can barely imagine driving this fast myself, the ends of roads and other obstacles quickly appearing before my brother’s eyes. He’s quick enough to react, his knowledge of the upper streets of the city just as good as that of the underlands. It allows us to travel at a tremendous pace, working through the fastest route heading southeast from the western gate.

      Arriving, we find several units in place, though the fortifications here aren’t quite as dramatic. There are fixed units of soldiers, mostly City Guards with our own soldiers of the Nameless, as well as Con-Cops for backup and support. Peppered around are the Stalkers and our hybrids, most of them stationed at the front line unless they’re assigned to the protection of Cromwell or, in the case of Marler, Lady Orlando. Despite Marler’s soldiery skills, he’s been kept back for now, right at my grandmother’s side in Inner Haven.

      Drum, I know, is stationed further back from the wall not too far from here. What I considered a rather safe posting has now become a little more fraught with danger. Should the city come under siege right here, the likes of Drum may be called up to join the fight.

      Still, I really have no time whatsoever to spare for worrying right now. The world is simply too hectic, too loud, too dark, and too confusing to give me any space or time to think beyond the current actions I’m taking. I’ve never given much credence to the old, ancient phrase ‘to live for the moment’, but right now I’m certainly living within it.

      I’m going from one moment to the next without thinking beyond that narrow scope.

      All over the city now, we’re bracing for an imminent attack. It could come at any time and from anywhere. We might be right in the thick of the action here, with a thousand men just outside the gate. Or we could be as far from it as possible, the northern gate about to be besieged.

      All we have are the drones sent out now to give some warning. Operating in silent mode, they slip from the tops of the walls, drift down low to the ground, and begin hovering through the smoky air, spreading out from the perimeter in a bid to find our enemy.

      Marching into the control room beside the southern gate, we find a set of monitors set up, soldiers watching the feed from the security cameras on the drones, once used to keep a watch over the Unenhanced in Outer Haven, and now retrofitted for war.

      Dozens of them move off, their lights doused and shut off, yet their little motors unable to be quietened. Most Bats would hear them coming a mile off, but perhaps with this endless wailing from beyond our borders, our enemy won’t hear them approach.

      The monitors show little more than black. Thick smoke hovers above the ground, obscuring all sight any further than a half dozen metres from the drones. Another monitor has each of them positioned on a map, little red dots to denote their positions as they buzz away into the murky night, seeking out their prey.

      They move twenty metres from the wall, forty, sixty, and find nothing but the burnt embers of the forest, still breathing heavy fumes to the sky. The tension, as we watch, is almost unbearable. Soon, the drones are spreading over a hundred metres from the perimeter and have found and seen nothing.

      They go another hundred metres, and still nothing. The soldiers begin to wonder whether the attack is set to happen here.

      Then, suddenly, a radio bursts to life, and voices clatter down the line. It has us jumping as we lose focus on the monitors, and hear our allies over in the north calling out that an attack is imminent.

      “Soldiers spotted,” crackles the voice over the endless din. “Hundreds of them…approaching fast…guns ready to fire…”

      Across the city, several loud booms rumble, and a split second later we hear them on the radio, sending blasts of static our way. Then gunfire, crackling, spitting, several miles from here. But not just at the northern gate. We hear it further west as well, and then not far from where we stand.

      Our eyes are drawn back to the monitor by a soldier.

      “Sir! Zander!” he calls out.

      We look again, and see that several of the drones are going dark. One after another, the camera feeds are cut off, monitor after monitor cutting to black. And as they do, the little red lights on the map disappear. One by one, they go out.

      Two hundred metres from the wall, all the way along the perimeter of the south, the drones are taken out. Without delay, Zander orders for the guns to fire at the drones’ last positions.

      “Fire now,” he shouts, pointing at the map as the red lights fade. “Fire!

      He rushes outside, and I follow. We dash to the top of the wall just as the booming guns go off, joining the various others now defending the city from a multi-pronged assault. I see the shells spread and the balls of energy fizz, lighting up the world, hitting the earth two hundred metres out.

      And this time, I don’t just see a mass of shapes beyond, just out of reach.

      I see them rushing forward, firing as they go. Hundreds of them, peppering us, not just with regular rounds, but fizzing explosives too. Zander grabs me and drags me down, and the shields and battlements at the summit of the wall start to rattle and pop as a thousand bullets come calling.

      And lower down, rumbles shake the foundations as explosives hit the stone and brick, biting off chunks, eating their way through the structure that keeps the city safe.

      The wall that has, for so long, stood tall and kept the outside world at bay. But now, that outside world has gathered. That outside world has brought the fight to us.
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      Atop the wall, we fire blindly, hidden away in safety behind the thick protective shields. A hundred pulse rifles, manning the southern gate and the walls either side, split out into the night and give frame to the world. And the larger guns shout out loud, turning the lands just beyond our borders into a cauldron of fire and death.

      But the enemy remain unseen, hidden amidst the smog. They appear in flashes when our guns hunt them down, but disappear just as fast. Then more flashes light up the night, and I see bodies in the dirt. Not many, but some. Perhaps attacking here was foolish after all.

      The attack doesn’t last long, however. The sudden barrage of bullets from the Cure, and the fizzing explosive missiles that crunch into the walls, do little more than superficial damage. Our Hawks and snipers, thought to be able to shoot the bombs down, see them too late as they emerge from the shroud. Some fire them from the sky, but most hit their mark. But, unexpectedly, their effect seems to be minimal.

      It appears the walls are too sturdily built, too strong for such weaponry, scavenged from the old world and unable to compete with the new. The enemy seem to realise it, their sudden attack fading almost as fast as it began.

      All over the city, the same appears to happen. Not just here, but in the west and north too, a lull seems to drop. And the east, as yet unattacked if my ears don’t deceive me, the enemy yet to venture that far.

      A quiet falls, and I feel the blood pump harder in my ears. Then Zander whispers.

      “They’re testing the defences,” he says. “We need to be ready to displace…”

      He moves straight off, down behind the gate, and I follow. Into the control room we go, and he says the same to the men on the radios.

      “We’re too strong here,” he says. “They’re going to attack elsewhere. Inform Commander Burns and Colonel Hatcher.”

      The technician nods.

      “Sir, they’ve already called in. They said the same.”

      “Good. Then we’re on the same wavelength.”

      We head back outside, the space behind the gate filled with a vast collection of vehicles, both military and civilian, ready to take our soldiers wherever they need to go.

      The call comes quickly. To the south of the gate, a sudden burst of noise lifts once more. I see, in the distance, a shroud of yellow and orange begin to burn in the mist, and know that the wall is being besieged. A couple of booming shots fire from guns fixed in the area, though our defences there are weaker. We jump into a vehicle, and speed along the road along with several other mobile units. By the time we arrive, however, the fighting has once more ceased.

      For the next hour, the same thing occurs again and again. Every few minutes, a new bout of fighting fills the air from various corners of the city, the perimeter being continually tested, stretching our defences. We lose men atop the walls, but only a few, and for the most part the ramparts hold firm, weakened in places but not enough to cause a breach.

      And all the while, that wailing noise continues to batter our ears, a constant burden, and the smoke continues to seep up our noses and tickle our eyes, forcing many to pull on their gas masks in response.

      We rush about, moving east and west along the southern perimeter of the city, rarely arriving in time to make a difference. It is a game of cat and mouse, and the Cure are the former. Toying with us, testing us, they never attack for long. Sniping in and out, they nibble and bite at our extremities, drawing blood from minor wounds but never going for the killing stroke.

      I would take it for a botched siege, but I know it’s nothing of the sort. This is a plan of theirs, a very specific strategy. They have neutralised our Enhanced, our ability to see and hear and smell them coming. Now they know just where our defences are strongest, and have begun the process of weakening the walls, and tiring our soldiers.

      With the constant wailing, and the debilitating smoke, our men will start to suffer. The Cure know this. They have designed this. This is not a botched siege at all, but a strategy to weaken us, exhaust us, pull us left and right and wait for the perfect time to strike.

      I doubt they’ve ever attacked a city like this before. Though my eyes have been opened to what else exists out there, I’m certain there’s no place quite like Haven. Yet they clearly know how to destroy and pillage. It is their life’s work, their profession. And this is their career defining moment.

      The night is long, longer perhaps than any I’ve ever endured. It drains us all, both physically and emotionally, the constant exertions of wondering when the next attack will come, rushing about should a breach occur, serving to bleed us dry of what energy we have.

      We lose men, shot from the ramparts or caught in explosions, but must surely take more. Each time I find myself moving to the summit and looking out beyond the city, I see bodies in the dirt, and begin to think that they must be little more than cannon fodder, expendables, send ahead to test us, perhaps draw us into a false sense of security.

      I have little doubt that their more gifted soldiers are waiting in the wings, ready to pour forward when the time comes. And though it may appear as though our defence is holding easily, and we’re slowly wiping out their threat, I’m certain the truth is very different.

      Morning fails to bring the usual illumination you’d expect. As dawn begins to rise, and the sun climbs, little light penetrates the shroud. The only real change is that the smoke and murk takes on a different shade, turning to a brighter grey from a colourless black. But it remains no less impenetrable, our vision still dulled by it, our eyes unable to work through it.

      And I begin to consider that, perhaps, I was right before. That the Cure have people capable of holding the shroud in place, keeping the city stifled by it, caught within its grip.

      Are they out there right now, their Elementals, pressing the air into the city, forcing the smoke to sit firm? Do they have them set around our flanks, surrounding us, creating this trap from which we cannot escape?

      As the bouts of fighting take a hiatus during the early morning, I ask Zander that very thing. He doesn’t have an answer for me, but seems to agree it could be the case.

      “Then we should get out there,” I tell him. “Form strike teams…use this fog against them. If we can’t see them, then they won’t be able to see us either. We can use it to our advantage.”

      “I don’t know, Brie,” he says wearily as we stand in the control room beside the southern gate, soldiers still rushing about around us. “We have no real idea of what’s going on out there. It’s too dangerous.”

      I grimace, my head pounding hard from the constant noise.

      “I swear, Zander, I’d go out there myself to try to destroy whatever damn machine is making that bloody sound! I can’t stand it anymore. We should get out there and blow them up if nothing else…”

      “Trust me, the thought’s gone through my mind several times already. But I reckon that’s exactly what they want. It’s a lure, sis. They want us to go and sabotage these machines so they can take us down when we’re out there and vulnerable. We’ve got to think several steps ahead of them.”

      “Or maybe you’re just giving them too much credit,” I say, not believing my own words.

      “After what they’ve done, I think they deserve the credit. We can’t underestimate them. We can’t leave the city walls.”

      He puts to bed my fledgling plan, basic and poorly thought out as it was. I’d actually thought a little bit further ahead; my idea would be grab some of their corpses from beyond the wall, dress up as them, and then sneak out in disguise. We could then take out their damn sonic machines, and maybe find out if they do have some Elementals keeping this smog among the streets.

      A simple plan, and probably a desperate one based off of a lack of sleep, piercing headache, and growing fear that we’re just sitting ducks here. We have to be proactive. We have to strike back. We can’t, as far as I see it, just wait here as they pepper our walls and try to break down our doors. Eventually, they will. And when that happens…who knows.

      In fact, part of me is looking forward to that very thing. As soon as they crack the egg, the yolk will have no choice but to come oozing out. We will need to fight them head on, battle them man for man. They’ll head straight for the breach and will come surging through the bottleneck. It might just be a good chance to kill some of the bastards as they try to get in.

      With the morning now in full flow, I get no chance to sleep or rest. None of us do. We have to stay vigilant, always forced to go to where the fighting seems most vicious, to the points of the wall thought most at threat.

      They don’t let up. They don’t let us rest. They come, again and again, in waves, attacking and retreating, then attacking somewhere else. All over the wall now, from the north to south and west to east, at least five to ten small skirmishes are constantly at play. And while they’re able to retreat and pass the baton onto another of their units, we have no choice but to stay alert to stay alive.

      Slowly but surely, they’re seeking to wear us down.
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      It isn’t until mid-afternoon that I finally give in. Zander realises that I’m out on my feet and orders for me to rest.

      “We’ve got it in order,” he says. “Move back from the front line for a few hours. There’s nothing to suggest they’re going to break through for a while yet.”

      I feign some argument until I realise I don’t even have the energy for that. Leaving Zander near the southern gate where he’s running the show, I head back to the inner districts to a place I know quite well. Not far, in fact, from the very place where my part in all this started.

      A little north of here, the once vibrant square of Culture Corner sits, lonely and abandoned, forgotten at this time of war. That terrorist attack by the Fanatics set me on this path, and how quickly I’ve travelled it to where I am now.

      But it’s not to Culture Corner that I go, but a cream building with fancy balconies and a wonderful array of colourful and sweet-smelling flowers adoring its façade. Only, that’s how it once looked at least.

      Now, the training school for girls seeking to ‘marry up’ to Inner Haven is a shadow of its former self. It doesn’t lie in ruin like so many buildings in nearby streets, and doesn’t appear to have suffered much in the way of structural damage. Yet the flowers are dead, and the balconies are covered in soot, and the outside isn’t cream anymore and bathed in warm sunshine, but hidden in the murk of smoke that swallows the entire city.

      I came here once, and marvelled at the place’s opulence. Now, I merely take it for the refuge it has become, a place now housing the several hundred Fangs who fled here from the woods. And outside, guarding the doors and ever watchful, I see several of their hunters now, cloaked within the shroud and waiting for their chance to fight.

      I step out of the car, brought here by a soldier who will now quickly return to the gate, and approach to find that one of the guards is, in fact, West. He takes a moment to recognise me before forgetting himself and stepping towards me energetically.

      “Brie...what are you doing here?!” he asks.

      The other few hunters drape an eye over him, still unused to hearing him speak. It appears that scene back in the central hut of their village, when he confronted and killed the envoy, has cast his muteness aside. In these final few days of life, he must feel it’s time to say his piece.

      “I came to check up on you all,” I say. “And…to get some rest.”

      “Yes, of course. You look tired. Come, come, follow me.”

      I smile at the other guards, a couple of whom I recognise, and step into the building. The interior isn’t how I remember it either. It has a coating of mud and filth that has clearly been traipsed in by the Fangs, wandering in and out from the streets and bringing the grime with them. The air is cleaner than outside, but still stuffy and smoky, and there’s a constant hum of voices and movement coming from all corners.

      Just peeking through a few doors, I can see that all available space is taken. The Fangs huddle together, most likely hating being inside such a structure, and wondering just why they’re here when the city is under bombardment. Perhaps they’d have been better heading north to the Roosters after all, or else migrating away from these lands for good.

      That chance has gone now. They’re part of this just like the rest of us.

      As West leads me through the hall, I hear a familiar voice. While the sweet smell of flowers may be absent, that of Sophie’s voice still remains. Exiting from a room, she hustles her way past us before realising it’s me. Then she turns, shakes her head to herself, and snatches me into an embrace.

      “Oh Brie, you look a fright. What are you doing here? How is the defence going? Have you seen much of Rycard?”

      The questions flow, as expected. I assume that, back here away from the fighting, Sophie and the Fangs are being kept largely out of the loop.

      I answer the most important query first.

      “Rycard’s fine, Soph,” I say. “He’s over by the western gate last I heard, helping out Commander Burns.”

      “Oh…the western gate?” she asks, eyes narrowing in worry. “Isn’t that where most of the fighting is?”

      “Um, I’m afraid the fighting’s pretty well dispersed. We’ve, erm, got it all in order,” I say, nodding comfortingly.

      Sophie isn’t the woman she once was. Her naivety and innocence that I occasionally found grating have gone. She seems well aware that we’re on the back foot here.

      “That noise,” she says, frowning. “That incessant noise. I assume it’s to confuse us, stop the Bats from hearing properly?”

      The battering of my eardrums isn’t quite as bad back here. It’s still endless and nauseating, but not to the same extent as around the perimeter.

      “Yeah, exactly.”

      “And the smoke, that’s to stop our Hawks from seeing?”

      I nod.

      “Tell me the truth, Brie. Are we really safe here?”

      “Oh yeah, sure,” I say brightly. “If you weren’t, Rycard or someone would have sent the order to move you to Inner Haven…”

      “No,” she cuts in, “that’s not what I mean. I mean, all of us? Are we all safe here, in the city?”

      She looks at me with a flat gaze that doesn’t call for lies. West’s face is a little more innocent, though there’s a fire behind his eyes that still bids for further vengeance against the band that murdered his people.

      “I don’t know,” I answer after a moment. “This smoke, this noise…we couldn’t plan for that. But they’ve played their hand now. I can’t imagine that they’ve got many more tricks up their sleeve.”

      Sophie nods quickly, and smiles, her old self flashing.

      “So, did you come here to tell us that?”

      “Erm, I guess, partly. But mainly to get some rest. Zander ordered it.”

      “Yes, you look like you need it. How about you take my bed. I’ll be sure to wake you if anything happens.”

      “I was gonna say. Thanks, Sophie.”

      “OK, this way, darling.”

      I’m led up the stairs and onto the landing, West coming along for the ride as if keen to complete his escort until I’m nicely settled. Sophie’s room, at the end of the corridor, is no longer just for her. There are a number of beds and mattresses there, apparently used by the other women tasked with managing the Fangs.

      “That one’s mine,” she says, pointing to a proper bed, pushed up against the wall in the far corner. “So, Zander knows you’re here? I assume he’ll radio us if he needs you?”

      “I assume so,” I say tiredly, although do wonder if this is my brother’s way of pushing me back from the fight and keeping me from harm’s way. Old habits die hard, after all.

      Sophie looks to West.

      “Um, West…come now, let’s leave Brie to get her rest.”

      West nods and smiles shyly at me, before slipping from the room.

      “So, I’ll wake you in, what, three hours?” asks Sophie.

      “Make it two,” I say. “I need to get back as soon as possible.”

      “Two it is.”

      She smiles, shuts the door, and leaves me in silence. Or, at least, the best approximation of silence given the interminable wailing. I move straight for her bed and sit down, hardly realising that I’m sprinkling soot all over the sheets. I lie down, slowly, and shut my eyes, my mind flashing with images and ears still throbbing hard.

      I could do with a pill to help me sleep, or else one to stave off this headache. Or better yet, I could do with having Adryan here, tucked up behind me, arm over my waist, breath warming the back of my neck.

      I wonder, even though I’m only a couple of miles away from him right now, whether I’ll ever see him again. Will I ever see Brenda and Tess? Will I see my grandmother again? Or little Abby? Or even Drum, perhaps only a few streets away with his unit.

      Who knows, maybe I’ll never even see my twin brother again. Perhaps I’ll drop off to sleep right now, and be shaken awake by Sophie to the news that the wall has been breached in the south. That the Cure have swarmed in like the plague of vermin they really are. That Zander, trying to defend the city, exhausted from the night’s exertions, has fallen. And the rest of us are soon to follow.

      I lie there with those thoughts in my head and all I want is to get back out there. I don’t want to lie here, away from it all. I don’t want to sleep and miss a beat. I want to die on my feet, fighting, and not wake to learn that the city has already fallen.

      But what I want isn’t relevant to the physical needs of my body. The thoughts flow consciously, before the curtain closes and I drop away into dreams and my mental wanderings are taken on by my subconscious mind instead. I only know that I’ve caught a bit of time behind my lids when I feel my body shaken, and my eyes crack open.

      It isn’t Sophie who stands above me, but a far different figure. The bearded, shaven headed form of Rhoth materialises from the silhouette as I blink several times, quickly working out just where I am and what’s going on.

      When I do, it comes in a flash. I sit straight up on the bed and ask, “What time is it?! How long was I out?”

      “It’s evening time,” says Rhoth as the ceaseless wailing once more filters into my ears. “You have been asleep for several hours…”

      “Several? I told Sophie only two.”

      “Several. Two. No difference. What matters is, do you feel better?”

      “Yeah, better,” I say, standing. “I need to get back.”

      “Yes, of course you do,” says Rhoth. “Perhaps I come too, bring my hunters with me. We don’t like sitting here, waiting for the fight to come to us.”

      “I fear you won’t have to wait too long, Rhoth,” I say. “Have you heard any developments from the front?”

      “Nothing,” he grunts. “No one tells us anything here. More gunfire and explosions…and that horrible sound. Been the same all night and day.”

      “OK, well I think you deserve to know,” I say, drawing a smoky breath of air. “The Cure are testing for weaknesses in the wall and trying to exhaust us. This is worse than we thought it would be. They’ll break through sooner or later, and most likely the former. Is it dark outside yet?”

      “Dusk. Darkness is coming. Smoke is turning black again.”

      “Then it’ll happen soon I think. You say you’re not being told anything here. That’s because the military are too busy defending the wall from all sides. You can’t rely on them for information. I think…I know it’s time for you to move back.”

      “Move back?” questions Rhoth. “No, we move forward to fight, not back.”

      I shake my head.

      “No, you need to get your old and young to safety first. If the Cure breach the walls, it’ll be too dangerous here. You need to get them behind the walls to Inner Haven. It’s much safer there.”

      “They told us that the order would come for that when needed…”

      “Yeah, I know. But they didn’t expect all this. I’m making the decision myself. I’m giving the order myself. Get your people to the southern gate to Inner Haven. Then, if you and your hunters want to fight, feel free to join us…”

      Rhoth begins to nod, and eyes me with a smile creasing across his lips. They peel back, revealing those fangs of his, filed sharp.

      “The girl has become a soldier and warrior…and now a commander. You and your brother are so very alike.”

      I take it as a firm compliment, especially from Rhoth.

      “Then you’ll do as I say?”

      “I will. If you think it’s best, Brie, then I will escort my people to your inner city. But me and my hunters will not cower there. We will offer what help we can give. We will get revenge for all those lost.”

      I raise a hand, stretching it out to lay it on his shoulder.

      “I’d expect nothing less from you, mighty Rhoth.”

      Together, we head down the stairs to spread the word. Rhoth begins updating his people on the plan, and I hunt down Sophie to update her too.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” she says. “I was hoping for the order to come through. Who gave it? Rycard? I didn’t realise you had a radio on you…”

      She inspects my clothes with a frown.

      “No radio, Soph,” I say. “The order, well…the order has come from me. I’ve got a feeling that you won’t be safe here for long. Better to get to safety now while you can.”

      “Right, yes…of course. We all trust you, Brie. I’ll make arrangements immediately.”

      “Good. Do you have vehicles here?”

      “No. Well, just a couple of cars. Not enough to transport the people.”

      “Right, go on foot. There’s time. But, if you could drive me back to the front first, that would be useful. I’d rather get there as quickly as possible.”

      “Of course, Brie. I have my car. No trouble. Just give me a few moments to update the girls.”

      “Sure, I’ll be outside.”

      I move through the building, passing Rhoth again on the way.

      “I’m heading back, Rhoth. I’ll see you again, I’m sure.”

      “Yes, we will see each other, Brie. Good luck.”

      “And to you.”

      I leave him to organise his people and move back onto the street. West is absent this time, other Fangs now on duty. Immediately, the wailing grows louder, and I see that the light is fading once more, darkening the swamp of smoke.

      And within the growing gloom, I feel a sense of urgency fill me. Tonight, I know, I won’t be getting any more sleep…
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      Sophie’s car isn’t the same one she used to drive. Because, well, that one she didn’t have to drive at all. As a driverless vehicle, we never had to do anything but sit in the back and be chauffeured where we wanted on command. Now, however, the car she’s been given requires a little more manual input.

      It’s immediately obvious to me that she has little experience behind the wheel. Even though the vehicle is automatic and doesn’t require complicated gear changes, she still has some trouble navigating us down the streets, driving rather more slowly than I’d like and nervously taking us around any debris blocking our path.

      We work our way further south towards the wall, the beating drums of war still sounding all over, and that incessant wailing growing more aggressive the closer to the ramparts we get.

      “I don’t know how you can bear it at the front line,” she says, wincing at the sound. “I can barely hear myself think.”

      “Exactly. These so-called barbarians are smart. You don’t have to take me right to the front, don’t worry, Soph. Drop me a few blocks back and then get to Inner Haven as quick as you can with the Fangs.”

      “Are you sure? I can go to the gate if you want?”

      The brittle nature of her voice suggests it’s an offer she’d prefer me not to accept. I don’t. There’s no need for her to venture right to the line, and in any case, there’s someone I want to see on the way.

      Several blocks back, Drum’s unit is posted. He’s part of a security cordon along one of the main roads heading inward, the likely path of any major assault should the Cure breach the walls nearby. Seeing as I’m passing close by, and this might be my last chance to see him, I’m not going to let the opportunity slip away.

      I ask for Sophie to stop just before the cordon, and she does so without hesitation. I hug her tight and reiterate once more the need to get back to Inner Haven as soon as possible. She wishes me luck, probably quite aware than I’ll need it, and shoots straight off before her façade can crack.

      I watch her go for a moment, then turn my eyes on the large presence of soldiers up the street. They’re well fortified, with a number of blockades in place, fixed machine gun positions, snipers on rooftops and in windows and drones hovering about in the sky.

      Though visibility remains poor, it’s not quite as bad here as at the wall. I imagine the snipers can see further, and any potential attacks this way won’t be quite such a surprise. The drones, too, will be quite capable of signalling alarms to present some warning. Hopefully the same is true throughout Outer Haven, the many major streets well watched and marshalled.

      I head for the force of soldiers, at least two or three hundred of them stationed here, with the capability of defending adjoining streets if necessary. A good proportion of them appear to be Con-Cops, but there are many garbed in the dark armour of the City Guards too, and a number of Nameless soldiers sprinkled in among them.

      There might even be a hybrid or two, or perhaps a couple of Stalkers here. Mostly, I know our most powerful soldiers are on the front line, but major intersections like this also require a great deal of protection. It’s to these battlements that our men will fall back if required to. The standing army here will, therefore, be significantly bolstered when the time comes.

      It’s a member of the City Guard who commands this force, and I see him as I approach, chatting down the radio in a little field camp off to one side. I choose not to disturb him, but search immediately for Drum, his size usually enough to point him out from the crowd.

      Today, with the air being so smoky, that isn’t so easy. And unusually, Drum isn’t the largest person here. I spot several other towering figures, massive Brutes with their exoskeleton armour, fixed with miniguns and other potent firearms. Drum certainly won’t be kitted out the same. Compared to them, he’s rather small, and certainly isn’t experienced enough to be trusted with such weaponry.

      Instead, I find him towards the rear, watching a side-street with several other men. They sit behind metal shelters, capable of withstanding most types of ballistics, little to do but wait for the war to come to them.

      I approach Drum through the fog, and this time refuse to treat him as a soldier. Instead, I treat him as the dear friend he is, the adopted younger brother he is, and wrap my arms straight around his massive trunk before he can deny me. I feel his strong arms rest gently against my back, before his grip slowly grows stronger.

      “Are you OK?” I ask weakly.

      I draw away from him and look up into his big face. I still hate seeing him here, with this patchwork of armour on his body, and this rifle in his arms. Drum is too gentle for this life. He should be back at Compton’s Hall with the others…

      But then, that’s the old Drum. He’s changed now, and I have to accept that. What sort of a man would he be if he were hiding there with the kids, and not out here, ready to protect them? No, that wouldn’t suit him at all. Whether I like it or not, he’s best served out here, putting himself on the line like so many others, even those of his same callow years.

      His answer, when it comes, isn’t verbal. He merely frowns a little, as if the other solders are watching, and then nods. Only after I’ve let him go does he grunt, “I’m good.”

      “Rested? Did you get any sleep?”

      “Some,” he admits. “We’ve been taking watches.”

      I don’t tell him that doing so is sort of pointless right now. Until the enemy get into the city, there’s nothing to watch out for. Then again, what the hell do I know? This is just as new for me as it is for him. I may have some useful powers and gifts, but I hardly know what I’m talking about when it comes to battle tactics and soldiery.

      In fact, I’m fairly certain that, while I worry about Drum, he probably does the same for me. I’m only a couple of years older than him, after all. I guess I forget that sometimes…

      “You heading back to the wall?” he asks me.

      I nod.

      “I need to stay near Zander.”

      “Right, of course. Be careful out there, Brie. It seems like the fighting’s getting more intense. I don’t think the wall will be able to hold out much longer.”

      “It won’t,” I admit.

      “And we’re not sending soldiers out to stop them?”

      “We can’t, Drum. Zander says it’s too dangerous. I saw what they could do in the woods. We have to make our stand here.”

      Drum nods his great head, his solid chin, sprouting the odd hair, dipping up and down.

      “I suppose we have no choice. Some of the men want to get out there and fight, though. When the battle comes here, we’ll be ready. We want them to come here. We dare them.”

      “Good attitude,” I say, smiling. Not condescendingly. No, I’m done with that. Just supportively. “We all need to do our bit.”

      Even you…

      I don’t linger much longer. Hugging Drum again, once more against his will, though more briefly this time, I leave him without any further words. Only a smile is needed, and a glint in the eye to tell him unequivocally that we’re going to win this damn thing.

      Then, slipping back into the fog, I head off down the street, only looking back once I’ve turned a corner. I look to see Drum retaking his position, vigilant in his task as he gazes off down the street, ready and waiting to do his part.

      “Goodbye, Drum,” I whisper, blinking a burgeoning tear from my eye. “Please be safe.”

      Then, with that final look, I twist and dash away, setting my mind back on my brother. I rush through the security cordon and up the street, drawing the eyes of all soldiers in the area, and feel the atmosphere of dread that fills the air.

      Yet that dread is suffocated by another emotion. Anger. A fury that flows through the blood of all the assembled men and women. A collective hate for those who come to kill us, and our friends, and our families.

      It is a powerful emotion indeed, and one that serves us all well. When you need that extra push, that extra ten per cent in the fight, anger and hatred will often supply it.

      And while this army of the Cure comes to pillage and destroy, we are here to protect and defend. And that, too, is a more powerful motivator.

      So through I go, rushing on, my presence helping to inspire in a manner similar to my brother. Some will look at me and see him, their young commander who has accomplished so much, who has such great power within his veins. Yet others will be inspired by me, for me alone. For the things I can do too, and the whirlwind my life has become.

      From normal cleaner girl, just an orphan in Outer Haven, I have become a leading figure in this city. A shining light for others to follow. My story is one of triumph against adversity, a girl rising to meet her destiny.

      And tonight, perhaps, that destiny will unfold. Will I die, along with everyone else? Will I live, and see others I love fall?

      I do not know. I can’t know.

      Only time will reveal my path.
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      As I rush the few remaining blocks towards the southern gate, passing by crippled buildings and through war-torn streets, the sound of wailing, gunfire, and explosions grows ever louder.

      With the sky beyond the smog now turning dark once again, the lights of the pulse rifles, spitting in the distance, begin to grow clear. Reds and blues and greens collaborate to paint a haunting and yet beautiful picture as I move swiftly to the wall. They colour the smoke and join together, forming other hues within the mist that seems to contrast so strikingly with the booming sounds of war.

      Death, it seems, can be beautiful. War is nothing but a brutal symphony.

      When I finally reach the gate, I’m quick to march straight for the control room. I find it as I left it, filled with soldiers zipping here and there, the war effort down here along the southern perimeter coordinated from this room.

      And over in the west, it will be Commander Burns and Rycard leading the charge. And in the north, that role will be taken by Colonel Hatcher. Here, however, it is Zander who commands our men, liaising constantly with the other leaders dotting the city as he bids to ensure our defence holds.

      I charge straight for him, desperate to hear any updates.

      His eyes craft their way up to mine, identical. Though mine are now well rested, and his are bloodshot and intense. It appears that my brother hasn’t had any sleep at all. A man in his position cannot afford such a luxury.

      “What’s been happening?” I ask hurriedly, keenly aware that the pace appears to have quickened somewhat.

      My brother’s expression doesn’t inspire a huge deal of confidence.

      “They’re wearing us down, sis,” he says. “I’m not sure how much longer we can hold.”

      “Where? Where will they breach first?”

      He shakes his head, pointing towards a monitor with a map of the city. His finger traces the wall in a number of different places.

      “Here, here, here,” he starts saying. “It won’t take long before several areas collapse. We’re trying to arrange our best soldiers to meet them when they do, but they keep moving around out there. We never know where they’ll attack next.”

      “Then what? Station separate units at all weak points?”

      He nods.

      “We have standing forces at each potential breach, with other mobile units ready to move right there as soon as the order comes. How…how did you sleep? Are you rested, Brie?”

      “I’m fine, yeah. I take it you haven’t had a chance?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Well, what about now? Get a few winks?”

      I know the suggestion is ridiculous. He can’t possibly leave the line now. He’ll have to make do.

      “It’s too late for that. I feel strong. Adrenaline will keep me going for some time yet. How did you get back here?””

      “Sophie drove me most of the way. I stopped at the main blockade towards the north.”

      “Right, right. I’ve been in contact with them. They’re ready for the fight when it comes their way.”

      “That’s the impression I got. Oh, I should tell you, I ordered Sophie and the Fangs to head to Inner Haven. I had a feeling time was short, and I didn’t want them forgotten.”

      Zander’s eyes shape in a fashion that suggests they had indeed slipped his mind. Though, I suspect the likes of Rycard would have made sure his wife was alerted and sent to the safe zones.

      “Good. And Rhoth, how did he take it?”

      “Pretty well. I told him he should get them to safety, then come on out and join the fight once he’s done. I’m guessing we might need all the help we can get out here.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. But that’s part of the problem – this is still just a guessing game. We won’t know how capable their entire army is until we get them fighting in the streets.”

      “We had them on the ropes in the woods until those Elementals came along,” I remind him. “And there’s no way the rest of the army will be as incisive as that lot.”

      “No, they won’t. But neither are our soldiers. Half our ranks are filled with Con-Cops. They’re not the greatest soldiers.”

      “Nope, but they’re fearless and remorseless. Not the worst people to have on your side.”

      I don’t allow myself to think about who they really are. Behind their masks, somewhere hidden in their minds, are normal, good people. It’s only their reconditioning that’s made them as they are, and we know who to blame for that…

      “You’re right,” says Zander. “Now lets…”

      He doesn’t get to complete his sentence. A sudden flurry of action sounds behind us, and we swivel to find a soldier calling us over. We hurry to his side, and find him hovering over a screen showing footage from one of our few security drones still creeping around beyond the wall.

      “Sir, it looks like a big attack is incoming,” says the man tensely.

      He’s right. On the monitor, a great mass of soldiers seems to be moving through the mist. It’s a formless silhouette, but the impression is very clear. There are hundreds of them, and heading right for the wall.

      “Where is that?” questions Zander fiercely.

      The soldier points to a larger monitor, hand steady.

      “There, sir. To the west of here, half a mile.”

      Zander peers in.

      “It’s a weak point,” he says. “We have a force there, but not a big one. Send a mobile unit instantly. Inform them I’m on my way.”

      The soldier nods, and Zander sweeps off out of the room with me rushing in his wake. Outside, the area around the gate is more hectic than ever, a number of wounded now being brought down from various positions along the wall and many of the vehicles used for transporting our forces absent or haphazardly parked.

      We head straight for Zander’s jeep and jump inside, and off down the street I see one of our mobile infantry convoys shooting off west along the southern perimeter. Zander hits the gas as we quickly zoom after them, pressing through the thick mist and heading straight for the wall a little under a thousand metres away.

      When the wall comes into view once more, I notice that it’s an area with less fortifications and barricades, and from what I can see, no large gun placements whatsoever. The standing force here isn’t large – a hundred or less soldiers – but along with the influx of the mobile unit, that number is quickly doubled.

      Up on the wall, our soldiers wait, and as we step out of the car, Zander quickly commands for others to join them. We go too, moving for the stairs and climbing. It’s clear enough, even through the smoke, that the wall has suffered some major damage, smouldering in places and with its façade threatening to crumble.

      “Quickly, quickly,” hisses Zander, urging us into position.

      We move quietly, though probably don’t need to due to the din, keeping low behind the metal barriers that shield the top of the wall. Several dozen soldiers, most of them highly capable, fix in position and wait. I stay low as Zander peers through the narrow window in the barrier, seeking out the enemy as they creep towards the gate a little off to our right.

      “I see them,” he whispers. “Fifty metres out.” His eyes shift right and left. “Prepare to fire, on my signal.”

      He doesn’t give the signal immediately. All soldiers along the line ready their weapons, pointing the barrels of their pulse rifles through the small windows in the barrier and aiming them right at the incoming soldiers. I stand a little taller and do the same, and through the fog the enemy comes into view.

      It’s hard to determine how many there are. They’re well dispersed, most barely visible in the smog. I can see several dozen of them at the front, though those behind remain hidden. The monitor suggested there were hundreds. I have no reason now to refute that supposition.

      I feel a knot begin to tie up my insides, and the endless wailing appears to quieten slightly in my head. I wait for my brother to call out and start firing, but he still holds firm, perhaps wishing for the entire force to get a little closer before he lets loose the fire.

      Then, suddenly, the soldiers stop. Still, only a smattering of them are visible, blurred shapes that occasionally grow clearer as the smoke is pressed away by a sudden breeze, before accumulating and falling once more. It seems to thicken more than ever, a cloud gathering right ahead of us along this specific stretch of wall.

      Is there an Elemental out there, just beyond our sight? Is he forming this cloud to hide the attack?

      “We should fire,” I whisper harshly, looking to Zander.

      A temptation runs through me, calling for me to do so and begin the inevitable avalanche. Zander’s cool words halt my thinking.

      “Not yet…we need to know what we’re firing at.”

      Here, there are no large guns protecting us. With only so many available, they had to be dispersed in a way to try to protect all parts of the wall. Yet, some stretches were always going to be more vulnerable. That was unavoidable. And here, at this particular point, the only guns are a little to the west and east, a little too far to join the fight. And right now, they’re firing elsewhere, their own battles to contend with.

      We are very much alone.

      And the enemy know it.

      I continue to watch as the front-line soldiers of the Cure begin to disappear into the growing mist. And as they do, a slight rumble seems to vibrate through the earth. I feel it through my boots, the wall beneath my feet shivering as though caught in a stiff breeze. And the air, too, seems to hum and buzz.

      The soldiers down the line share glances. I do the same with my brother, but find his eyes staring forward, narrowing. The rumbling grows a little more intense, the foundations of the walls shaking harder, and the source of the energy begins to grow clear.

      It’s from behind the soldiers just ahead of us. Somewhere behind them, within the shroud, a great power is stirring. Setting my finger tighter to my trigger, I begin to pull down, ready to fire. And as I do, I see the barely visible soldiers ahead start to part, moving swiftly left and right and creating a gap in their line.

      It happens fast, and before I know it the trembling is building to a crescendo, and through the gap shapes come flying.

      Between the men they come, dark forms of varying sizes and shapes. I use my Dasher powers to try to slow my perception of the world, and zoom in with my Hawk eyes to see that they’re mostly trunks of trees, burnt to a crisp and ripped from the earth. The remains of the scorched woodland, thick hunks of wood torn from their foundations in the ground and thrust towards the wall at a tremendous pace.

      Other shapes comes too. I see bits of rock and stone, blackened by the fire and taken from their homes in the outerlands. They join the trunks of trees and head straight for the wall, battering it hard, smashing it into submission.

      And mingled in with the wood and rock, I even see flesh; the bodies of dead soldiers from the Cure’s army, now drawn up from the battlefield and hurled right at us along with the rest.

      The sight is enough to cause a brief paralysis to flow down the line, our soldiers gaping at the show of power, disbelieving. Beyond the smoke that now hides them, back from the line, an Elemental of great strength can be the only culprit. Perhaps more than one, standing together combining their gifts to raise such objects from the ground and send them crashing into the city’s faltering façade.

      The attack comes so suddenly and with such ferocity that we don’t react immediately. Even Zander appears bowed by the display, and takes a moment to realise he has no choice now but to order our attack.

      Over the din, he does so. His voice suddenly scrapes from his worn-out throat, and along with it his pulse rifle begins to spit blue flame down into the smog beyond the top of the wall. Mere moments later, the rest of us join him, and a hundred rifles begin roaring their response.

      The smoky cloud lights up like a rainbow once more, and I search through the illumination to see the soldiers of the Cure drawing forward shields to protect them. They’re rudimentary, but just enough to hold back the flame for now, our fire directed to all parts but tending to seek out those we see.

      Zander’s voice rips through the noise once more.

      “Fire at the Elemental,” he calls out. “Kill him!”

      We can’t see him, or them, but know where they must be. From the mist, where the trunks of trees and rocks, and dead bodies come, we begin to aim our guns. All red and blue and green flame now begins to gather to one point, setting trunks and corpses alight as they come, the wall now peppered with flaming debris as well.

      But the bombardment doesn’t stop. And soon I see just why.

      Through the mist, a single Elemental comes. Not two or more. Just one. One man, imbued with terrible power similar to those I saw when Kira was taken from us. But this man isn’t the same. These soldiers aren’t the same. This army isn’t the same.

      He comes, arms aloft and still drawing up all nearby debris for the assault. But he has a shield too, metal barriers hovering around him, held up by his ability to control such things with his mind. They cover him from head to toe, and I only see him through a slight gap as he moves. And around him, other soldiers stand with their own shields, offering greater protection to this man with such power.

      “Shoot him!” shouts Zander. “Kill him!”

      The desperation in his voice is deep, sending shudders through me. We all fire right in his direction, but nothing seems to get through. And still, over to our right, the section of the wall under attack continues to weaken, and the men who stand atop it flee off to the flanks to escape the barrage.

      There is no respite, and there seems nothing we can do. It only lasts a minute or two, but it’s all this Elemental needs. Pressing the final debris at the wall, still hidden behind his shields, the barrage seems to end with the wall still standing.

      I wonder, for the briefest of moments, whether we’ve done enough. Whether the wall is more than he can handle, too thick and strong to be downed by such missiles.

      How wrong I am.

      He has another trick to deploy.

      With our pulse rifles still firing, clattering hard into the shields around him and partially held back by his staggering powers, a sudden lull falls as the vibrations stop. But they don’t stop for long. The lull lasts a split second, the rumbling halted before brewing once again in a more terrible fashion than ever.

      It builds and builds for several seconds before, suddenly, a pulse of energy flows through the earth, emitted from the man’s body, his mind. It carves a path through the ground, ripping it up, before reaching the wall and doing the same.

      The weakening stone and metal construct can take no more. It bursts apart, split down the middle and sending shards of itself left and right and high into the air. I watch in horror as it’s breached, exploding before my eyes and creating a gap big enough for the soldiers to pour through.

      I look at Zander, whose eyes are no longer weary. They’re bright, tense, and fearful just like mine.

      The city has been cracked open.

      And turning his eyes down to the soldiers behind the wall, awaiting this exact event, he shouts out.

      “Hold the line! Protect the breach!”
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      This stage of the fighting was always going to come. The city was never likely to hold out forever, not after what we’d seen. Once, perhaps, when they first marched to our doors, we considered them a threat that could be repelled without too much difficulty.

      Now, it is clear enough that we are all in a fight for our lives.

      If they can breach the walls of Outer Haven, then there’s no reason why they can’t do the same to Inner Haven. We have to stop them before they get there. We have to battle them in the streets. And the face-to-face combat that many of us have asked for is now set to begin.

      And it starts right here in the south.

      As the debris from the broken wall continues to fall, raining down from above, we fire at those who pour forwards from our precarious perch. And behind the broken wall, our men take their positions, launching their flame at the bottleneck, hoping to catch as many of the enemy in the growing inferno as possible.

      It all happens so fast, and our attention seems to be taken by the soldiers now set to enter the city. For that split second, the Elemental is forgotten. He’s remembered quickly when another pulse of energy rips from where he stands, galloping towards the wall once again and opening the gap much wider.

      More rock and stone hurtles into the sky, and I see a number of our soldiers, manning the wall, going right along with it. They spiral skyward before coming back down and disappearing into the smog, and as the rain of debris sprinkles the streets, the enemy begin to flow.

      I see them now, all of them rushing forward at extraordinary speed. All Dashers and heaven knows what else, they rush for the gap and slide into cover behind, shooting at our men and displacing, trying to get beyond our cordon, flank it, destabilise it so more of them can pour forward.

      I fire from above, shooting at the gap through the soot and dust, until I feel Zander’s hand come down on my shoulder, twisting me around as he shouts, “MOVE!”

      He draws me back just in time as I see the Elemental preparing another shockwave, and we retreat along with our soldiers as it rushes for the wall just right of where we stand. Once more, the ramparts explode, the gap widening, our defence weakening.

      We have no choice now but to descend and join the battle below. We gallop for the stairs, firing as we go, and I notice that the Elemental is now retreating, sinking back into the shadows, his job done.

      I wonder if he’s their leader, or one of them at least? Or just a soldier, thought too valuable to waste now in a direct attack. Or maybe, just like our Dasher powers, his energy can be depleted, and he requires some time to rest. I dearly hope the latter is the case. Such power can turn a war.

      From the top of the wall, we move to the bottom, and begin setting our eyes to the breach where the enemy pour through. It’s large now, at least thirty metres wide, the surrounding space filling with broken shards of stone and rock that offer cover as the Cure come forward.

      All over, a little way back from the wall, our soldiers hide. They fire from behind the barricades set up here, the smoke still so thick it’s hard to see who’s who. The armour and garb of the Cure is different from our own, particularly the official uniforms worn by the Con-Cops, City Guards, and Stalkers who all have their own distinctive outfits.

      It is more like the clothing worn by the rebels, the Nameless, random patchworks of armour and combat gear. And through the smoke, it remains difficult determining just who might be who, a problem that will no doubt increase when the fighting spreads beyond the breach.

      Yet here we make our first stand, controlling the areas just beyond the wall and refusing to let the enemy come through. As I add my weapon to the fray, Zander immediately gets onto the radio, calling for more mobile units to advance to our position. Before long, he knows, with more of the enemy spreading to this point, we will be overrun.

      His conversation is hidden to my ears by the deafening soundtrack of war. The wailing from beyond the city now barely registers, hundreds of weapons firing at much closer proximity to where I make my stand. From our side, pulse rifles fizz and hiss. On theirs, chattering gunfire from rifles and handguns cackles into the air.

      What seems to start as a short stalemate quickly morphs. Using the shroud for cover, their Dashers slip quickly closer, and our own are forced to fight them head on. It appears as though they have no fear, rushing forward and trying to overwhelm us. It’s as if they know that more of our soldiers will be quickly arriving, and need to clear a path for their people to enter before that time comes.

      Yet we hold our lines as best we can, a good number of hybrids and Stalkers among our defence. They use their own gifts well, taking down the weaker soldiers that come our way with ease, battling those with greater power on a more even level.

      From my position, I see them cut down as they come, men dropping into the dust and consumed by the smoke. I’m responsible for several myself, the wall of fire sent from our soldiers’ weapons so difficult to penetrate.

      It seems they’re prepared to sacrifice men in their pursuit of getting through. I’m reminded of the Con-Cops as they rush, fearing nothing, perhaps conditioned to fight without any concern for their lives. They rush in great numbers, and are killed in great numbers, but I suspect these people are little more than cannon fodder, sent in first to distract us as their more potent warriors work their way forward.

      And so it happens. As we fire at the waves of soldiers, many of them zip here and there and quickly hunt down our positions. They shoot with heavy ballistics, explosive rounds now clattering into our cover and ripping our barricades apart. Our support isn’t yet here. But theirs continues to come.

      I know that we’ll soon be overwhelmed, that our defence of the breach is about to end.

      And so does Zander.

      With loud calls rushing to our men, we begin to displace and move back. Some hear, others don’t, voices hidden among the din. Hand signals are given too, but through the smog they’re not always seen. Only the clear sign of Zander retreating into the streets indicates to any of us who see that we can no longer hold the opening in the wall.

      So we move, withdrawing once more. Displacing to the north, we begin working our way to the next major cordon, stopping and firing and engaging when necessary. It’s unordered chaos, our men struggling to hold back the tide and soon beginning to get lost within the smog. This endless cloud that refuses to leave. This mist that may be our undoing.

      From my vantage at Zander’s side, I have little idea as to the scope of what’s going on. I see many of the enemy fall, dozens of them quickly killed as they come. And some of our men go the same way, the weaker among us caught out as we move back.

      Yet the bigger picture is so hard to see. I can only do my part, dodging incoming gunfire and retaliating with interest, spreading north with our soldiers towards the nearest set of barricades.

      Only when we have a short chance to stop, defending a new position deeper into the city, do I learn that our breach wasn’t the only one.

      From the radio, Zander learns the news and quickly passes it on.

      “Two other breaches,” he says. “In the northwest and over in the east. We’re getting reports of more Elementals doing the damage. They’re spreading in from three sides now.”

      “What do we do? Fall right back to Inner Haven? Defend the walls there instead?”

      “No. We defend the streets here. We make our stand here.”

      The fighting that follows is hectic. My mind is only able to focus on the single task of killing anyone who comes my way, and trying my best to survive at the same time. My gifts as a Hawk allow me to see the incoming men early, and my Dasher powers are enough to help me avoid some shards of shrapnel and violent barrages of gunfire before they drench my position in deadly rain.

      But I’ve never experienced anything like this. The attacks are continuous, aggressive, and seem to come from all sides. As we take position within a security blockade, joining the ranks of a number of our soldiers, we find ourselves quickly on the back foot once more.

      They come down the main street ahead like locusts, swarming from the shroud. And calls come from our flanks, telling of smaller attacks through side-streets, our enemy creeping down quiet alleys that we don’t have the manpower to defend.

      I consider it madness to try to hold them here, in a city so vast. We need to move further to the centre where it’s easier to defend, where the fighting isn’t so spread out. Tighten up our defences, and there will surely be fewer gaps? Right now, it seems inevitable that they’ll be able to work through places we cannot see, move inward towards Inner Haven without so much as a gun to call them to stop.

      But my opinion counts for nothing here. Our senior commanders and skilled tacticians have designed our defence to fight them off before they reach Inner Haven. The various blockades around the city are considered the likely points of assault. All other avenues are watched by smaller contingents of men, and though some streets with be left unattended, all will eventually lead to the major roads through the city.

      For all their planning, however, I doubt they expected this. Ever since the smoke came down, and the wailing began to call from beyond the walls, we’ve had our eyes and ears assaulted and neutered. We were put on the back foot, and have yet to begin striding forward.

      The breaches were inevitable. The retreat was inevitable. And unless something drastic changes, it seems that an attack on Inner Haven will be inevitable as well.

      As far as I see it, we have to attack to defend. Take out the sonic machines making all that racket. Kill the Elementals who seem to be holding this swamp of fog within the city.

      Do that, and maybe we’ll be able to fight them off. Do it not, and this night might just call an end to the city of Haven forever.

      And that I cannot abide.
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      I bring my request to Zander as we hold the enemy off at the blockade.

      Not far to the northeast of here, along the main artery running between the southern gates of Outer and Inner Haven, Drum’s own blockade is surely soon to be hit. And around the city, others are now deep into the fighting.

      The word between our commanders is that we’re holding strong for now. We can still displace to the inner blockades before resorting to moving straight for Inner Haven. The commands are simple: kill as many as we can before we have to move back. Reduce their numbers for the final assault, or else make them pay enough for them to have to withdraw.

      As Zander continues to coordinate on the radio, I slip to his side and announce my plan.

      “We need to organise small strike teams to move out beyond the walls,” I start.

      “Brie…not this again…”

      “Zander! Listen to me. How long do you think we’ll hold with this smoke and noise? It’s destroying us. They clearly know how to fight in it, and we don’t. It’s giving them an advantage that’s going to put us all in the ground…”

      His eyes begin to change a little as I splutter. He seems to give me a moment longer to continue.

      “They’re in the city now, we can’t stop that,” I go on. “Before, maybe it was too dangerous going out there. But now, half their army is through the door, and the rest are still coming in. Now’s our chance to strike out there before they reach Inner Haven. It might be our only chance.”

      He begins to nod, the roar of battle still raging around us.

      “What do you have in mind?” he asks.

      I recoil a touch at the query. He’s really taking me seriously. I didn’t expect that…

      “Um, is Colonel Hatcher still alive?”

      He nods.

      “Right. He gets together a few of his best men and heads north. We do the same here and head south. We take out these sonic machines and kill their Elementals before they have another chance to strike. I still think there are some out there holding this smog in. And the ones who destroyed the walls must be recovering. They have to be weak. If we can kill them before they attack again, we turn the tables. For good.”

      He listens as I shout over the din. Then he asks, “And how do we get to the south? It’s crawling down there. We might never make it…”

      “The underlands,” I say quickly, cutting him off. “You know them better than anyone. We go that way.”

      He shakes his head.

      “They’re mostly blocked. All tunnels are either buried from the fighting from before, or don’t lead that way.”

      I’m thinking as he speaks, and a rather horrible thought comes to mind. But, it might just work. It might be perfect.

      “The river,” I say, fixing him with a firm glare. “The underground river takes you right beyond the city directly beyond the southern gate. There’s no way they’ll know about it. We’ll come out in secret and strike at their heart. It’ll work…I know it’ll work.”

      I can see the concern already in his eyes. I’m fully aware that the plan is foolhardy at best, and downright suicidal at worst. But, then again, things have hardly been going our way recently. This might be our only shot.

      “Right,” he says nervously. “I guess the northern route through the underlands to the fields behind the church is still open. Colonel Hatcher could use that…”

      “YES! Yes,” I repeat, eyes bulging. “It’s ideal, Zander. Seriously, let’s do it. We can save the city!”

      My enthusiasm surprises even me. It’s not that I’m not afraid. I am. I’m terrified, in fact. It’s more that I can’t let them continue to come at us like this. I can’t let them creep towards my friends in Inner Haven without doing everything I can to stop them, even if I die in the attempt.

      Get rid of this smog, and shut down this damn wailing, and we’ll take away their advantage. But above all, if we can get to their Elementals when they’re weak, we have a shot.

      A slim one, sure…but a shot nonetheless.

      I wait a little longer for him to fully agree. He takes a bit more prodding, and I partially know why – Zander doesn’t have a great fondness for water. From personal experience, I’m fully aware that the journey through the underground river is a perilous one in itself, and something I’d never, ever want to repeat. But, here I am, suggesting we go that way willingly. I guess that means I must be desperate.

      “So…” I say, leaning in as we stay hidden beneath a barricade. “What do you say?”

      I see the cogs turning behind his eyes, and even slip into his head to see the trickle of concerns building. Zander isn’t reckless. He is a commander of soldiers and a fine strategist. Something like this, with so many things that might go wrong, isn’t a choice he’d ever usually make.

      Yet he knows, too, that it could pay off. That the risks are outweighed by the possible rewards. And that, right here, we will eventually be pushed back closer to the core of the city. Closer to the civilian population, hiding behind the walls of Inner Haven.

      We’re losing this fight right now, and he knows it. Something needs to change.

      I see it all behind his eyes, see him working through the possible outcomes. And though he still considers it foolhardy, he eventually decides to throw caution to the wind.

      “OK,” he says after some time. “I’ll talk to Colonel Hatcher, tell him the plan. Wait here.”

      My lips shape into a beaming, determined smile, and I watch as he creeps down the line towards the radio. He takes possession of the line from another soldier, speaks hurriedly for a few minutes, and returns to my position. All the while, I stay low, only occasionally firing away down the street at the enemy but mostly watching Zander for his reaction.

      When he reappears, he does so with his eyes aflame with purpose.

      “Hatcher’s holding the main street in the north. The best entrance to the underlands is a little south of where he is. He’ll be able to get there without too much trouble.”

      “Great! So he’s in?”

      “He is. He’s going to gather a couple of Stalkers and make for the north immediately. We have to do the same.”

      “Right. So who’s going with us?”

      “No one,” he says. “This is a covert mission, and isn’t about numbers. We’ll be better suited going alone. And…if we die, I don’t want too many of our best soldiers falling alongside us. We need to ensure the city is well defended.”

      I nod, no argument on my lips.

      “Now come,” he says, looking towards the north. “Let’s get to it.”

      We begin retreating from the line, Zander informing the commander of the blockade of our plans. He seems somewhat distressed to lose us, but understands we have to go.

      “Hold the line, commander,” says Zander. “Spread the word across the city. We must hold the line.”

      The commander, a member of the City Guard, nods. He must be at least twice my brother’s age, perhaps more, and yet appears happy to take orders from him. It speaks volumes to me of the man Zander has become, not just to the Nameless, but the others who flock to our collective cause.

      With a final look, we press on northwards, hurrying away from the battle. As we go, the assault of constant gunfire lessens in my ears, and I’m able to get a better understanding of just how widespread the fighting has become. I can hear it now, ringing from where we came from, and from a little way to the east, and to the west as well. And all the way north, miles across the city, the faint sounds of battle reach my ears too.

      The picture grows clear. All major routes towards Inner Haven are now fully engaged. All avenues towards the core of the city are being tested, just like the walls were, for weaknesses. And, just like with our perimeter defences, our toil will soon tell. It may take hours. It may take all night and the next day too. But eventually, the enemy will work their way inwards, and will begin to eat away at our heart.

      That cannot be allowed to happen.

      I can’t let that happen.

      As we continue north, heading closer to the inner districts of the southern quarter, we begin to hunt for a car. Convoys of our men rush past, heading now towards the fighting, going to where they’re needed most. None can spare us the ride until we find one moving in the direction we wish to travel – to the western quarter not too far away, right towards the middle districts where the route to the underlands awaits.

      It’s a place I know well and once enjoyed. The beautiful underground cavern that held the waterfall and greenery, hidden away in the blackness that only my Hawk eyes could reveal. I used to enjoy going there when Zander first trained me. It was a place of peace and quiet, untouched by the city above.

      Now, we’re set to return, though I doubt I’ll have time to stop and admire it.

      Jumping into the back of a truck heading to help fortify the west, we move quicker now, unwilling to waste any energy we don’t have to. The streets are clear and easy to navigate, and Zander, as he does, gives the soldiers we join a pep talk as we ride through the city, heading northwest from the south.

      By the time we jump out, several blocks from our destination, the soldiers are buoyed and pumped and ready to go. We leave them as they continue on, pressing closer to the perimeter where they’re needed, and once again find ourselves alone and in a part of the city that is still so dear to me.

      It isn’t as it once was, of course. District 5 was once my home, a bustling and busy and colourful world, now dead and empty. The smog hides most of it, but I know that beyond the smoke the giant screens are black and lifeless, and the buildings are cracked and broken, and the people who used to live here are absent, either dead or reconditioned or over in Inner Haven, cowering as the war creeps closer to their door.

      So much has changed, and yet more change is yet to come unless we can stop it. A more dramatic change. A more profound change. A change that won’t just alter the complexion of the streets, but will obliterate them entirely. That won’t kill some of the people, but will rid this city of all who dwell here.

      The thought fills me and keeps me going, all the motivation I, and all others defending the city, need. As the convoy moves west, Zander and I turn our attention towards the north, moving quickly now on foot through district 5 and towards district 6, right to the shelter that leads right down to the subterranean caverns beneath the city streets.

      We rush, our bodies adorned in tightly fitted black armour and combat gear, pulse rifles fixed to our backs, belts with holsters and firearms and an array of grenades to deploy if we need to. We are a two-man team, hybrid twins, set to cut right into the heart of our enemy.

      And like all soldiers who look upon my brother, I feel such strength by his side. It’s as if my powers rise several notches when I’m near him. As if our minds, linked as one, allow us to operate as a single entity. The more time I spend with him, the more powerful I become. I can now sense what he’s about to do before he does it. I can almost see what he sees, helping me get a far better perception of my surroundings.

      I know he must feel the same. And though he always wishes to keep me safe and away from harm, maybe we’re safest when we’re together, watching each other’s backs. Perhaps, as a duo, we’ll one day become unstoppable.

      If, that is, we live through the night.

      So on we rush, galloping through district 5 and towards district 6, the fighting still chattering away from all directions in the distance. We come to a large intersection, and I know that straight towards the west is the gate out of the city. And that not too far away, one of our primary blockades in this quarter will be under heavy siege.

      We step forward and make sure the coast is clear, before the rumbling of engines rises up in the air. I turn my eyes left and see a small convoy of two vehicles moving eastwards from the perimeter, heading, it would appear, towards Inner Haven.

      It strikes me as odd for any of our soldiers to be going that way, away from the fighting, until I see that the vehicle belongs to a rather important figure.

      “It’s Director Cromwell’s car,” says Zander, spotting the vehicles as they come our way. “He must only just be heading for Inner Haven. Better late than never…”

      “I guess Lady Orlando’s got no option but to let him in,” I grumble.

      I have little time to further question it. Cromwell is the least of my worries right now.

      Unfortunately, however, it seems he’s about to jump right to the top of that list.

      Neither of us see the event coming. Nor do the protective unit of Stalkers assigned to guard their master. As we stand there, waiting for the cars to pass before we move on, I spot movement from an alley on the other side of the road, just a little too late.

      It all happens so fast that no one seems capable of reacting in time.

      Explosive shells pour out from the smog, hitting the armoured cars and stopping them in their tracks. The vehicles screech and roll up onto their wheels, threatening to topple onto their sides. One does, hitting the ground and grinding towards the nearest building. The other teeters for a second before planting all four wheels back down and trying to continue on.

      It doesn’t get a chance. From the alley, a unit of enemy soldiers spread, well organised and moving like a highly trained military force. They move right for the two cars just as the doors open and the Stalkers spill out, slightly disorientated, two of them shot down before they can even attempt to defend themselves.

      I watch from the sides, hidden in shadow with my brother, as the carnage plays out. He makes a move to step into the light and join in, reaching around his back and setting his pulse rifle to his hands.

      I hold him back.

      “Brie, what are you doing? We need to help!” his voice clatters.

      I look out again as the soldiers of the Cure engage with the Stalkers. The latter are now outnumbered, at least two to one. And two aren’t engaging, because they have a very specific job to do – protect their master.

      I see them down the street, pulling Director Cromwell from the overturned vehicle, hustling him towards the safety of a nearby building. Out on the streets, the ten or so enemy soldiers of the Cure press on, battling against the remaining four Stalkers. These particular Stalkers, I know, are highly proficient and assigned to Cromwell for that purpose. But the odds aren’t in their favour, and all are under severe threat.

      Zander makes a move to join once more. Once more, I grip him tight.

      He shakes me off and grits his teeth.

      “What the hell are you playing at?!”

      I dart my eyes down the street.

      “Let him die,” I growl. “Cromwell…let him die. Let them all die, Zander.”

      His eyebrows drop into a frown so deep and severe I think he might just strike me where I stand. I counter with my own glare of conviction.

      “Let him die right here,” I say again. “Why should we save him?”

      “Because if we don’t,” my brother reminds me, “all his Stalkers will stop fighting with us and start fighting against us! And all his Con-Cops too! You think we can let that happen right now?”

      “And how do know that will happen? It could be lies. He can’t have his Stalkers kill us if he’s killed by the enemy…”

      “We have no choice, Brie!” shouts Zander, cutting me off. He glares daggers at me. “Stay here if you want. I’m going.”

      He shoves my hand off him and sets his eyes down the street. Another Stalker has hit the dirt. One of the Cure is dead too. The odds haven’t yet changed.

      Until Zander steps in to join the fray.
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      For several long moments I don’t engage. I merely stand there, frozen in place, finding it so hard to contemplate risking my own life to save Cromwell’s.

      As I see it, his little trick with the Stalkers and the Con-Cops might just be a veil. Maybe, if one of us were to kill him, then it would activate something in his men to attack us. But surely the same can’t be the case for the enemy? Surely, if he were to die at the hands of one of the Cure, his soldiers wouldn’t suddenly turn on us too?

      He is, after all, committed to seeing the Savants, hiding over in Inner Haven, survive. How exactly would that cause be helped by his Stalkers and Con-Cops turning against us? Is he really so self-absorbed that he considers his own life above all others? That he’s willing to let the entire city burn if his life is lost?

      Because that’s what will happen. If the Stalkers and Con-Cops suddenly swapped their allegiance, it would be game over for us all. The Cure would wipe us all out as we reignite our civil war, and the barbarian horde from the west would complete the job they came here to see through.

      I have my doubts about whether that would happen, but like Zander said, right now we have no choice.

      And while it sickens me to have to risk my life to save Cromwell’s, I’d happily do it again and again in order to save my brother’s. And right now, he needs me. Zander needs me.

      So pulling the pulse rifle from my back, I look out at the battle and firm my jaw. It’s time for me to engage.

      I rush from my cover, dashing straight over to Zander who takes position behind the husk of an old car. Ahead, near the burning cars of Cromwell’s convoy, the three remaining Stalkers do battle with what looks like eight enemy soldiers. And in the building nearby, Cromwell will be kept safe, covered by his two loyal guards.

      My brother looks at me with a look that says, ‘so you decided to join,’ but spares no time to vocalise his thoughts. Instead, he stands from behind the vehicle and begins to spray his blue fire towards the enemy soldiers across the street. I do the same, and together we manage to take one of them out, his attention on the Stalkers and not us, his body quickly wreathed in cobalt flame and melting into the dirt.

      Down the street, the three Stalkers seem to notice us. They glance with their dark eyes, and nod to show we’re in this together. It’s a slightly bizarre moment for me, even now after fighting alongside them for several days. I can only imagine how it must be for Zander.

      The odds are now far better. Five of us against seven of them. With our pulse rifles set to their maximum potency, we fire once more into the smoke, destroying what cover the Cure are hiding behind. Our pulses of energy rip into old cars and the facades of buildings, tearing through brick and stone and metal alike.

      It seems the enemy have little choice but to move. They zip away from our sight with tremendous speed, and I only just see them materialise again through the heavy smog. Two seem to come straight for my brother and me, whooshing forward and snatching knives from their belts, thinking their chances better in closer combat.

      And down the street, the other soldiers do the same, pressing towards the three Stalkers, desperately trying to cut them down and fight their way towards Cromwell.

      They must have come for him specifically. A special force, a powerful force, designed to sneak through our defences and hunt down the leader of the Savants. How they got word he was still here in Outer Haven, I cannot know. But really, it doesn’t matter. They’re here now, and Zander’s right. We need to stop them from killing him.

      I gather my wits just before the two soldiers arrive. Their faces show scars as they come, eyes filled with a manic hatred. One is large, the size of Rhoth, a powerful foe with speed to defy his mass. He heads straight for me, the smaller of the two men seeking out my brother. I can do nothing but step back as this shadow looms, drawing a long knife from his belt, rugged and nasty looking.

      I suck a breath into my lungs and set my focus. My muscles hum and burn, and all my powers combine as my life comes under such direct threat. I can feel the same in my brother, and sense him about to launch a pre-emptive strike as his own foe comes calling. And I can sense, too, his concern for me, his desire only to cut down his enemy and come to my aid.

      I don’t want him to have to. I want to be able to stand against this man alone.

      He’s close now, metres away. He snarls, eyes wide and mad with a controlled fury. His knife-wielding hand appears like lightning and begins its journey towards me, ready to slash right through the weak point in both my armour and body, my neck partially exposed.

      I know just where he’s going to strike. I draw him forward and let him begin the motion, let him think I’m out of my depth. I’m not. I know I’m not. I have reserves within me that flow free at times like this. My instinct to survive is a powerful force.

      His knife begins to zero in on me, but I’m fast enough to see it coming. My Hawk eyes pick it out, and my Dasher powers explode, pressing me sideways as the strike comes. In the same motion, my own blade appears from its sheath, and in a moment of sudden calm, I stretch out and send it right into the depths of his body.

      Cutting through his armour and abdomen, I feel the razor-sharp blade go deep. Before I pull it out, I give it a firm twist, opening the wound and drawing a heavy roar of agony from the man’s throat.

      I pull away as he slices again, the adrenaline within him enough to counter the pain and keep him strong for a time. That time, I know, will soon run short. I only need to avoid his strikes until he starts to weaken.

      So that’s what I do, ducking and diving and moving away as he bears down on me. He sets a trail of red blood as he goes, his side gushing crimson, his scarred face growing quickly pale.

      I have no firm knowledge of anatomy yet. I’m not a warrior who can pinpoint an exact area on the human body, knowing that a bullet or blade there will always be fatal. I’m sure my brother is different. I’m sure he can direct his strikes with great precision, fully aware that a direct hit will call an end to that particular foe’s time on this earth.

      No, that’s not me. Not yet. But the stab to this large man’s side seemed to be a good one. It looks as though I got lucky, cutting right into some vital organ, his body weakening fast and his attacks growing slow. By the time Zander has dealt with his own opponent, and comes rushing over to help me, he sees that I have already got the job done.

      My man is alive, just. His swings are weak and he looks set to fall to his knees. I put him out of his misery with a gunshot to the head, drawing my pistol and sending a bullet to his brain, execution style.

      And killing the man, I feel nothing.

      Standing together, our two foes defeated, we now turn our eyes down the street. The Stalkers, numbering three, have seemingly faced down with the other five soldiers of the Cure. They clearly sent their greater force there, thinking them the harder task and, most likely, desperate to get through to Cromwell.

      And as we look, I feel a slight lurch in my stomach as I see that two more Stalkers are now on the floor. And yet, three still remain fighting.

      The realisation comes quick. The two Stalkers defending Cromwell have been forced to join the fight. Now, our grandfather stands alone, vulnerable. And Zander, as he always does, seems to realise just that as quickly as I do.

      “Cromwell…” is all he says, before flowing forward towards the fight.

      I go straight after him, and see that four of the Cure are still alive, fighting with the three Stalkers. And then I sense more. More of them coming. From the alley, another unit, sneaking through our defences and drawn here to the skirmish.

      I grab Zander’s arm again and stop him. We turn to the alley and see shapes spreading from the gloom. In a moment of understanding, we look at each and know what needs to be done.

      We have to retreat. We cannot hold back this tide.

      Rushing towards the fight, we veer left and gallop straight into the building as the Stalkers continue to engage, providing the distraction we need. We move down a short, crumbling corridor, the building badly damaged, and begin to call out.

      “Director Cromwell! Director Cromwell, where are you?”

      We stop and listen, but it’s so hard to hear much above all the battle outside. We call once again, our voices echoing quietly down the silent, grubby corridors and into the apartments that once called home to the denizens of these streets.

      Again, no reply comes. Zander points left down a passageway, and then rushes off to the right. He doesn’t need to tell me what we need to do.

      I gallop away, feeling a slight sense of déjà vu as I go. Not so long ago, my brother and I were doing the same thing in the bowels of the REEF, searching out Adryan before he could be taken for extermination. Now, it isn’t for the man I so adore that we’re risking our lives, but the very man who put him there.

      I call out again as I go, turning my eyes left and right to check the doors. Some are open, others are not. I kick through the latter and scan with my Hawk eyes, thankful that these apartments are small and basic and take little time to check.

      I cover the ground quickly, before finally my grandfather comes into view. I don’t find him cowering in the corner of some room, praying for his Stalkers to return and take him to safety. In fact, I don’t find him at all.

      He finds me.
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      Returning from one of the apartments, I turn my eyes down the corridor and see my grandfather standing there, his resplendent white suit now growing a shade darker, his hair similarly coloured and pale eyes showing no fear. He looks at me placidly, only a minor crinkle of concern shaping across his brows.

      “Cromwell,” I stutter, quite surprised to see him before me. “We need to get you out…” I turn and call back down the corridor to my brother. “Zander, I’ve found him!”

      I look back at my grandfather, who steps forward.

      “Surprising to see you here, Brie,” he says rather calmly. “You two twins really do get around.”

      “Yeah…sure,” I say, anxiously awaiting my brother. “We need to get out of here right away.”

      “Yes, indeed we do. I fear the battle is going ill.”

      I should damn well say.

      I feel a whoosh of air behind me and turn to find Zander coming into view. He breathes a sigh of relief as he looks upon the Director.

      “Director Cromwell, thank God. Come on, this way, follow me.”

      We move straight back down to the central corridor, unable now to use our Dasher powers with the old man in tow. To the left, the battle continues outside the building, the Stalkers now sure to be quickly overwhelmed. Going that way would be folly. Cromwell would have no chance at all.

      So we go right instead, pressing on towards the rear of the building. Reaching a dead end, Zander pumps up his pulse rifle and asks us to step to the side, before releasing a powerful energy blast that rips straight through the wall. The dust and soot spreads forth, and we press through the gap to find ourselves in an alleyway at the back of the building.

      My brother stops for a moment, getting his exact bearings, listening closely to ensure we don’t step down the wrong path and into another trap.

      “Where now?” I question harshly. “Our plan, Zander…now what?”

      It seems to me we’ve been scuppered, forced to babysit the old man.

      “We have to get him to Inner Haven immediately,” says my brother, confirming my fears. “This way.”

      “Hang on,” I call. “What about the mission?!”

      “Things have changed, Brie. We have a new priority.”

      A new priority? The thought makes me sick to my bones.

      With no time to argue, however, we begin darting eastwards, moving down the alley towards Inner Haven. It’s a fair way off, and with Cromwell along for the ride, the going is likely to be slow.

      We reach the end and stop, checking left and right. The coast appears to be clear. We head straight for the next street, rushing quickly, Zander calling for us to look for spare vehicles as we go.

      I stay back next to my grandfather as Zander leads us on. He moves briskly for an old man, his fairly tall frame covering the ground at a decent clip. Yet, his attire has us sticking out like a sore thumb, and even amid the smog, his white suit is easy to spot.

      The voices come from the distance. It seems that we’re being tracked again, the Stalkers tasked with protecting Cromwell no longer able to hold back the storm. I imagine they must be dead, overwhelmed as the new soldiers joined in, working through the streets in their small units that seem capable of slipping through our security cordons.

      It makes me wonder whether our defence is weakening closer to the perimeter. Have our main blockades over in the west been breached? Are the enemy soldiers here set to have a free run towards Inner Haven now?

      Time is running short, and we need to get on with our mission. Colonel Hatcher will no doubt be heading north through the tunnels now, set to hunt down the enemy beyond the wall and disable the men and machines that are their trump cards. If we don’t do the same, then it’ll be of no use. There’s something far more important than the safety of our grandfather at play here…

      The shouting in the distance grows louder, and my brother and I turn to see shapes beginning to gather nearby. The hunt is very much on, and we’re sure to be quickly run down at this glacial speed.

      We reach another street, and head for the shadow of a building, moving into the tenement block and out of sight as the enemy bear down on us. I look at my brother, fixing his gaze firmly.

      “Zander, they’ll catch us in no time up here,” I whisper harshly. “We have to get to the underlands.”

      “We need a car,” he counters. “I…I should go look. You stay here. Stay hidden, stay quiet.”

      He begins to set off, but I hold him back.

      “There’s no way I’m letting you go off alone. We’ll be surrounded in no time. You’ll return to find us both dead.”

      The mention of my possible death is enough to get him nodding.

      “OK. We go on. Follow me, quiet as possible. Director Cromwell, stay low.”

      We move back out, creeping more slowly now. Through the mist, soldiers seem to be searching, sniffing us out, hunting us down. Only Zander’s supreme knowledge of the streets allows us to work through them, working out of the building and through the network of alleys that take us further east.

      But it seems inevitable that they’ll track us. Our movements begin to grow stifled as we sense more soldiers nearby. We hear their voices, discussing our whereabouts. There are too many. They are too close. We’ll never get through alive.

      Keeping silent as a spectre, we continue on when we get a chance. But it seems that such silence isn’t enough. Here, with the streets a little quieter and further from the perimeter and the battles that rage there, a simple noise, out of turn, could be picked up by a passing Bat.

      They have such men with them. Bats to listen for us. Sniffers to smell for us. Hawks to see us through the shroud. Moving faster, it seems we’re not accounting for Cromwell’s regular, unenhanced eyesight. We may be able to see better through this mist. We may be able to catch sight of obstacles with greater speed and efficiency as we stalk through the shadows. But Cromwell cannot.

      And so it’s his leg that clatters into a piece of errant debris on the ground. His foot that catches and sends his body falling to the side, and banging into the open door of an abandoned, burnt out car. The door swings shut, his weight pushing it inwards, and clangs loudly into the dark night.

      We stop as the sound echoes away through the streets. For a second, nothing seems to happen. And then, sweeping from the distance, voices lift, and boots slam, and soldiers come running.

      “Damn it!” grunts Zander. “Move!”

      He rushes to Cromwell’s side, and I move to his other. Together, either side of our grandfather, we lurch forward, pressing on with our speed and hauling the old man through the streets. Passing down a narrow path and exiting into a wider road, I spot one of the many shelters here that give protection against the toxic rain.

      “Zander,” I shout, sending my eyes towards it.

      He sees it too, and needs no convincing. We rush right for it, kicking the door open and moving down the stairs into the blackness below. I stop and stand by Cromwell, his face turning queasy from the sudden motion, as Zander quickly moves for the secret passage that gives access to the world below.

      It seems we got lucky. Many of these shelters hold such doors, but many do not. And some that do have found themselves blocked and caved in by the recent fighting between our now-friendly forces, impassable and leading to nothing but dead-ends.

      But not this one.

      As the brick wall opens inward, Zander steps back and grabs hold of Cromwell, dragging him unceremoniously into the tunnel. I follow straight behind as our pursuers reach the top of the stairs outside the shelter, not knowing the city as we do and unsure of just where we’ve gone.

      It gives us precious moments that are the difference between life and death. Pushing the door to the tunnel shut, we escape into the darkness just in time as the soldiers reach the opening. I can hear them banging away wildly as we move away, their weapons chattering and trying to break through.

      They will. Soon enough, they’ll be right on our tails again. I’ve escaped through these tunnels before, in very similar fashion to this, and know just how these things work. In no time at all, we’ll be under the hammer. We have bought time, but minutes only. It needs to be enough.

      As we drag Cromwell through the blackness, knowing full well he cannot possibly see down here, I shout out to my brother, asking where we’re going.

      The shelter we entered, I know, was in district 5. Not the one we were headed for in district 6, but not too far away. I feel we have no choice now but to continue on. It seems our path is inevitable, as if written by the fates.

      “This road leads to the main caverns,” calls Zander in reply.

      “The waterfall?” I query.

      “Yes,” he answers.

      Our chat is cut short by the sound of pursuit. Echoing through the darkness, the pounding of boots on rock begins to flow our way, following behind a cracking explosion that makes it clear the door has been blasted apart.

      The passage is narrow, too narrow to move at great speed in its early expanses. But soon it opens out, allowing us to move either side of our grandfather once again, pressing forward at a speed that will no doubt be extremely uncomfortable and nauseating for the old man.

      Were our lives not in such peril, I’d enjoy putting him through it. But right here, right now, such trivialities are cast aside.

      The passage soon opens out and begins to widen, and beyond, the familiar sound of rushing water begins to reach my ears. And the smells of vegetation, too, wafts up my nose, the air growing less close and stuffy, and scented with natural aromas that I once found so pleasant after enduring the rather less agreeable odours of the city above.

      The main cavern is close now, vast and wide and spreading through the underlands, a secret garden down in the darkness that once gave me some respite from the dangers above. This passage is one I’ve never travelled, one of many that enters into the larger cave, ending in a slight drop that requires us to aid Cromwell in reaching the ground.

      Zander drops first, hitting the uneven rock floor a couple of metres below, and I’m forced to hold Cromwell tight as I help lower his frame into my brother’s arms. It’s a level of physical contact I never expected or wished to endure with the man. Unless I’ve got my hands around his throat, that is...

      I drop straight down right after, and we begin working our way into the grand space. The sounds behind us continue to grow, the enemy moving close, and Zander spreads his gaze around the cavern, considering our way out.

      There are many routes that lead to dead-ends, and many others that are recently caved in and now obstructed. Zander’s knowledge of the place is encyclopaedic, yet he appears frayed and confused, the recent alterations to the structure down here scrambling his memory map.

      His eyebrows lower and his movements grow nervous. The rushing of boots in the distance only serves to heighten his panic.

      “There’s one guaranteed way out,” I say. He looks at me with doubt in his eyes. “Zander, we don’t have a choice. Maybe we’ve come here for a reason…”

      He doesn’t believe such rubbish, and neither do I. This is nothing but a perfect storm, a coincidence. We’ve been forced right to where we were originally trying to get. Now, we only have one sure choice, and the only difference is that we have Cromwell for baggage.

      Very heavy baggage…

      “Zander!” I say again. “We have to go, now!”

      The movement of the enemy grows ever louder. In mere moments they’ll be sure to emerge from the tunnel and hunt us down. Split seconds count, and Zander’s doubt isn’t helping.

      It’s time I took charge.

      So grabbing my grandfather, who continues to seem disoriented by the entire affair, I gallop forward with all my speed, taking the old man with me. Past rocks piles and pillars I go, surging around the side as I seek the source of the rushing water.

      I see it, right ahead, the waterfall tumbling from the rock wall and entering into the pool of ice-cold water. It froths and seethes like a wild beast, ready to gobble up anyone foolish enough to enter its jaws.

      I’ve done so before, and I need to do so again.

      It’s time to take a dip.

      I hear Zander babbling away behind me, but ignore him. I dash for the waterfall and quickly reach the edge, looking down into the pool and the river that flows away into the blackness beneath us. As soon as I step in, that current will take me where I need to go. It will take all of us to safety.

      Or kill us in the attempt.

      As my brother hurtles up alongside us, I consider leaving Cromwell here to his fate. He’ll die for sure, and who knows whether that will activate his remaining Stalkers and Con-Cops to fight against us. How would they even be aware of his demise?

      Yet, I can’t do it. I can’t take the risk. If I leave him here, he’ll die for sure. And, well, jumping in the river, he could well drown anyway.

      Either way, his fate is no longer fully in our hands. In fact, none of ours are.

      With the soldiers now pouring into the cavern a little way away, we have no choice but to enter the maelstrom. And we have to do so now, before they see us, before they can consider following our lead.

      So looking at Zander, I take a long breath, urging him to do the same. He has no love for water, and this is going to be some baptism of fire.

      “Stay together. Stay afloat,” I say.

      He nods, and I smile at him nervously.

      And with our grandfather still between us, we drop into the raging foam.
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      The attack of the freezing liquid is enough to set my heart to stone. My insides feel like they’re locked in place, and my limbs feel like they’re being stabbed all at once by a series of prodding knives.

      I hear nothing but a bubbling rush as my head goes under, and make sure to cling tight to Cromwell as we bob for a second as a three, before being sucked right down into the submerged tunnels.

      I try to recall the various bends of the river, the various points where the water slows and we can reach the surface and draw breath, but find my memory abandoning me. I have no capacity to think clearly now, all my energy given over to the fight for survival that we all face.

      We quickly get sucked through the first underwater portion, before being pressed back to the surface as the world roars again. Zander and I gasp for air, and I open my eyes to draw in what light I can. I see Cromwell’s head still under, and reach out to lift him higher. His old face appears, withered and run-down, though he remains conscious and alert enough to heave a mighty gulp of air into his lungs.

      The river offers no respite. Sucked under again, we continue to flow further from the waterfall, further from the cavern. Above, the roof of the drowned passages, and the sides of the rock, claw at us with sharp edges. I feel my body dragged to the side, and desperately try to cling onto Cromwell as I go. He’s torn from my grasp and my side cracks against the wall, ripping at my combat gear and trying to tear at the skin and flesh beneath.

      In the darkness, I open my eyes and find my Hawk powers limited by the white flow of water. I see two shapes ahead, still locked together, and kick hard to rejoin them. I reach them and grip at my grandfather again, and we enter into another cavern and kick together for the surface.

      Once again, we break through and gasp, lungs burning and demanding to be refilled. My brother and I work in unison, kicking at the same time, keeping the old man between us. The initial surge gives way to a flatter calm for a moment, drawing us along in the murk, and I note the fear in Zander’s eyes, the desperation. I imagine mine must look the same.

      The river takes us on, dragging us south beneath the city, taking us closer and closer to the wall and beyond. My limbs grow quickly stiff in the cold, and I think again of just how far the river goes, just how long we’ll have to endure this nightmare.

      Then my memory wakes, and I remember the passage out. In the depths of the southern quarter, there’s a ledge that leads to a tunnel, and that tunnel leads back to the surface. It will, I know, be close to the fighting. It might just lead us into the heart of the enemy as they swarm through the southern breach and take control of the outer portion of the city.

      My mind is split in two as we’re battered along, crashing into walls and having our clothing ripped and scraped. If we could kick for the ledge together, we could escape this torture and get back to the streets. We could try to find a car, head straight for Inner Haven and get to safety…

      But no…no we can’t do that.

      We have to get outside the city. It’s no good going back now. If we reach the ledge and get to the surface, we could very well exit into enemy held territory. We could all be killed right then and there. That won’t do at all. We have a job that needs doing, and however much of a gamble it might be, we have to try.

      I battle with the two options as we go, until suddenly we reach the cave where the ledge awaits. I’m on the left, nearest to it. As we break the surface of the water, I hear Zander’s wild voice calling for us to make for land.

      “Kick, Brie,” he splutters. “Kick!”

      I look at the ledge, and recall how close I was to making it when I was down here last. I got a grip of the rock, but was dragged away by the furious current. I had no idea where the river would take me from there. I thought, at that moment, that I would die.

      But this time, I know the ledge isn’t where we need to go. I have to trust my instincts. I have to take charge. I won’t let us abandon this mission for the sake of our grandfather. His life may very well be important. But there’s something bigger at stake here.

      So as my brother calls desperately for me to kick and reach for the rock, I don’t. I kick the other way instead, doing so in secret so he doesn’t know, working with the current to keep us away from the water’s edge. His legs, powerful, churning through the froth, aren’t enough to get us all there alone. I deny him, and bit by bit, the water takes us away.

      As my brother exclaims and roars out, depleting his stocks of energy, I shout for him to stop.

      “It’s a lost…cause,” I call into the echoing, rushing chamber, spitting water that surges into my mouth. “The wat…waterfall…it’s close…”

      I kick a few more times, and turn my back from the ledge as if to show I’m done trying to get there.

      “Save your…energy,” I say. “Stop kicking.”

      It’s only Zander’s efforts that are now keeping us from being swallowed back up. But slowly, he realises they’re futile. And as he stops the fight, we’re quickly drawn further downriver, my grandfather still staying quiet between us, just trying to breathe when he can, his old limbs unable to provide much horsepower as we drive our way onwards.

      We’re close now, and I know it. At this point in my last venture here, I was all set to give up. I had no idea where I was being taken. I had no idea when the torment would end. Only when I reached the waterfall, well beyond the southern gate, and was spat out into the pool below, did I realise I’d made it.

      Then, of course, I had plenty more battles to come.

      This time is different. We need to get to where we’re going. We need to reach that pool and survive the thirty-metre drop. We need to quickly gather our senses and continue the fight. And we need to do it all while keeping our grandfather alive.

      So on we go, battered and bruised, freezing and exhausted, tumbling beneath the surface before being thrust again to the top. For another few minutes, we suffer the ride, and I call out when I can that the opening is coming, that the end is near.

      Then the light appears, though not as it was before. Last time, it was night, but the moonlight was bright, the end of the tunnel so obvious in the darkness. This time, the smog holds that light at bay, and above, the sky is filled with natural clouds too, the world hidden under several heavy blankets.

      But, still, my Hawk eyes are enough to see the end. And the growing roar of the waterfall is another piece of evidence that our journey is about to conclude.

      “Deep breath!” I shout. “Brace for the fall. It’s a long drop!”

      I hold onto my grandfather even tighter than ever as the water and passage straighten out, and turn to see the grit in my brother’s eyes. He stares forward, ready for what’s set to come his way, the roar growing ever louder.

      Then, with the water speeding towards its end, I see the faint signs of the forest beyond, now so different to before. It’s been eaten away, the fires still raging far off to the south as the inferno continues to spread to the distance. But immediately ahead, the woods are black, the world burnt, lit only with the embers of the dying flames.

      It gives some shape to the world ahead as we reach the river’s end and the waterfall’s beginning. As I call once more for us to brace, I feel the world give way beneath us for a split second as we’re tossed out into the void. Down below, the black pool of water awaits, rushing up so fast I barely have time to shut my eyes and clench my jaw as the surface slaps us hard.

      We crash and tumble, and this time I cannot hold on. I’m ripped from the others, the three of us split apart, churning in the froth for a few long seconds before I burst for the surface. I crash through, gulping air, and see my brother do the same.

      But not Cromwell. He’s nowhere to be seen.

      I share a look with my twin. Our eyes regain their power, darting left and right and scanning fast. He must be beneath the water. Without a second’s hesitation, we dive and search, kicking hard and moving quickly for the bottom.

      Neither of us truly know how to swim, yet our instincts give us the necessary ability to do so. And our Dasher powers rise to the fore once more, the kicks of our legs and the clawing of our hands sufficiently speedy and powerful to have us rushing through the water like hunting fish.

      Floating at the bottom, I see a shape in the darkness. I thrash for it and the form of Cromwell appears, eyes closed, body limp. I grab him, press my feet to the muddy floor, and leap with all I have, forcing us both to the silver surface.

      We smash through the veil, and Zander quickly swims over, the two of us awkwardly paddling for shore and taking Cromwell with us. We reach the muddy bank, and heave him onto the sopping earth, his white suit sodden and covered in filth, his eyes still shut and body still.

      Zander quickly leans in, setting his ear to Cromwell’s mouth.

      “He’s not breathing,” he says. “I need to resuscitate him. He cannot die!”

      I watch, exhausted, as I sit in the mud, wondering how it’s come to this. Wondering how I’ve just been forced to save the man who killed my parents, who led to the deaths of so many others. Wondering how, right now, Zander is having to bring him back to life, when he lies there, seemingly dead.

      A large part of me watches and hopes my brother fails as he pumps at his chest, and sets his lips to the old man’s, breathing into his mouth and doing the work of his dormant lungs. I wish to stop him, hold him back, let Cromwell cling to death and not let go.

      It’s his. He deserves it. Let him keep it.

      But I don’t interfere, because there’s another part that needs him to live. A part that cannot be sure if his death will be our undoing. If he dies, right now, maybe everyone I love will follow. Maybe the entire city will be consumed in the hours to come.

      So I watch, torn, shivering and sodden and entirely afraid of both outcomes. My brother pumps and breathes, growing ever more frantic and desperate. He isn’t torn like me. He doesn’t know what I know. He desires only for the old man to spit that water from his lungs and return to the world of the living.

      And as all hope seems to fade, and the already pale skin of Cromwell appears to lose all remaining colour, I lean back and accept that my grandfather is no more. I can barely think of the victory of it all, of the joy this moment should bring. It’s something I want so dearly, more than anything in the world. To see it rid of the man who took away my family. The man who has caused so much suffering and grief.

      But there is no joy there for me. There’s just an emptiness as I watch him continue to fade, Zander’s efforts now fading too. I reach over, and lay my hand on my brother’s back, and say softly, “It’s over. You did all you could…”

      He leans back, eyes narrow, teeth tightly clenched together. And for a second, all goes quiet and still, and I barely even think of the wailing machine nearby, and the chattering gunfire much further away.

      We sit there, locked in time, next to the body of Director Cromwell. And what must only be a second or two seems to last an age.

      With my hand still on Zander’s back, I feel him move away again. It’s sudden, his hands reaching out one final time, pressing at Cromwell’s chest in a final surge, breathing through his lips with a final blow.

      I consider the effort wasted. But what do I know?

      As if by some awful miracle, Artemis Cromwell stirs. His body and neck seem to convulse, and his mouth opens wide as a gush of dirty water comes pouring out. Zander leans back in surprise, and Cromwell’s lungs pull in a breath sharp enough to cut steel.

      His eyes open, pale and cold, and a trickle of colour returns to his sallow cheeks. He looks to Zander above him, and I see a brand new emotion in his eyes. I see something he’s never displayed.

      I see thanks. A deep and very real gratitude.

      His lips open, quivering a touch, as if such an experience is enough to cause a break in even the most cold and callous of minds. They try to speak, his stare refusing to leave Zander’s face, a few inaudible croaks breaking from his throat.

      “It’s OK, Director Cromwell,” says Zander, smiling and panting hard. “You’re going to be just fine.”

      Yes. Unfortunately, he is.
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      Director Cromwell’s state of consciousness appears to be a false dawn. As he lies there in the mud, staring at my brother, his eyes fade off again, flickering before falling shut.

      Zander’s quick to do his checks once more, ensuring the old man is breathing and has just passed out. He has. Again, I’m in two minds about that.

      Only once my brother’s confirmed that Cromwell is still alive does he now fall back onto the bank, breathing heavily and expelling all the tension from his body. He shakes his head in relief and croaks, “That was far too close for comfort.”

      I allow him a few moments in the mud to regain his energy as I stand and perform a quick check of our surroundings. It’s still smoky here, yet not like in the city. The smoke is thinner, billowing about on the breeze and being coughed up from fires still burning not too far away. It appears, too, to be flowing somewhat in the direction of the city, as if drawn there by some invisible force.

      And all I can think is that he’s out there. Someone, some wind manipulator, is out there keeping the city shrouded and hidden. Maintaining the veil for his soldiers to use for cover.

      Over the rushing waterfall, the sound of wailing is also close. A little through the burning woods, away off to the east along the ridge. That’s where the horrible noise is coming from, closer now than ever, drawing us in. We cannot delay too long. We have to take it out.

      I move back to my brother and find him sitting up. He’s checking his pulse rifle to ensure it’s still operational. I do the same and find mine in good working order. We check our other firearms too. They all appear to be just fine, undamaged by the water and violent journey down the river.

      Finally, Zander draws the radio from the pouch in his belt. The pouch appears to be waterproof, though I think I see a rip in it. He begins fiddling with the settings, trying to get in touch with Colonel Hatcher away on the other side of the outerlands beyond the city. It’s no use. The radio fizzes and spits sparks, dripping water.

      “Damn,” growls Zander, tossing the radio to the mud. “It’s broken.” He sucks in a breath and shakes his head, standing to his feet. “It’s OK,” he says, as if trying to reassure himself, and me. “It’s fine. Hatcher will get the job done. We need to focus on ours.”

      “And what about him?” I ask, glaring at Cromwell.

      Zander looks around. As far as I see it, we have to leave Cromwell here. There’s no way he’s coming with us.

      “How about there,” I say, pointing towards a collection of rocks near the cliff. “We put him there, do the job, and then come fetch him after…”

      Zander looks to be having a more difficult time than me making this decision. He’s anything but indecisive, but right now that unwanted trait appears to be creeping into his character.

      Usually, it would be him quickly making decisions. But, in this case, I’m of a very clear mind about what we need to do.

      “Look, Zander, we don’t have time to consider this,” I say. “We can’t take Cromwell with us, right?”

      He shakes his head.

      “No…”

      “Good,” I go on. “And we’re here now, so there’s no getting him back to the city yet. Priority one is disabling that machine and seeing what else is out there. The Director will have to wait.”

      He starts nodding.

      “OK, you’re right. Let’s get him over by the rocks. Help me out.”

      Together, we lift Cromwell to his feet, dripping water and mud and looking quite unlike his old self, and drag him over to the cliffs. During my first time here, I was quite aware that the toxic fog wasn’t an issue around the water’s edge, only collecting by the trees and not on the shore. It seems, right now, that it isn’t an issue at all.

      By the looks of things, the fire that consumed the woods has eaten the poisonous fumes as well. Perhaps that was yet another benefit for the Cure in setting the forest aflame. Now, replacing the toxic smog is a smog of smoke instead. It’s quite unpleasant, but seemingly far less potent and dangerous than what came before. And hidden here, Artemis Cromwell should be perfectly safe.

      Reaching the rocks, we haul him through a narrow gap and into a small cave-like formation. It has a low ceiling and tight walls, the space hardly big enough to accommodate the three of us as we tuck the old man in.

      “Right, we need to tie him up,” I say as we lay him onto the cold stone.

      Zander frowns at me.

      “Tie him? Why?”

      “Because,” I say, as if the word is explanation enough.

      “Because….what?”

      “Are you being deliberately obtuse, brother? We need to make sure he stays where he is.”

      “He will. Why on earth would he leave this place alone and try to get back to the city? He’d die a dozen times before he got there. He’s not a stupid man, Brie, however much you seem to think he is.”

      “And what does that mean?” I query.

      “Just what I said,” he tells me. “You have a hate for Director Cromwell that seems to go well beyond all others. You still let your emotions direct you more than you should…”

      I feel my blood boiling, my nerves frayed. I shake my head and mutter, “Yeah, but you don’t know what I know.”

      I immediately regret the words, and my following expression and mannerisms probably make it clear I’m hiding something.

      “Enlighten me. What do you know, Brie?”

      He peers into me through the darkness in that small, claustrophobic cave. I turn my gaze from him, refusing to connect, hiding my thoughts. Yet my feelings are enough for him gauge regardless. My guilt, my shame. It’s all there for him to sense and feel. He knows that I’m not telling him something.

      “Look, we need to get going,” I huff, moving for the opening.

      He steps in my way.

      “No, not yet,” he says.

      “Zander! What the hell are you doing? We’re in a fight for our lives here. We don’t have time for this.”

      “Make time,” he growls. “Tell me what you know.”

      His words are intense, his eyes equally so. I stand ahead of him, still peering everywhere but into his keen eyes. That in itself is a clear sign of guilt.

      “Zander,” I say again, more calmly this time, drawing a breath. “I just think that it’s best to tie Cromwell up, that’s all. I don’t think it’s sensible to leave him here alone without taking precautions…”

      “Stop,” he says flatly. “Don’t change the subject.”

      “But this is the subject! The only one that matters right now…”

      “No, there’s something more going on.” He stops a moment, and then says, “It’s…it’s about our mother, isn’t it?”

      I flash my eyes to his and smile awkwardly. I have no idea how to behave in such situations. My ability to hold the truth, to lie, when thoughts of my mother are swirling through my mind, is non-existent. I’m not skilled at this at all. My emotions, that I apparently can’t control, are starting to get the better of me.

      “Our mother? What…what are you talking about?” I stammer.

      “I heard you, Brie,” he says. “I heard you talking with West in the Fangs’ village a few days ago. He said our father’s name, Maxwell. And…our mother’s too. He called her Elisa.”

      He draws his hand forward and raises my chin, lifting it. I continue to keep my eyes elsewhere.

      “You know her name,” he says softly. “How do you know her name?”

      I recoil from him, pressing back towards the rock and shaking my head. Thoughts of her past and our father’s past flow through my head. Here, in this small cave, with the culprit unconscious at our feet, and the war raging outside, I only have thoughts for them.

      “I don’t…you must have misheard…”

      My eyes glance down at Cromwell, a ripple of anger working across my face. My brother moves forward a pace. He sees. He sees everything.

      “The truth, it must be hard for you to tell,” says Zander, his voice flattening out. “It’s him, isn’t it?” He looks to our grandfather. “This is about him.”

      I look at the old man too, and then turn my eyes up to my brother’s. He’s suddenly calm and relaxed, not trying to force the truth from me, not compelling me to speak. He deserves to know. He’s always deserved to know.

      And I can’t keep it from him any longer.

      I’m sorry, grandmother. I’m sorry…

      I begin to nod, my heart-rate starting to flare.

      “It’s about him,” I confirm.

      My words seem to be all Zander needs. The pieces begin to gather and form into a clear picture in his head. I look right into his eyes, and see the calm frown lower, and see behind them into his mind as the truth begins to settle. He looks at Cromwell, and then up at me. He takes a breath and speaks.

      “Say it,” he whispers.

      He knows. He knows now.

      “He’s….he’s our grandfather,” I say, still reluctant.

      Zander draws a breath, quite sharp. He shuts his eyes for a long moment. When he opens them, he stares right at me.

      “And Lady Orlando,” he whispers. “She’s our grandmother.”

      “Yes,” I say weakly. “She…she wanted to tell you.”

      He lifts his hand and gestures for me to go silent. I do so immediately. His head starts shaking.

      “If she wanted to tell me, she would have done,” he says plainly, calmly.

      He looks again at Cromwell, staring at the old man’s face. I know just how hard this is. I’ve experienced it before. But, for him it must be harder discovering the truth. He’s lived this life for so much longer than me.

      Yet, he’s taking it well. He isn’t like me with his emotions. He will be working through it in his mind, letting the truth sink in. I wonder - has he suspected it for a while?

      So I ask, tentatively, and he withdraws from his brief reverie and looks at me again.

      “I thought…something. I believed Lady Orlando was hiding something. She never let me look in her head. She knew there were things I couldn’t see.”

      “Couldn’t see? You understand why she hid the truth?”

      He nods slowly, so mature in taking the news.

      “I trust her,” he tells me. “I always have. I trust her to make the right decisions, to do what’s best for me. She’s…she’s my grandmother,” he says, a smile beginning to burgeon.

      Then he drops his eyes and sees Cromwell again, and the smile disappears, replaced by a frown.

      “And he’s my grandfather,” he whispers, voice dull and low.

      I leave him to his thoughts again for a few moments, until another question rises on his lips. A question I don’t want to field right now.

      “How did you find out?” he asks me. “Elisa…our mother. She was their daughter? Daughter of Director Cromwell, of Lady Orlando…”

      He’s speaking as though to himself, as if he needs to vocalise it now to believe it. To fully believe it.

      “I…found his files in the archives,” I say. “I was looking for information on our father, Maxwell. I found Director Cromwell’s file instead.”

      “And that revealed his next of kin?” he asks.

      I nod.

      He considers it once more, taking a moment to himself. I can see the many queries bubbling up inside his head, this conversation one not to be had now. We have work to do, people relying on us. We need to get moving.

      But I have to be careful now. I can’t rush him. I need his mind to be clear and on point for the fight ahead.

      “We should think about getting moving, Zander,” I whisper gently but with a note of urgency. “We don’t have much time.”

      Once more, he pulls away from his daydream, from his internal considerations. He steps a little closer to me, and takes hold of my cheeks.

      “I need to see,” he says. “I need to know it all.”

      I work up a reply but don’t express it. Time is too short for words, and my mind holds all the answers that he can quickly find for himself.

      So I don’t speak, but merely open my eyes wide, and take a breath as he sets his gaze to them. He darts inside, and I feel him immediately searching for all my knowledge of our parents, of what happened to them. And as he does, I see the memories flooding back, the recent reveals, the truths told by Lady Orlando, happening right before my eyes once more.

      It happens so quickly. There’s so little to really see. So little that I actually know. But I know enough. I know that it was Artemis Cromwell, our grandfather, who ordered the executions of our parents, and of our grandmother. I know that only the latter escaped, freed by a final act of bravery by our mother. I know that our parents will have suffered terribly, if not physically, but mentally, knowing that they’d never be able to see us grow, become the people we are today.

      I know it all. And now, so does Zander.

      And pulling away, I see the cracks appearing in his façade. I see the same hate that I hold for our grandfather starting to brew. I see a shimmering vein of anger set in his bloodshot eyes.

      He turns, one final time, to look at Cromwell. And drawing a sudden, fierce breath, he looks set to strike.

      I reach out quickly, seeing it coming, seeing him about to lose his cool, and take hold of him. I wrap my arm over him in a manner to both restrain and calm. And I whisper softly, cooling his burning ire.

      “Don’t, Zander,” I say. “Don’t do it. You’re stronger than that.”

      I find my own words slightly ironic. Only minutes ago, I was wishing Cromwell dead, and Zander was trying his very best to keep him alive. Now, it appears my duty to hold back the storm myself, to save my grandfather’s life as I already have this night.

      As we both have.

      His madness quickly settles, suppressed beneath the surface. He turns away from Cromwell with a snarl and shakes his head.

      “I saved his life. You saved his life. And he…he killed our parents.”

      “I know, I know,” I say soothingly. “We’ll get our revenge, brother. We’ll get it together. But not now. Not yet. We have something more important to do.”

      I look right into his hazel eyes and show him we’re in this together. All the way, the two of us against the world. We’ll save the city. We’ll make Cromwell pay. We will. We have to.

      He fills his lungs once more and I see the change in his eyes. Then he guides them down to our grandfather, still unconscious on the floor.

      “You’re right, Brie,” he snarls. “Let’s tie him up. Nice and tight.”

      He drops a wink for my benefit, and I smile. And together, we bind the old man so he cannot move in inch.
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      “Are you sure you have your thoughts straight, brother? You need to focus now.”

      Zander smiles at me as we move from the cave and little network of rocks near the cliff. The rushing of the waterfall grows louder, as does the wailing not too far away. And through the smoke, the burnt out woods become clear.

      He nods, loosening up.

      “I’m fine, Brie, really. I…in a way I’m glad.”

      “Glad?”

      “Glad I know the truth now,” he explains. “I told you once before that I didn’t think about our parents much. I told you that I’d probably never know the truth, so there was no point in worrying about it. I guess I lied to you. I’ve never stopped wondering, hoping to know who they really were, what happened to them. It sounds awful, because of what they had to go through…but I’m happy I know. I feel…lighter somehow.” He shakes his head and looks away. “That probably makes no sense…”

      “No, no, it really does,” I say, pulling him into a sudden hug. “It makes perfect sense, Zander. I felt the exact same thing when I found out.”

      He smiles at me again.

      “Well, we are twins, after all.”

      “Yeah,” I laugh, before frowning and realising laughter has no place here. “So you’re definitely OK?”

      He nods and looks back to the cave.

      “We’ll deal with him later. Now let’s go save the city, what do you say?”

      “Sure. Walk in the park, right?”

      We share tense looks, hidden by smiles.

      “Yeah. Nothin’ to it.”

      From the edge of the small lake, we turn our collective attention over to the east, where the wailing appears to be emanating from. It sounds close, a little louder than it did from the perimeter of the city, suggesting it’s a similar distance from the wall as it is from where we are now. By the angles, I’d imagine it’s about five hundred metres away, or thereabouts. But then, that’s nothing but a guess.

      Zander concurs with the estimate, and we begin making our way around the lake and towards the burnt woodlands beyond. Still, many stumps of trees are smouldering, and many pillars of smoke are billowing into the air. The fume is endless, yet thinner here, the fire having passed further south where it still rages strong.

      The smoke, however, helps to warm the air. My previous journey down the river had ended with me quivering in the cold, desperately trying to grow warm in the early morning sun. Now, the shiver to my blood has all but left me, the burning world and family drama sufficient to cast away the biting chill.

      The same will hopefully be true of Cromwell. Or else we’ll return to find our grandfather an icicle. On second thoughts, perhaps that wouldn’t be so bad…

      We work our way towards the cliff on the eastern side of the lake, our clothes still sodden and caked in mud. We take a few moments to wash ourselves clean before venturing on, the mud only likely to weigh us down in a fight. It might only be minor, but slowing by an inch could be enough to get you killed out here. Best to take no chances.

      More worrying is the fact that the journey down the river must have drained our energy quite significantly. I certainly feel it, now that the adrenaline is seeping away, and can only imagine that Zander’s stocks are being quickly depleted. He hasn’t slept for quite some time, and the exertions in the cold water will only have served to make matters worse.

      As we prepare to enter the fuming woods, I take a moment to ensure he’s ready. It’s a rare turnaround for me to be asking such a thing of him. Usually, it’s the other way around.

      “I’m fine, Brie,” he assures me. “I can go on for nights without rest if I have to.”

      I have to take his word for it, yet the evidence suggests otherwise. I’ve found Zander to be quite grouchy on certain mornings when he’s had little rest. The cumulative effect of several nights without sleep would surely make him unbearable, and the resulting impact on his ability to fight would be severe.

      Still, we have no choice. We cannot stop and rest, not even for a moment. Every second we delay, more lives will be lost. That thought alone is plenty to refuel our tanks.

      So we move straight on, clothing cleaned of mud and grit and given a fresh coating of cool water. The woods right ahead, beneath the cliffs, once thick and tangled and replete with the murky green mist, have changed completely. They’re now fitted with stumps and glazed in black ash, the cover of the trees something we can hardly rely upon.

      The woods here are peppered with marshlands too. The little clearings where the swamps were set between the trees are now nothing but pools of tar, the toxic water turned black. They are easy to see and avoid, and while we have little cover from the thickets, we are largely hidden amid the smoke.

      And, mercifully, there are plenty of rock formations here too. These woodlands are quite different from those in which Rhoth and the Fangs dwell, over to the northwest of here. And far different from the forests up in the mountains, where the trees grow tall and are widely dispersed, and the air is thin and clean, an invigorating tonic compared to what lies below.

      No, these lands are very different indeed. They are swamps, really, with ugly gatherings of trees in between. A network of bogs and mires and unpleasant glades, with stumps and trunks and burning boles littering the land. The rocks, too, are burnt black, set here and there amid the quagmire, the entire place little more than a nightmare. A vision of the world the Cure exist in, the world they leave behind.

      Zander doesn’t know these lands quite so well. The Nameless stayed mostly to the north, though often found themselves heading west too. The south was considered a redundant land, a putrid place with little to offer them.

      Yet my brother’s vast knowledge of the world around the city isn’t required, not this time. We are drawn only to the wailing, which grows louder with each step, moving from rock to rock and between what cover remains, always stopping and listening and looking for what lies ahead.

      With the noise becoming so deafening, the sounds of the war, raging off in the city, grow silent to our ears. Our ability to communicate verbally is also drowned out, so we turn to our telepathic link to speak if we need to. Moving just ahead of me, leading the way, I hear Zander constantly telling me to stop, get low, be silent, his words clear in my mind, even over the din.

      I follow each order with impeccable timing and efficiency, trusting my brother’s instincts. Here, in the wilds, we could stumble upon the enemy at any moment. We are quite aware that their army marched from the west, and quite aware too that the majority of their forces will now have entered the city.

      But nevertheless, we need to be careful. They will no doubt have soldiers still here beyond the wall, and here in the south where one of their breaches was devised. For all we know, there could still be hundreds of them crawling these lands. And we can be certain that they’ll have some soldiers posted at the source of this racket. We just have to hope that their forces here are limited.

      As we draw ever closer, the deafening scream becomes almost unbearable. It’s so high pitched it seems to cut right into my brain, my eardrums threatening to explode. We stop to consider some combat to the assault, and Zander improvises by ripping off some fabric from his gear and fashioning rudimentary earplugs.

      We set them deep and find that it helps, before adding a coating of mud in order to further seal off the hole. The sense of relief is profound, though it will make it much harder to hear for the enemy. Then again, the shrieking is so loud that our capacity to do so is rather mute anyway, and given how we can communicate telepathically, we have some advantage.

      With our ears now protected, and the wailing somewhat dulled, we move on once more. The smoke, still pouring from further south, continues to be spread towards the city, more obviously now as we grow near. What breeze there is drifts westwards, suggesting that the smoke should, if following the natural course of things, be heading to the west as well. The fact that it seems to be floating northward from here is indicting. There is someone here doing this. This isn’t natural at all.

      From the lake, we must have covered several hundred metres. They must be close, and yet we haven’t seen a soul so far. The smog, thinner here, presents enough detail for our Hawk eyes to see a decent way ahead. It’s only a matter of time before they spot what we’re here for.

      The ground continues to fluctuate, its shape never constant. We avoid the pools of black poison, and the creatures that dwell within. Yet our worries of the Shadows of the outerlands, and the beasts that lurk in the wilds, are absent at this time. Most will no doubt have abandoned these places, the burning woods scaring them away, destroying the lands they hunt. They will uproot and seek more bountiful pastures, returning perhaps when the wailing is done, and the smoke is gone, and the lands are littered with the dead upon which to feast.

      Soon enough, a great buffet may be laid down for them, attracting all beasts from far and wide. But not yet. Now, they hold to the distant shadows, biding their time, ready to scavenge what they can from the wreckage of the world.

      We pay them no mind, and focus only on the threat ahead. Working down a slope into a little valley, a cluster of rocks and a clearing beyond finally shows us the light. Through the mist, shapes appear. Not those of tree stumps and rocks, but the unmistakable forms of men, and the straight lines of structures that suggest they’ve fashioned a camp.

      We stop at the rocks, and look each other right in the eye.

      That’s it, I hear my brother say in my mind. We’ve found it.

      He orders for me to stay back as he, very gently now, creeps around to the side of the rocks and sends his gaze beyond. I watch him as he scans through the burnt down trees and smog, his hazel eyes intense as they work up a picture of what we’re facing.

      As he does so, I hear him speaking to me in my head. He doesn’t need to turn back to me to do so. He merely commentates mentally on what he’s seeing, updating me in real time via our telepathic link.

      A small force, he says. I see…five soldiers. Perhaps more within the tents. There are two of them. A soldier standing guard outside each one. Three other soldiers watching the flanks. None are looking this way.

      How big are the tents? I ask.

      Not large. About a dozen square metres. One a bit bigger than the other. Perhaps holding supplies.

      And the machine?

      I…I see it, yes. Other side of the camp. Oh…more soldiers there. Three more I think, hard to see in the fog. It’s quite large, square shape, metal. It looks…vulnerable. Like a grenade would do the job.

      He scans a little more, looking left and right beyond the camp for possible entry points, before withdrawing and returning to me.

      Now, making eye contact, we resume our discussion.

      We need to work around the other side, he informs me. Get closer to the sonic machine. It’ll be shielding our movements, just like it did theirs. They won’t hear us coming, Brie. We’ll make their own machine work against them.

      And eights soldiers, you say? I ask.

      That’s all I saw.

      What about the wind-manipulator? Someone’s sending this smoke into the city, Zander. We need to destroy them too.

      We will, comes his voice in my mind, firm and unbending. We may learn more on the eastern side of the camp. Follow me. We need to backtrack a bit, then go around.

      We head off again, stepping away and keeping low, before working further to the south and then moving east. The source of the noise, now known, is kept at the right distance, guiding us as we curve around through the marshlands and make for the other side.

      The journey takes another ten or so minutes, precious moments that we don’t want to waste and yet cannot hurry. In order to be safe, we probably move further from the camp than we need to, yet it’s the right call to do so given the stakes.

      Working closer again, we find more rocks behind which to hide, this time on the eastern flank of the little base. It is clearly only minor, the vast majority of the Cure’s army now within the city. Yet it’s big enough of a challenge to make us extremely careful. So far, we’ve seen eight soldiers, but there are likely to be more. And if we’re not careful, and they spot us before we can strike, we’ll surely be overrun.

      Once again, Zander scans ahead, his eyesight better than mine, and his mind for strategy too. He informs me that the machine is set to the side, largely unprotected. The three soldiers there appear unconcerned by the noise, all of them with protective blockers on their ears. They don’t seem to sense a threat. This may just be our chance.

      Before we act, however, I find my attention turning north. Just to the front of the camp, I see the dust and smoke moving in an odd way. It seems to swirl in all directions, only just visible now from this closer vantage.

      Zander, I say, getting his attention.

      He looks upon it too from the side of the rocks, and turns to me with a glint in his eyes.

      You were right, Brie, he says. You were right all along…

      It’s him. There’s someone there keeping the city in the shroud. Kill him. Destroy the machine. Wipe out the lot of this vermin.

      And maybe, just maybe…turn the battle in our favour.

      We quickly form a plan to do just that. We will use our speed, and the cover of the noise and the smoke to make our move. We’ll act before they know what’s hit them, and disable as many of them as possible with our grenades. We’ll disorient them, turning their advantage against them, and will free the city from their grip.

      At least, that’s the plan…
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      My role is clearly defined, and pretty darn important.

      As Zander slips away from the rocks, moving off to the south and then to the west, I crouch, hidden out of sight, awaiting the instruction to attack.

      He disappears almost immediately into the mist, once more moving beyond the sight of our enemy and retracing the route we’ve just taken. Within minutes, he’ll be back on the western side of the camp. It won’t take him ten to return. He knows just where he’s going now, and will get there as quick as he can.

      I brace myself as I prepare to spring, my pulse rifle across my lap, a set of three grenades ready to be launched. In my head, I hear my brother’s updates, informing me of where he is. Before I know it, he’s telling me he’s moving back for the rocks on the western edge at the bottom of the slope, the clearing just beyond and the camp within it.

      OK, one more time, I hear him say. When I say so, slip as close as you can and toss your grenades at the sonic machine. Roll them low, and keep out of sight. I’ll do the same here, and just as they go off, we attack. Got it?

      Got it, I say. When you’re ready, brother.

      I draw a long breath and steady my breathing. My heart-rate steadies too, pumping loudly in my ears. I shift to the side of the rocks and shoulder my rifle, gathering up the three grenades.

      And then I hear him.

      OK. GO! NOW! he says.

      I act without hesitation or even minor delay, because I know he won’t. Staying as low as possible, I plant one leg in front of the other, moving between stumps of trees and within the thick smoke that hovers close to the ground. The soldiers ahead, all three of them, meander about casually near the sonic machine, which grows in clarity as I get near. I look upon it, but don’t understand it. To me, it’s just some box emitting the most awful of sounds. I care little for how it was made or what from. All I care about is that it can be destroyed.

      Pressing as close as I dare, I begin arming the three grenades, flipping the switch on each. The first, I roll through the mush, making sure there’s no pool of toxic water nearby for it to disappear into. It doesn’t, but swiftly glides towards the sonic machine, bobbling near as I set the other two on their paths.

      One, I roll a little further from the machine, over to the north where the soldiers wander. It works towards their feet, seemingly unnoticed, close enough to tear one to shreds and perhaps maim or even kill the others. I’ll find out momentarily.

      The final grenade isn’t rolled, but thrown with more force. I have to shift a little to toss it far enough, hurling it with all my might high through the air and into the swirling mist ahead where I know the wind-manipulator to be. As it begins its journey, high over the camp and as yet unseen, the first goes off, its fuse complete.

      Right ahead, perhaps twenty metres away, I feel the punch of burning air press me backwards. The explosion is violent and sudden, and joined within the blink of an eye by another, not far away on the other side of the camp. Then another, my second grenade, fills the air with yet another boom a split second later, right before the three soldiers can act. And another of Zander’s, targeting the tents and soldiers to the western side, follows.

      They all pop, one after another, as I tumble into the mire with the force of the detonation. It’s more powerful than I thought, the blast radius larger. Boom, boom, boom, they go. For several seconds, our coordinated assault fills the space ahead in fire and black smoke, and then my final grenade rips through the northern edge of the base too.

      It takes me a moment to regain my faculties to the point where I realise that the wailing has stopped. As the ringing of the explosions filters from my blocked ears, and the vibrations leave my body, I note that my first grenade did its job well. And my second, by the sight of the blood and errant limbs that scatter the ground ahead, did so too.

      Beyond that, I can’t tell.

      I call out for my brother in my head.

      Zander! Are you OK?! What now?

      His response is immediate, and frenetic.

      Now we fight, sister! We send them all to hell!

      His voice is wild and buoyant in my mind, and through the mist I see the blue energy boiling at the tip of his gun. It builds and builds and then bellows forth, spreading for what remains of the camp ahead. The entire place is now lit in fire, and with the wailing noise gone, I hear a different sort of screaming reach my ears, muffled through my rudimentary plugs.

      The source is as clear as that of the sonic machine. Several men rush about, their clothing wreathed in fire, searching for some pool of acid water into which to fall. I see the blue energy of my brother’s pulse rifle cut one of them down, and then another, oblivious to his presence, sees his torment quickly ended.

      A third, however, isn’t so lucky. He’s unfortunate enough to stumble upon a bog, and while dropping in puts out the flame, it certainly doesn’t offer much relief. Instead of fire, his flesh is quickly burned by the toxic water, so potent in these parts, and he continues to scream and thrash until the pain becomes too much and he passes out, plunging into the mire.

      I hear my brother calling again for me to enter, and realise that there are more soldiers to deal with. Those not killed in the blasts or the fire, or cut down by Zander’s rifle, quickly realise what’s going on, emerging from burning tents and trying to gather their wits.

      Swinging my own rifle from my shoulder, I rush up from the earth and spit fire their way. My gun spews in a beautiful shade of blue like Zander’s, and from both sides, the camp is assaulted. Trapped in a snare, and disorientated as we hoped they’d be, the soldiers rush wildly and don’t work as one. Not knowing just where the threat is coming from until it’s too late, they stumble into our net, and pay the most precious price of all.

      I begin moving forward, and see that the smoke is beginning to clear. It’s enough to be noticeable, and the direction of its travel has changed too. No longer does it resist the wind, moving north rather than west. Now, it flows as it should, the breeze taking it with it as it gently glides off to the west.

      All I can think is that we must have got him. The wind-manipulator must be dead.

      I’m wrong.

      It’s a sudden blast of air that proves it. From my right, the rush of wind is as strong as the explosion, pushing me straight back and off my feet. It comes from nowhere, completely out of the blue, bits of grit and mud and dirt coming with it. They spray into my face and eyes and momentarily blind me, and I instinctively call for Zander for help as I hit the floor, winded.

      I wipe my face clean and blink away the grime, setting my eyes in the direction of the sudden attack. The smoke ahead of me seems to have almost cleared entirely, but beyond it grows thick, hiding what lies within. I turn to grab my weapon, discarded to the side, and try to lift it and pepper the shroud with fire.

      I don’t get the chance. Another press of air comes, all that murk and gathered smoke rushing at me. It’s more violent this time, and with it larger bits of debris begin to spray towards me, stones and chunks of rock and wood, even blown off limbs that trail red blood as they advance.

      The wind continues to build, and my mind harkens back to when Kira was taken. I was impotent then in the face of a wind-manipulator. Assaulted from all sides and unable to lift my weapon in the storm. Soon, that storm became a tornado that was far too much for us all to bear. I cannot let that happen again. This unnatural weather needs to be quelled right here.

      I leave my pulse rifle where it is. It’s only weighing me down.

      I stay still, lie low, and gather all the strength I have.

      I look up, and focus on large bits of debris as they come – trunks and branches and bodies – and dodge any that get too near.

      And then, when I’m ready, I make my move.

      Through the furious wind, I set first to my knees, then move into a crouch, and then let my legs carry me forward. I utilise all the Dasher power I have, marching forward against the storm as I hear Zander’s voice calling for me. He’s lost somewhere within it too, off to the side of the camp in his own battles. I can’t rely on him here.

      I don’t want to rely on him either.

      The storm is growing fast, and my target remains hidden. But if I can’t see him, he surely can’t see me. I begin thrashing my legs as much as I can, working against the wind, scrapping forward with all I have until I reach the smog.

      It’s so strong now that I have to drop back to my knees. I use my hands to rip through the earth, all but crawling on all fours. I scrape and inch my way into the maelstrom, my strength waning, my lungs and legs and arms burning. I could so easily let go, be flung far and wide off into the blackened forest. I could let the torture end right here.

      But no. I won’t. I’ll never give up, never give in.

      It’s my duty to succeed.

      So with a final surge, I creep into the blackness and the swirling, battering wind, my body pummelled on either side, each hit threatening to loosen my grasp and have me spiralling off into the void. I claw on, and soon see his shape. See him there, arms aloft, turning them around and working this tornado to the earth.

      Only, no…it’s not a him at all.

      I see the long, flowing hair, and the curved shape of the hips. I see the silhouette of a woman, her power vast, and beyond a minor moment of surprise, feel nothing else at all.

      In fact, it spurs me on to kill this bitch.

      A fresh energy fills me, and with a last rush I reach her, crossing some odd threshold and entering into a world of total calm. About two metres all around her, there is no wind at all. It’s quiet, still, the heart of the tornado a peaceful place in the middle of hell.

      She looks at me, just seeing me crawl into her private domain from the corner of her eye. The shock is total, her eyes widening and lips parting.

      “How…” I hear her whisper in the sudden calm, her face not old but not young either. Just a normal woman with extraordinary gifts.

      Gifts I’m about to take from her.

      I draw my knife and stand, and move straight towards her. She seems to realise her end has come. Her arms stay aloft, as if inviting my knife in, presenting the target that I will not miss.

      I line her up and plunge the blade into her chest, cutting through into her heart.

      “Need,” I growl. “Desperation. The instinct to survive. That’s how…”

      A smile hovers onto her lips, and a sudden convulse brings a spit of blood dribbling over them. And as her eyes flicker and start to fade, her arms fall and the storm quickly subsides.

      And into the mud she sinks.
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      I turn straight around as the woman dies, and the rain of dust and debris begins to fall. The smoke floats off, thinning, and the clearing becomes clearer than ever.

      I can see it all now, the wreckage of the camp, tents destroyed and bodies burning. The sonic machine lies in a wreck, and the world goes silent and still. I blink soot from my eyes and see my brother, low on the ground, clamber uneasily to his feet. He looks around as I am, and sees that our work here is done.

      I rush straight for him, but find my legs giving way. I tumble and splash into a pool of mixed mud and blood, and feel myself lifted to my feet as Zander rushes over. He hugs me hard, both of us breathing loudly, before letting me go and pulling the mud and bundled fabric from his ears.

      I do exactly the same, and the sensation is glorious. It’s quiet, quieter than it’s ever been, quieter than the deepest of silences, even though the sounds of war in the city are still so clear. I smile wide and shake my head, and a laugh rumbles up through me.

      “Do you hear that,” I say.

      Zander listens.

      “What?”

      “Nothing...no wailing, no shrieking.”

      His eyes widen.

      “Hatcher. Colonel Hatcher…he must have disabled the other machine!”

      We look together to the north, still far from the city, and though the sounds of war are still clear, there’s nothing else to hear. The other machine, we know, would still be audible from this far away. Our Stalker ally must have got the job done.

      “I bet you never thought you’d be so thankful to a Stalker,” I laugh.

      My brother shakes his head, grinning.

      “Never,” he says. “Though, Hatcher’s a bit more than just a Stalker.”

      “Well, I guess we can thank our esteemed grandfather for his support. We wouldn’t have been able to do this without his men…”

      “No, I guess not,” grumbles Zander. “We should probably get back to him I suppose.”

      As we prepare to set off, I hear movement over near the tents. I turn to look and so does my brother. On instinct, I lift my pistol and he lifts his pulse rifle, and we guide them straight at the source of the sound.

      We step forward, gently and quietly, and from one of the wrecked tents, partially smouldering, see a figure crawl out. I prepare to fire immediately but Zander’s hand comes down on the gun, pushing it away.

      He shakes his head.

      “Not yet,” he says, and moves forward.

      I follow behind, tentative, and scan the crawling figure. It’s a man, dressed similarly to the woman I’ve just killed. His frame looks familiar, and for a second I tense up, stopping as Zander moves forward.

      And then I recognise him. I remember who he is.

      “Shoot him, Zander!” I shout immediately.

      My brother turns to me, confused.

      I lift my pistol and aim it at the man’s head, set to the pull the trigger. But as my arm swings into position, I feel my body suddenly lift from the earth, one of the strangest sensations of my young life. My feet rise off the ground, and I feel my limbs suddenly stuck in place, paralysed.

      I look at my brother, whose eyes have gone stark, and call out into his head.

      The Elemental! It’s the Elemental who destroyed the wall!

      He doesn’t need to be told. He knows full well already. With me still held in mid-air, Zander doesn’t swing his weapon as I did. He doesn’t stand his ground and try to kill the man, who’s now clambering to his feet, and lifting a hand in Zander’s direction.

      No, my brother is too smart for that. In a split second, he disappears, dashing off out of range of the Elemental. I watch him speed away, and then feel myself tossed off to the side, crashing into the earth ten metres away. I land with such force that my mind goes muddy, and my eyes flicker, blurring as I watch the injured Elemental climb gingerly to his feet.

      I see the blood seeping from his leg, see him put his weight on one side of his body. It must have been as I thought. He must have come here to rest and regain his energy after destroying the wall. He must have been in the tent when we attacked, his leg injured by some stray bullet or shrapnel. But clearly, he’s got some gas left in the tank.

      He stands now, turning his eyes off to his left where Zander dashes, his frame leaving a trail of clear air amid the mist. Then he looks back at me, and raises a hand, and I feel my body fix again where it is.

      Dragging his limp leg, he approaches me, eyes glancing around the devastated camp and narrowing in anger. His lips form into a snarl, and I begin to feel the tremors in the earth, the muddy patch in which I lie starting to boil and froth.

      “Looks like your friend has abandoned you,” he growls. “Smart boy. You’re not going to be so lucky.”

      The ground continues to bubble, then starts to split. It breaks apart, and I feel my paralysed frame begin to sink into the filth, the fingers of the earth creeping around me, dragging me into the depths.

      “The earth is calling you, girl. Take a final breath now. It will be your last.”

      His fingers twist and coil, and the earth moves with them. Layers of mud and grime begin to wrap me up, covering every inch of me except for my face. He continues to slip forward, hauling his body along wearily, wanting to get as close as possible to see the terror in my eyes.

      And fearful they are. I have mere moments left until I’m completely consumed. Moments that, while terrifying, I know won’t be my last.

      Because in my head, I hear him. He speaks to me, comforts me, guides me.

      It’s OK, Brie. I’m here, he says. Keep him talking. Keep him distracted. I’ll be back with you momentarily.

      The dirt and filth continues to gather. It licks at my skin, creeping closer around the edges of my face, my body now entirely devoured and locked tight in the earth. But my eyes are still uncovered, and my nose and mouth too. And before they go under, I whisper through my lips.

      “You’re not going to win,” I say. “We have taken away your tricks. Our soldiers will overcome yours now, and you know it, don’t you?”

      I manage a smirk of my own, and see his eyes flash red.

      “No…oh no, girl, you are mistaken,” he growls. “Either way, you’ll never find out.”

      His evil grin returns, and the mud creeps towards my nostrils and up my nose. I try to blow it out but it just keeps coming. The Elemental’s smile doesn’t leave him. He doesn’t turn his eyes away. He watches, leaning closer, as his mind pulls the dirt and grime in whichever direction he wishes, filling my nostrils and then clearing them out, teasing the corners of my mouth.

      His sadism is his downfall. He is making a terrible mistake.

      To believe Zander abandoned me here to save his own skin…well, he doesn’t know Zander, and he doesn’t know me. Perhaps, in his world, such selfishness and cowardice is the norm.

      Not here.

      And as his smirk intensifies, I carve my own mouth into a look of calm as I hear my brother’s voice once more.

      It whispers quietly, comfortingly. I take a breath and my airways are covered.

      I’m here, my brother says. I’m right here with you.

      And as he says it, and the mud closes in, I see him appear as if from nowhere. Suddenly, he’s there, right behind the Elemental, his form taller and prouder, face handsome and young. His eyes glow bright, and in a moment of terrible realisation, I witness the flow of panic rumble across my torturers face.

      His mind may be powerful, but it isn’t quick enough to hold my brother back. Before he even knows he’s there, the knife is slipping across his throat, and the pain and fear is bubbling up through him. The gush of blood that comes next is a sight for sore eyes, and with only my eyes left uncovered, I see it all come frothing and spraying like a fountain from his opened throat.

      But Zander isn’t quite done. To complete the man’s ignominious death, he grabs him with both arms, summons his own consummate gifts, and throws him with a great deal of pace and power towards a nearly tree trump. His aim is perfect, and the Elemental’s body connects with a loud crack that tells of a splintered spine.

      Back broken, and body paralysed, he can merely lie there with his body emptying of all its blood, and watch as Zander quickly digs me out of my grave. His arrogance and failure are as all consuming as each other. He has lost. And his army will now lose too.

      Escaping the mire, I stand by my brother, drenched in filth and now wishing for the cool water of the pool not too far away. We watch the man’s body give out, and smile in victory as he takes his final, gargled breath.

      Two Elementals killed. The sonic machine destroyed.

      All in all, not a bad night’s work.
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      We have no time to bask in our triumph here at the camp. I have little time, too, to thank my brother for saving my life. Again.

      Such a thing has become the norm, yet my gratefulness remains profound. I hug him to show how much he means to me, how much I love him. Yet no words are required. Really, there are no words to express my thanks.

      Turning our attention back to the little base here in the burnt out woods, we quickly check each enemy soldier to make sure they’re dead. Once that’s confirmed, we set off west, moving with as much speed as we can given the state of exhaustion that now grips us both with all available digits and limbs.

      Already, the night is starting to head towards morning. With the smoke clearing, the shape of natural clouds in the sky above appear, and the silver lines of dawn become visible off on the distant horizon.

      Moving through the brush, the sounds of war in the distance still rumble and chatter away, and without Zander’s radio we can only hope that they’re holding the lines and keeping the enemy from getting to the walls of Inner Haven.

      I have some confidence now, a burgeoning feeling that we’re gonna win this damn thing. Inner Haven is well protected, its walls similarly armed and bolstered and, given it’s size relative to the perimeter of Outer Haven, far easier to defend. The strategy was always to hold the outer walls until, in the event that they fell, pull back gradually through the city, fighting from the many security cordons and blockades along the way.

      The final stage is Inner Haven, and should it be needed, that’s where the final stand will be made. Yet, with the smoke clearing and the wailing gone, our City Guards and other soldiers will find their many gifts returned. It will, hopefully, have evened things out, if not given us a distinct advantage.

      After all, defending a city is far easier than trying to sack one. We have armaments and grand walls on our side, and far greater knowledge of the streets too. This fight is now ours for the taking. And right now, I want to get back to it as soon as possible.

      So on we press, rushing through the brush without the need to stay silent. With our eyes now unencumbered by the fading mist, and the thick network of trees burnt away and no longer obscuring our view, we see everything ahead. Together, our Hawk eyes scan and search as we hurry on, just in case some enemy patrol should have heard the fighting and come to investigate.

      The going is quick, however. Though we don’t use our Dasher powers, we still jog as fast as we can manage, keen to return to Cromwell and work out just what to do next.

      There are still many questions that need answering, and I’m sure, now that Zander knows the truth, we’ll have plenty to discuss regarding just what we do with our old grandfather. Most likely, my brother’s form of justice will be different from my own. Were it down to me, I’d execute the man as soon as we got a chance. Zander is more level-headed, though, and as his ire begins to sooth, and his logical manner of thinking returns, he might just choose to take a fairer path.

      After all, without Cromwell’s help, we would have had no chance over the last few days, and the days to come. Does that aid, this pact of ours, absolve him of former crimes? His crimes are certainly manifold, and go far beyond those against my family. My desire for revenge centres on my parents, but beyond them, all those who have died in this war have done so due to him. And though we’ve killed many innocents ourselves, we’ve done so purely as a reaction to his terrible doctrines that go against the basic rights all humans, both Enhanced and Unenhanced, should have.

      That is all a discussion for another time, and Lady Orlando will no doubt have a very powerful voice within it. As far as I see it, if Zander and I want personal revenge, now might be the only time for it. We could enact our vengeance now, and pray that killing the man doesn’t unleash his Stalkers and Con-Cops and turn them against us. So sneaky is he, so shrewd, that I truly don’t know whether he’s telling the truth on that count or not.

      And, I suppose, that alone is enough to stay our hands right now. If we killed him, and returned to find our soldiers embroiled again in civil conflict, we’d never be able to forgive ourselves. Cromwell’s death, though something I greatly desire, is far overshadowed by the risk his demise might bring.

      No, we will continue to protect him, continue to save his life. In order to ensure the safety of our people, we have no choice in the matter.

      We press forward, and the sight of the cliffs nears, and the gentle sounds of the waterfall fills our ears. It’s a lovely sound, and the anticipation of dowsing myself in the clear water and cleaning myself of this filth is enough to set a giddy feeling inside me.

      Working through the marshes, and around the formations of rock, we gather our pace until, not far away, we spy the spout of water spewing from the cliffside. The lake then comes into view, and we conduct a very quick check, just before stepping towards it, to ensure that no one is around.

      I see nothing, no movement at all. Satisfied, we continue our jog, working to the lake’s shore and around it, feet squelching in the soft mud as we approach the western edge and head straight for the rocks and cave in which Cromwell lies.

      As we go, I catch Zander stopping in my periphery. I stop too, a pace after him, and turn to find his eyes looking upon the muddy ground with a curious slant set upon his brow.

      “What’s up?” I ask casually.

      He doesn’t answer immediately. Then I see what he’s looking at.

      Prints. Footprints in the mud.

      “They’re ours, aren’t they?” I ask, hopefully.

      His eyes flick up, but not to me. They look straight at the rocks ahead, and he bursts forward and right past me. I barely have time to see what he’s doing before he’s clambering towards the cave and disappearing. I follow, running to catch up, working my way towards the little cavern…

      I’m stopped by the reappearance of my brother, coming out the other way. His eyes are sharp and jaw clenched tight. I know immediately what’s going on.

      “He’s gone, isn’t he?” I ask.

      He steps out and through the rocks, nodding and looking again at the tracks. They seem to be heading off to the west, disappearing into the scorched forest.

      “Yes,” he says. “Cromwell’s gone. Or…he’s been taken.”

      He turns to me, eyes gliding across my face and then in the direction of the city. Then they go the other way, back to the tracks. The intimation is clear.

      “We’re not heading back to the city yet, are we?” I ask.

      He shakes his head, but doesn’t speak.

      And in my head, all I can think is that the attack on the camp was a little too easy. Or, that it went a little too well.

      In my life, nothing is ever that easy. Nothing ever goes quite that well.

      And the fates have played us again.

      We have to go after our grandfather.
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      The climbing sun bathes the outerlands in a warm orange glow, lighting up the devastated world that lies beyond the city of Haven’s borders. All is blackened and burnt. All is dead and still. The dawn contrasts with death, the world I know ever changing, ever dying.

      Off in the city, the rumbling of war won’t cease for some time. Yet here it’s muted by distance and the rushing of the water that spills down the falls, plunging loudly into the lake beside us. The backdrop of the waterfall and the sunrise might, on another day, in another time, be pleasant.

      But not this day. Not this time.

      Beside me, Zander inspects the footprints set in the mud on the bank of the lake. His eyes turn quickly from print to print, getting an idea of just how many sets there are, and in which direction they travelled. The latter is easy enough for even a amateur like me to see. They all head straight towards the west, disappearing into the scorched remains of the woods.

      His inspection doesn’t last long. It can’t. Not right now. As has been the case all night and through the previous few days, we’re very much on the clock here. Decisions needs to be made, and made quick. And though exhausted, we have little time to stop and rest.

      He stands, and turns his eyes to me. Strikes of red venture across the white spaces like crimson lightning, shot with blood and telling of his fatigue. They tell, too, of his intensity. He continues to appear alert.

      Adrenaline will do that, of course. Barely ten or twenty minutes ago, we were both in a fight for our lives over in the Cure’s mini-camp just to the east. Two Elementals were killed. Their sonic machine was disabled. And returning here, we found our grandfather gone.

      Now, our minds are set to him, and him alone.

      “Any ideas?” I ask quickly as those bloodshot eyes hunt me down.

      “Can’t be sure,” he tells me, eyes switching to the shoreline. “The mud’s too pliable to give a good indication of bootprints. Could be soldiers of the Cure. Could be our own people.”

      “The former, surely?” I question. “All the Stalkers are fighting in the city, right? How would they find him out here?”

      “Same goes for the Cure, though. How would anyone find him in the cave?”

      “Maybe they knew about the underwater river?” I suggest. “Maybe they knew it came out here, and sent soldiers to check the area. They found Cromwell, and took him. I don’t see any other explanation…”

      My brother is nodding as I speak. My conclusion seems reasonable, yet he suggests another possibility.

      “He could have a tracker on him,” he says. “Something to ensure his location is always known by the Stalkers. If that were the case, they’d have immediately come out here to fetch him, even if it meant going straight through enemy territory.”

      Yeah, don’t I know it. Those damn Stalkers will do anything to protect their ‘master’.

      “OK sure,” I admit. “So what does your gut tell you? I’m thinking the Cure took him, Zander. They might have followed, or been alerted to the fighting over at the camp. Maybe they got lucky and stumbled across him. I don’t know, to be honest. But I do know that following him into their main camp is probably just going to get us killed…”

      He breathes out loudly, as if to cut me off.

      “We have no choice. We’re following.”

      He turns and begins moving off. No debate, then.

      “Hey, hey, hang on!” I say fiercely. “Let’s just think about this for a second.”

      He swivels. I’m met by increasingly red eyes.

      “Brie, there’s no time to think. We’ll just go in circles. We’re out here, and Cromwell’s been taken. We need to confirm who took him, and where. It doesn’t mean we’re going to engage. I know full well my limits, OK. I’m flagging. So are you. But we’re here now. We have to follow. We have no choice.”

      He doesn’t turn immediately this time. Doing so will only raise my ire. Instead, he waits for me to comply, which I’m forced to do. After all, I know he’s right.

      And, well, he’s my commanding officer. I’m a soldier now, and soldiers obey.

      I draw a breath and step towards him.

      “OK,” I say. “You know best.”

      He keeps his eyes on me for a moment, then turns back to the blackened woods. They remain mostly stumps of trees and charred rock, far more easy to navigate than they once were, and quicker to traverse too.

      Anyone travelling through them will likely be more conspicuous as well, and thus easy to spot. When it comes to tracking whoever took Cromwell, that’s both good and bad. It’ll make finding and following them easier. But, it’ll give us less cover too.

      The smoke is another factor. The death of that woman Elemental, that wind manipulator, is already having an impact. The skies are clearing, the mist fading. And if Colonel Hatcher managed to take out another to the north of the city, as he clearly did the other sonic machine, then the blanket of smog over Haven will soon clear out completely.

      It’ll aid us significantly in the battle there. And here, the early impact of the Elemental’s death is being seen. Before too long, I know, the smoky veil will be drawn off by the rising winds, and these parts will breathe fresh air once more.

      For now, though, we could probably use the lingering cover. If we are chasing down some special unit of the Cure who snatched away our grandfather, then I’d rather the mist stuck about for a little while longer…

      The thought helps me to cast away my doubts and set a spring to my step. Zander is clearly aware of my state of thinking, his own mind having already analysed the situation and taken several more steps to boot.

      Stepping for the woods, he quickly notes the direction of travel of the prints and sets his eyes forward.

      “When do you think they took him?” I whisper, thinking it right to keep my voice low.

      “Not long ago,” he says. “But look here.” He points to the prints, less visible within the charred woods but available to my eyes when pointed out. “You see how spaced out they are?”

      I take a closer took.

      “Um…”

      He steps to my side and guides my sight with his index finger. He points to one print, then another a fair distance away. A good few metres.

      “Their strides have lengthened,” he informs me. “Dashers. They’re clearly carrying Cromwell, and going fast. They could well be a fair distance away already.”

      I’m nodding.

      “Right. Stride length. I see it now. So, we use our powers too?”

      “No. Too risky. We’d make too much noise and might run into some patrol.”

      “Good,” I grin weakly. “I’m more up for a casual stroll, to be honest. Surely most of the Cure’s army are in the city by now, though? And, if they’ve got a main camp, it’ll be way outside the western gate. You know, the direction they came from.”

      “I’d say that’s about right. But they may have patrols around still. If it was the Cure who took Cromwell, it’ll be to their main camp that they’ve taken him…”

      “Maybe we’ll get lucky and they’ll torture him,” I growl.

      “Brie…”

      “Not kill him,” I say. “Just, you know, put him through some good old fashioned pain.”

      Zander’s lips crack into a weary smile.

      “Yeah…that would be quite nice,” he says in an almost dreamy manner.

      Then he snaps straight out of it, and remembers that Cromwell remains untouchable and in need of our protection. His ability to compartmentalise things is quite staggering to me. In my weaker moments, I’d cut our grandaddy right down and wouldn’t spare a thought for the potentially devastating consequences.

      Zander clearly has more Savant in him. Logical. Rational. He invariably considers all ends before making a decision.

      And, unlike me, he acts with his head more than his heart. I guess we’re just products of our upbringing.

      Thoughts about Cromwell’s fate will, however, have to wait. Right now we have to find out where he is and who’s taken him. And, if we can, stage some sort of rescue.

      Risk our lives for his. Again.

      I conduct a quick internal shake of the head, grimace at the thought, and then cast it away into the depths. And then, with a low, crouching and very quiet walk, we begin working our way into the barren, black woods.
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      The woods cling to the mist as the morning rises, refusing to let go as their grip weakens. Visibility remains poor, though less so than before. As the light continues to grow, and the wind picks up, the true state of these vast forests will be revealed. Nothing lives here any longer. All beasts and birds have sought new pastures.

      Only we remain, hunting our grandfather, tracing the steps of his captors. Zander’s gifts for such things are put to the test once again, the prints sometimes clear within the ash-blanketed woods, and sometimes disappearing altogether. To my eyes at least.

      Mercifully, my brother has a nose for following prey, be it beast or man, in a variety of conditions. These conditions may be new to him, yet his proficiency is undiminished. He leads us on, pressing through swathes of woodland completely eaten away, and others somehow left almost untouched by the blaze and relentless inferno that so recently passed this way.

      It makes me muse on the precariousness of life. On luck, and how it can play such a pivotal role for both individuals and collectives at times like this. Out there, in the city, with the battle raging, a stroke of misfortune can lead to a soldier catching a stray bullet. His death would be terrible luck, not just for him, but for his family, his unit, those he may have saved had he stayed alive.

      Here, I look upon little thickets and collections of trees that have, somehow, avoided the terrible fate that consumed all those around them. Within the blackened woods, some greenery remains, untouched, untroubled, able to continue on as normal, and rebuild the woods anew.

      It is the same for us all. Many will die in this war, not by a lack of skill as a soldier, but purely by being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Many others will survive, that one bullet missing them entirely, or hitting them where it won’t be fatal. They will bear the burden of rebuilding our world, burying the dead, moving on and setting their eyes forward.

      And just as these woods will grow back, and the trees that remain draw up new brothers and sisters from the earth, we will do the same in Haven. Luck, after all, doesn’t choose. It picks at random, acting indiscriminately, pointing a finger at this tree or that man and saying, ‘your turn to burn…your turn to die’. It is a natural force of entropy, of destruction.

      But from the ashes, we will rebuild and regrow.

      Just like these trees.

      Just like these woods.

      Brie!

      My brother’s voice draws me from my mental wanderings, and my eyes skip straight for him. His lips remain sealed, his voice calling in my head. I see him crouching quickly behind a collection of tree stumps, and set myself down beside him. His eyes switch and gaze out into the swirling mist, lit by the early morning light.

      Shadows appear within. Moving. Like spectres in the fog, shapes with no form.

      They move as a mass, undecipherable in their numbers. And then, within mere moments, they’re gone.

      My brother and I lock eyes.

      “Patrol,” he whispers. “They’re moving to the camp in the east. The one we came from.”

      “They must know we killed the Elementals. And destroyed the sonic machine.”

      He nods.

      “But then…”

      I don’t voice my concern. Something isn’t quite adding up.

      We press on, the going slower now as we appear to venture further to the west, curving a little northwards several miles from the perimeter of the city. Still, the endless chatter of war goes on, and through the occasional gap in the fog, I catch some sight of the walls in the distance as we work our way over a portion of higher ground.

      I yearn to return. I need to know what’s happening there.

      But not yet.

      My sense of direction isn’t as developed as Zander’s. His time out here has given him an almost preternatural ability to know just where he is. Blindfold him, or set a deep mist to the air, and he’ll quickly determine where he might be with a quick glance at his surroundings. I can do that easy enough within the city. But not here.

      Instead, I merely go with my gut, and continue to seek out glimpses of the city any time the lands rise. Without the forest blocking our view, and with the smoke still dissipating, those glimpses come more regularly. They’re the only thing that gives me some inkling of the direction in which we’re going.

      And the direction is clear. We’re heading west from the southern portion of the outerlands, away from the marshes and swamps, and towards the larger forested areas that the Fangs call home. Or, called home, I should say…

      It appears that Cromwell’s captors must have taken him far to the west, beyond the western perimeter gate. The leaders of the Cure will be in camp there. That’s where they’re going. It must be.

      My mind wanders again with reckless thoughts. Maybe we could fight? Maybe we could sneak in and destroy the heart of the enemy right there and then? Maybe all of this will work in our favour. Perhaps all they’ve done by taking our grandfather is set a trail right to their gates.

      I wish we had some more men with us. I’d even take a host of Stalkers right now, as unpalatable as I find their company most of the time. A sneak attack, smash and grab. Take out the top brass, disable their high command, and get Cromwell out alive at the same time. Wishful thinking, sure.

      But, despite my natural inclination towards pessimism, I find myself oddly optimistic sometimes. Perhaps Zander’s got something to do with that. When I’m around him, I feel like we can accomplish anything.

      Once again, however, I’m drawn back to the harsh reality of the setting as I hear my brother’s voice in my head once more.

      Stop. Stay silent and still.

      His words catch me offguard. For a moment I just stand there, before he slips to my side and draws me to the earth. We huddle once again into the mud, hidden within a grouping of charred bushes that were lucky enough to avoid the full force of the inferno.

      “What is it? What’s going on?” I whisper.

      His finger hunts down my lips and draws them shut. I don’t need to ask, and should know that even a whisper here can be heard by a pair of keen, Enhanced ears.

      We wait a moment, and I hear movement once more. I peer through a thatch of leaves and see more shapes moving.

      There’s a large force, much bigger than before. They’re moving eastwards by the looks of things, heading straight for the city. Reinforcements perhaps? Is this a sign that the Cure are worried? Are they sending in their final soldiers to try to shift the battle back into their favour?

      The thought gives me promise.

      Then from the mass, a figure breaks off, followed by a few others. They begin moving from the main force, heading in our direction. They stop a way off, their figures growing in clarity. I notice one sniffing the air in a fashion that might once have appeared peculiar. Now, I merely know he’s a Sniffer.

      He’s caught our scent…

      Zander’s words filter into my mind. He acts immediately and without hesitation. Staying hidden, he grabs a lump of soft mud from the earth and starts rubbing it on his neck. I hear him urging me to do the same. I follow his lead and start applying the earth, the toxicity within the soil stinging and burning; the brown dirt stinking.

      We lather it onto us as quickly and quietly as we go, masking the odours that our bodies are giving off. All the while, I keep my eyes on the Sniffer, still turning his nose this way and that, his nostrils flaring to suggest he’s struggling to draw in sufficient evidence that there’s a foreign entity nearby.

      He seems to consider venturing further as his allies move up beside him. I feel a burst of wind, its direction changing and swirling, pulling our lingering scents in all sorts of directions. The man was downwind of us, the breeze carrying our scent right for him. Now it’s changed, sweeping off elsewhere, confusing him along with the coating of mud added to our bare skin.

      We hold firm for a time, waiting. I ask my brother telepathically whether we should retreat. He answers that it’s too late for that now. We have cover here, but there’s nothing else nearby. And should we move, we might be heard as well as smelled.

      After a few long moments, the Sniffer gives up. One of the guards comes to his side.

      “Nothing?” he asks in a strange, guttural accent.

      The Sniffer shakes his head.

      “I thought I smelled something…sweet. But it’s gone. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Good. No delays then. We can’t afford them. We’re all needed in the fight.”

      His voice is slightly strained, and a glimpse of his face through the leaves tells me his expression is too.

      All needed in the fight.

      The battle must be going ill for them.

      I smile despite the situation, and Zander’s eyes gleam.

      We wait for some time longer until the men rejoin the throng. The shadow behind them continues to pulse and ripple as it presses forward towards the city. It appears to be a force of hundreds, the last line of attack, the reserves kept behind and, quite probably, not thought to be needed.

      They are now.

      Soon, the battalion has moved off, leaving a fresh trail of airborne ash in its wake that further muddies the air. We stand from our prone perch and I set about scraping the mud from my body. Zander stops me with his hand.

      “Leave it,” he whispers. “It may come in handy.”

      I do as ordered despite the tingling, burning sensation upon my skin, choosing only to remove larger, more uncomfortable clumps and leave the rest. As we set off again, I imagine we must be pretty well camouflaged by now. Should Zander drop to the earth and stop moving, he’d all but disappear from view out here.

      “They’re emptying their stores,” I say as my brother starts searching for the trail once more. “We’re winning. I know we are.”

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Brie,” he cautions, eyes searching the earth. “We won’t know for sure until we get back. Keep your mind on task.”

      “Yeah, of course. But…”

      He stands and looks at me.

      “But?”

      “Well, I’m doubting something,” I say, thinking of the force that’s just passed, the patrol that we saw earlier, and the fact that the trail seems to be leading more to the west than the direction that mass of men just came from.

      “Go on,” he says.

      I point my finger in the direction the battalion came from.

      “They came from there. So, their camp’s there. Right?”

      Zander nods.

      “And, the trail,” I go on, now just about able to pick up a few signs for myself. “It leads elsewhere. Further west.”

      “Seems that way.”

      “Well then, maybe I’m wrong, but I’m thinking that…”

      I shake my head.

      “That maybe it wasn’t the Cure who took Cromwell,” says Zander.

      I nod.

      His eyes lift.

      “Yep. I’ve been thinking that for some time.”
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      Bit by bit, it becomes clear that we’re not heading towards the Cure’s main camp. Though we don’t yet know precisely where that is, or whether they even have one, we can use our powers of deduction and reasoning to set a good guess to the matter. As far as I see it, they’ve got a temporary base set up somewhere beyond the western gate, far enough away to be out of reach of our guns, and yet close enough to be able to send additional forces into the fray without much trouble or delay.

      Right now, it seems we’ve passed beyond that position. The tracks we’re following, which continue to grow more difficult to decipher, are leading us further west, many miles from the city. And the more we venture out, the more clear it becomes to me of precisely where we’re heading.

      The REEF.

      Stopping to discuss the matter, and to take a much needed break, we huddle in a small, untouched thicket, and consider our position. It seems we’ve both realised that the large and intimidating facility of Artemis Cromwell is where he has, in fact, been stowed away.

      To my mind, that’s a good thing. Very relieving, in fact. Zander doesn’t appear to be of the same disposition.

      “It means he’s been taken by his own soldiers,” I remind him, as if he needs to be told. “He’s safe. It’s fine. We can just go back to the city.”

      “Hmmmm…”

      That’s all Zander says initially. Fingers to chin, he considers things for a few moments longer. I give him the time, noting the skepticism in his eyes.

      “What? What are you thinking?” I query when the wait becomes too unbearable.

      He draws a breath.

      “The REEF was cleared out,” he says. “We were there, Brie, when they emptied the place out. No one left behind. That was the idea. You even bargained for the prisoners to be brought to the city.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “So, what are they doing going to the REEF? If it’s been cleared out, it’s vulnerable. We can assume the Cure haven’t stumbled upon it yet, or else found it abandoned and didn’t give it a second thought. I don’t see why Cromwell’s men would rush him to the REEF, rather than back to the city.”

      “Um, because the city’s at war?” I say, stating the obvious. “Too dangerous to take him back through the southern gate, or western gate. So…they brought him here instead. Makes perfect sense to me.”

      “It…does. And doesn’t. If Cromwell’s Stalkers could get out of the city to come fetch him - and, well, clearly they do have a tracker on him - then why not go back that way?”

      “Because….war, Zander. They can fight through it, but returning with Cromwell in tow? Not so much, and too dangerous. I don’t see why you’re so concerned about this?”

      “I’m concerned because something feels off. I don’t think those soldiers came from the city to grab Cromwell at all. I think they came from the REEF.”

      His words leave a short silence as I ponder them. Still, nothing about this seems too indicting.

      “So…they came from the REEF. He clearly left a garrison there, then? Just a small one, maybe. They came, drawn to his tracker, picked him up, and took him to safety while everything blows over. Sound about right?”

      “Sounds about right, yeah. Right in terms of accurate. But it doesn’t feel right to me. Something doesn’t add up. I think we should press on, see what’s happening.”

      I wince at the thought.

      “But it’s still miles from here.”

      “Miles, but safe ones. You seem very eager to get back to risking your life in the city.”

      “My friends,” is all I need to say.

      He nods quickly, understanding.

      “We’ll be quick, I promise. I just want to confirm that Cromwell’s there.”

      “There’s nothing quick about getting to the REEF and back. It’ll take most of the day.”

      “Probably.”

      I exhale loudly.

      “OK. Fine. You’re the boss, after all. Your call.”

      He smiles, shaking his head.

      “I’m not your boss, sis. I’m your brother. I’ll only go if you really agree.”

      I laugh. Actually, it’s more like a huff.

      “And how can I say no to that face?”

      He displays a cheeky expression that I so rarely see. For a moment, the intensity is gone. The hero, warrior, leader is gone. I just see my twin, just a boy of 18.

      And with another flash, that boy is gone too.

      We press on, still following the tracks and yet moving with a greater haste now that we’re fairly sure where our grandfather has gone. Though it seems likely that his own men have come to escort him to safety, I remind my brother as we go that there remains another option.

      “Maybe it wasn’t his men at all. Maybe the Cure did find the REEF and took up residence there. Maybe their leaders are there?”

      “It’s another possibility,” says Zander. “If they found it, it wouldn’t be the worst place to take refuge. They might be using it as another base. But…I doubt it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of where that battalion came from. And because the REEF is about ten miles from Haven. It’s much further than they seem to be.”

      He’s right on that count.

      “I guess we’ll find out soon,” I say.

      Soon is, of course, a relative term. From the lake down beyond the southern gate, we’ve already traversed several miles, navigating in a northwesterly direction, and have plenty more to go. Yes, the REEF is about ten miles from the western gate. But from where we started the day? Probably a lot further.

      My natural state, in these days of war, is that of exhaustion. I have grown used to it, and though I managed to get some sleep last night, back in Sophie’s school away from the front lines, I still feel like I need plenty more. I can’t imagine how Zander must feel, though again, tiredness is relative too.

      For him, going days with little rest and plenty of action isn’t too uncommon. For me…well, until a few months ago my life was as ordinary as a hat on a rack. Nothing would happen to me, nor anyone else I knew. Beyond rumour, which was always rife but based on little, and my hours spent daydreaming and gazing upon the distant mountains and woods, my days were pretty much indistinguishable from one another.

      Not so now. I can think back to each day since that attack at Culture Corner with vivid detail. Each day that’s passed has brought something new to light. Some new reveal. Some new adventure. Some new person or power to enter my life.

      I can barely conceive of how my world was before all this started. It hardly seems real to me, possible, that I find myself here, now, within these woods, imbued with these powers, beside my twin brother at the heart of a battle for the fate of the city, the fate of all those who dwell in these lands.

      One day, when I look back on this, maybe it will all merge together. The memories will converge and collect, melding together into a single recollection: that time when I found out who I truly was, where I truly came from. That time when I helped save this little corner of the world.

      It will, perhaps, be as simple as that. If I grow old and wrinkled, with Adryan at my side, and my brother there too, and Sophie and Rycard and Drum and Tess and Abby, and perhaps even an ancient duo of my grandmother and Brenda, defending against losing their marbles with copious rounds of whiskey and regular doses of conversation and reminiscences…

      If that happens, then maybe all of this will be a simple memory of the few months when the world turned on its axis. When evil was defeated and expelled from these lands. When good prevailed and, though many lost their lives, those who didn’t would go on to rebuild and remember. To surge forward, driven on by the ghosts of the past, to create a free and equitable world for us all.

      Maybe.

      So many maybes.

      But really, those maybes are wishes and hopes. They’re what I crave. For my friends and family to survive the coming days. For this war to be the end of it. For my life going forward to be one of peace and freedom.

      I pray I live to see those wishes come true.

      So on we press, here to shape our own fates, to do all we can to ensure that such visions become reality. I wonder just what Zander’s desires are. He’s been crafted by war in a manner I can barely understand, fuelled by his position within the ranks of the Nameless. His identity is defined by that position, and should he survive this fight, what will his life become?

      Will he be like me, happy for peace, happy to spend his days among friends and family? Will he settle down, find a wife, start a family as I wish to do. Tess, perhaps, could fill that station. The little time they’ve spent together has shown a clear chemistry. Could he care for her? Could he fall in love? Could she help him settle into a simple life beyond all of this?

      I look at him now, marching along through the ash, unyielding in his determination to get the job done, to see it through. We’re close now, so close. Close to the REEF, close to the end. He won’t be bowed by exhaustion. He won’t stop until it’s over.

      And watching him, I feel a strange stab at my heart. A feeling that shows me how frightened I am to lose him. It’s something I can’t explain. A profound lurch somewhere deep inside me.

      I look at him, marching through the black ash, the grey mist still swirling around him and the yellow light of the sun filtering down through the fog. He’s marching through a dead world, yet above there’s light and life, a celestial glow. It’s as if he’s caught between heaven and hell, between life and death, striding forward towards one, and not the other.

      And the stab in my heart grows fierce. A fear swells as the ash drifts up over his feet and ankles. It rises up his legs, his body, slowly consuming him. And the mist closes in, and the light fades, and Zander, my brother, my twin, walks off silently into the darkness. Into the black.

      Into death.

      I snap out of it, shaking my head and blinking firmly. Zander comes back into view, clear as day, tall and strong and proud. His handsome face looks upon me, eyes crinkled and peering close.

      “Brie…are you OK?”

      My hammering heart slows. The stabbing within it subsides. Yet the tear, building in the corner of my eye, still falls.

      He steps towards me.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, concerned. He brushes the tear away. “You’re crying…”

      I shake my head.

      “No…no it’s silly,” I croak.

      “What? What is it?”

      I smile to hide my hurt.

      “Nothing.”

      “Brie.” He fixes me with a stare. “Tell me.”

      His hazel eyes call my voice out.

      “I just…I had a silly daydream. It’s nothing. Really.”

      “About what?” he asks softly.

      I look at him as I never have. Never have I felt so hurt by the idea of losing him. Never have I felt so heartbroken to look at someone, still living, still breathing, standing before me.

      “I’m just worried about you,” I admit. “And…everyone else,” I add.

      He hugs me. My breathing judders as I’m pressed to his chest.

      “That’s understandable,” he whispers. “You’re exhausted. You’re scared. Maybe you should stay here. I’ll finish this alone and come…”

      “NO!”

      I pull away, and steady my voice. I steady my expression too, and my mind. I dismiss all fears and worries. He’s right. I’m just tired. That’s all this is.

      “No,” I go on calmly. “I’m coming too.”

      I fill my lungs and step past him. I firm up my feelings so they’re all he can sense. I grow resolute, focused, determined once more. He senses it all, and it’s enough.

      He returns to my side. No further words are required. My moment of weakness is over.

      Our eyes are set on the path ahead. Not far away, the walls of the REEF await.

      And what else awaits us there, I don’t yet know.

      But it’s time we found out.
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      The REEF lies ahead, cold and quiet.

      Stopping away and out of sight within a small recess in the earth, we whisper together and form a plan. It seems my brother’s too wary to just walk forward and knock on the door. If the Cure have taken the place for their own, we need to remain unseen. Until we can confirm what’s happening, this is a stealth mission and nothing else.

      Ahead, the sight of the tracks are finally clear to my eyes. Exiting the scorched woods, bootprints appear in the dirt leading towards the concrete boundary around the edge of the facility. They stop at the gate, where they disappear. The gate is closed, locked tight. From here, you’d think the place was deserted.

      We know otherwise.

      Scanning the upper ramparts of the walls, I see no sign of soldiers on watch. There are no patrolling guards around the perimeter. No Hawks set to the towers around the facility’s edge. No drones, or working cameras by the looks of things. The place seems to be as we last saw it a few days ago - emptied out and abandoned.

      “They must be inside, somewhere safe where they’re not seen,” says Zander. “It’s not the Cure then.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Because if it were, they’d have guards around, and they wouldn’t be hiding their presence. We’d hear them from here. Listen. There’s nothing. Silence. It’s as if whoever’s in there doesn’t want to be found.”

      “So Stalkers? Or some of Cromwell’s other men?”

      “Yeah. He probably set them here as a failsafe. Or maybe…”

      “Maybe what?”

      His eyes narrow.

      “Maybe he kept some men here to protect something.”

      He stands up a little from the earth as several thoughts go swimming in my head. Rumours. Memories. Thoughts of nefarious dealings going on within the walls, beyond those I’m already aware of and those I’ve already seen first hand.

      I watch him and want to grab him and drag him back down to our hiding place.

      “What are you doing?!” I ask.

      He looks down to me.

      “Just testing. No one can see us here.”

      He reaches down and I take his hand. He pulls me easily to my feet.

      “So, what’s the plan then?” I ask. “They’re our allies, aren’t they? Why not just knock on the door?”

      He arches his eyebrows up.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I’d rather they didn’t know we were here.”

      The tone of his voice is clear enough. This isn’t friendly territory anymore.

      “OK. So, how do we get in?”

      “We climb,” he says. “Work our way around the flank. The wall’s not too high - we’ve jumped down from it before, remember…”

      “All too well,” I mumble.

      He smiles.

      “Well, getting up isn’t quite as easy. But together we should be able to do it. We’ll get a better look from the top. Follow me, close behind. If you do spot any guards, let me know in here.” He taps his head. “No speaking until I do, OK?”

      I nod, but say nothing.

      “Good,” he says, winking.

      We move straight to the right, working around the flank and sticking to the remains of the woods as best we can. Each time we gain sight of a new part of the wall, we stop, inspect, and then move on. Each time, we spot no soldiers or drones. Nothing at all.

      Soon, we’re at the wall along the northern perimeter, the very one I leapt off once before when we staged our daring rescue of Adryan. I was able to jump into the soft earth without injury, and though Adryan suffered a minor sprain to his ankle, we were able to get away from the pursuing soldiers. Then, we met Rhoth and his Fangs for the first time.

      Ah, the adventures we’ve had together since…

      Getting to the summit the other way around, however, won’t be as easy. The wall is far too tall for either of us to leap up to and grab. It’s going to take a combined effort to get there, which means venturing out of cover and into plain sight.

      We share a brief telepathic discussion, configuring a plan. Then we go.

      Rushing together, we sprint from the woods and towards the wall. I get ahead, turn as I reach it, and press my back against the stone. Bending to a single knee, I turn as rigid as I can and prepare to take my brother’s weight. With a short run up, he comes surging, stepping with a strong leg onto my knee, before setting his opposite foot to my shoulder and leaping high towards the summit.

      His weight cranks down on me, pressing me low, until suddenly disappearing. I look up and see him dangling, legs hanging down the wall and holding onto the top with one hand. The other slips into his jacket and withdraws a knife, which he uses to quickly cut away at the barbed wire that adorns the ramparts.

      Once done, he slips the knife back in, takes a firm hold of the wall with his other hand, and hauls himself to the top. Crouching low, I see him quickly scanning the interior, left and right. Ahead, I know, is little more than an alleyway between the wall itself and the northern building within the compound. It takes him mere moments to determine that he hasn’t been seen.

      He turns, reaches down as far as he can with his hands, and nods.

      I step back several paces from the wall, muster some of my recharged Dasher speed, and surge towards the rock. Reaching it, I kick up as powerfully as I can, my momentum taking me a fair way up and into my brother’s waiting arms. He takes hold of me and pulls me to the top, before hastily dropping down the other side.

      I do the same, and only once we’re both inside the facility, do I turn my eyes up and down and note that we are, in fact, alone.

      We nod at each other.

      What next? I ask.

      Just follow my lead, he tells me. Stay behind. Stop when I stop. Stay low when I stay low. Mimic me. Got it?

      I nod.

      And we continue.

      We move first to the rear, seeking to avoid the front courtyard within the walls and double set of gates on the eastern entrance. It is the only way in - that I’m aware of at least - and around the back there’s nothing but walls, watchtowers, and little else.

      The three buildings within the compound, two of which I’ve explored to a limited degree, and one of which I haven’t yet entered, aren’t the same, however. Each has a number of entrances, and around the back are larger lifts and industrial elevators, designed to aid in the moving of equipment for the array of punishments and experiments that go on within.

      Still, however, no soul appears. There are no guards on duty outside that we’ve yet seen. The place remains as quiet and lifeless as a graveyard.

      And then, finally, some noise…

      It starts as a cranking, metallic sound. A whirring of motors somewhere deep within the belly of the farthest building to the southern end of the compound; the only one I’ve yet to see. We hurry to the side, moving around the wall and down an alley between the southern and central buildings. We stop, and listen.

      The whirring grows louder. It sounds like a lift, grinding up from the depths, clanking and wrenching until, finally, stopping. Then a new sound, that of the door opening, gears grinding as they pull the big metal door up and breathing fresh air into the metal coffin.

      Voices reach our ears. Two of them. Men, walking from the lift, moving out into the concrete courtyard at the back of the building. Their words start as mumbles, before gaining in clarity, and the smell of cigarette smoke drifts around the wall towards me.

      “Stuffy as hell down there,” I hear one man say.

      “Better here than Haven,” says the other with a note of rebuke.

      “Don’t get me wrong, Clive, I’m happy for this gig. I’m just saying…”

      “Yeah, well watch your tongue, even with me. The big boss is back in town.”

      I look at Zander, the both of us crouching low against the wall.

      Cromwell, they’re talking about Cromwell.

      I want to creep my head around the corner and take a look. They don’t sound like Stalkers. Stalkers don’t talk like that. They barely speak at all, unless spoken to, and when they do they’re as stiff as a metal rod. These men haven’t been reconditioned. They sound like City Guards to me.

      “You hear what happened?” I hear the first man ask. It’s clear he’s the lower ranked man, a slightly servile tone to his voice.

      The man named Clive’s words come out a grunt.

      “Stalkers tracked him to some cave in the south. Don’t ask me how he got there. You’re on a need to know basis, soldier…and you don’t need to know.”

      “Sorry, boss. I’m just curious.”

      “Well, you hear about where curiosity gets you? Six feet under, that’s where. We do our job. Protect the techs. Nothing else matters to you, or me for that matter.”

      “Sorry.”

      “And damn well stop your apologisin’! Does my head in sometimes.”

      I hear a few long drags on a cigarette take place. The sound is fond to me. It reminds me of Brenda, as does the smell. I draw it in and feel strangely relaxed. Then the senior man speaks again.

      “Right, back to it, break’s over.”

      “Sure, boss. Just…”

      “What now?!”

      “Erm, nothin’. Just…I don’t know. This doesn’t feel right.”

      There’s a period of silence. When Clive speaks, his voice is low and barely audible.

      “Right? You don’t get to decide what’s right, soldier. Only the Director does. You don’t have an opinion. Got it?”

      “Um…yeah. I got it.”

      I hear a loud exhale. Could be either of them.

      “Look, you got lucky with this post. Over in Haven, you’d probably be dead by now. Just let the Cure and the Nameless duke it out for now. If our people get caught up in the mess, that’s not for us to worry about. That’s the boss’s call. He’s got all our interests at heart…”

      Another exhale. More of a snort of derision this time.

      I hear a sudden tussle, a body being pressed against a wall.

      “Shut that shit down right now!” growls Clive. “Or I’ll report you to the top and you’ll see what happens. You know the Nameless blew up the High Tower, right? You know how many City Guards were there at the time? Those people have it all coming to them.”

      “But…” I hear the other man croak. “Come on, Clive. We work here. We know…”

      “We know nothing. Nothing. Hear me? Director Cromwell’s a genius. Smartest man in the city. He’s building a better world, and the Nameless screwed it up. I trust his judgment every time. It’s all for the greater good, soldier. The greater good.”

      A short silence follows. Then, the younger man’s voice, repeating, “The greater good.”

      Footsteps begin moving down the building, back to the lift. I look at Zander, and he looks at me. There’s something going on here, and we need to find out what.

      And these two men are going to tell us.

      Follow me, I hear my brother say. Dash and grab. Take control of them. On one. Three, two, one…

      And he’s gone.
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      As is so often the case, I have little time to catch up before my brother takes action. There’s no hesitation to his movement as he flashes from sight, a trail of dust painting his path as he swirls around the wall and into the fray.

      I hesitate, but only for the barest of split-seconds, before following right after him. By the time I round the wall and look upon him, he’s setting himself up in front of one of the guards, reaching to restrain him and ready to take possession of his mind.

      I set my sights on the other. Dashing towards him, his attention moves towards Zander’s sudden, and unexpected, appearance. He doesn’t see me coming.

      I arrive on cue as my brother works his magic, and proceed to work my own. Reaching out for my quarry’s throat, I grapple quickly with his chin before he can act, turn his stark eyes to mine, and swiftly glide into his consciousness. Unlike the many Savants’ minds I’ve now explored, his is rather more plain, a modestly decorated room compared to the vast and spectacular ballrooms of the more mentally powerful Savants.

      It’s safe to say he won’t be hard to possess, and within the flutter of a hummingbird’s wing, he’s mine.

      Pulling away, I note the glazed expression that takes custody of his face. It’s somewhat gormless, and a clear enough sign that this man will now do just about anything I tell him. As it stands, I have no order to give other than to stand still, stay silent, and wait for further instructions.

      I turn to Zander, who’s done the same with the other man. Only now do I get a chance to inspect them, and note that they are, in fact, City Guards, although with a slightly different uniform to tell of their station here. It’s obvious that Zander’s new pet is Clive. He’s older, bald-headed, and narrow-eyed. The young man before me looks far more pleasant. I could tell that from their conversation alone.

      I exhale and ask, “Now what?”

      The men stand still as mice, cornered by a pair of hungry cats. I can see that they recognise us, though are unable to speak without our say-so.

      “Now we find out what’s down there,” says Zander. He looks to Clive. “Speak quietly, and answer my questions when I ask them. Nod if you understand.”

      Clive nods, his neck cranking down like an old, rusted hinge. His attempts to resist are futile, though he’s putting up a fight at least.

      “Good. Now, you know who we are?”

      “Zander and Brie,” says Clive. “You’re the twins of the Nameless.”

      “Yes, we are. Are we your allies?”

      The man’s answer doesn’t come immediately.

      “Y…yes,” he says.

      “Is that the truth?” questions Zander, his voice deepening as he steps forward.

      I see him peering into the man’s mind, and his brow crinkles.

      “It’s…the truth,” says Clive.

      Zander shakes his head and looks to me.

      “There’s some block in his head,” he tells me. “Someone’s already worked up some mental security, blockades and the like. Hard to trust what he’s saying.”

      “Woolf, I’ll bet,” I grumble. “How about this one.” I nod at the young man ahead of me.

      “Probably the same, but worth a shot.”

      My brother steps forward and conducts the same set of questioning. He gets the same strained response.

      “Can’t you work through it?” I ask.

      “With time, maybe. We don’t have much of that, unfortunately.” He looks again at Clive. “What’s down there, in the lift? We heard you say you’re here to protect the techs. You mean technicians?”

      “Yes.”

      “Don’t ask two questions at once,” I say. “That ‘yes’ is redundant. We already know they’re protecting techs.” I step towards the man. “The first question is more important. What’s down there at the bottom of the lift?”

      Zander nods, realising his error. I’m sure he would have corrected it, but as he says, we don’t have much time.

      “Research,” says Clive.

      “What kind of research?”

      He doesn’t answer, except to repeat the same word.

      Like my brother, I quickly sneak into his head and try to mine a little deeper. It’s a mess, everything jumbled and out of place, as if someone’s come in and rearranged everything to make things harder to find. It can only have been Woolf, hiding what might be considered top secret information without impacting the mens’ ability to function. Only a truly skilled Mind-Manipulator like her could do such a thing. I’m all too aware that rumbling about in someone’s head when you’re not sufficiently experienced can lead to dire consequences.

      “Damn, it’s no use,” I say.

      “Told you,” says Zander. “Now where’s Cromwell,” he asks Clive. “He came here not so long ago. Where is he?”

      “In the central building, in his office. I think.”

      “Hmmm, more candid this time,” muses my brother.

      “I guess that information’s new, and hasn’t been hidden?” I query.

      Zander nods.

      “That’ll be it. Clearly, there’s something going on down there that we’re not meant to know about. And clearly our esteemed grandfather’s got another trick up his sleeve.”

      The two men’s eyes widen to the news of our heritage.

      “Should you have said that?” I ask.

      Zander flicks his hand dismissively.

      “It’s fine. I’ll delete the memory.”

      “So now what? We go down?”

      “I’m not sure. I think we already know what we’re going to find, don’t we?”

      The rumours begin to flood my mind again. Rumours that I’ve heard for some time. Whispers of experiments and super-hybrids. Of a fresh force of men, a new batch of Stalkers, capable of more powerful feats of destruction. The men who were, it seemed, going to be used to secure Cromwell’s new world, to aid him in ushering in a safe and secure place for his Savants to thrive and breed and repopulate these lands.

      A lot of that, now, isn’t true as I once saw it. The world doesn’t need repopulating. That much has become clear. Yet something new rises in my mind, a new query…

      If these new soldiers are real, then perhaps part of their purpose was to protect against the likes of the Cure, against the army we’re now facing. Cromwell’s told us time and again that he’s been monitoring threats for years. These secret soldiers might be his countermeasure.

      And if so, why not use them?

      As the thoughts tumble in my mind, I recall the conversation between the two men ahead. I look at Clive once more.

      “You said to let the Cure and the Nameless duke it out,” I begin. “And you said the Nameless have it coming? What’s Cromwell’s plan? What’s he going to do?”

      Zander draws me back with a hand to my arm. My voice has grown a little too loud, surging from me with a fresh desperation.

      I barely notice. I also fail to note the irony of the many questions spilling from my lips, when I’d just reprimanded Zander for doing the very same.

      “It’s no use,” says my twin. “He won’t tell us anything…”

      A gurgle of laughter chortles from Clive’s throat. His lips work into a callous, hateful smile.

      “You’ll get what’s coming. You’ll get what’s coming.”

      I surge at him, and grab his shoulders, shaking them hard.

      “And what is that?! What!”

      His laughter rises, building and building and then exploding from his mouth. Zander, pulling me back, thrusts me to one side and growls, “Shut up!” to the man.

      He calls again, setting his eyes to Clive’s and entering his mind to calm him. Yet still, he laughs and crows, calling out over and over.

      “You’ll get what’s coming!”

      He’s not shutting up, so we have to make him. Before I can do so, Zander’s more powerful fist is flashing across his jaw, cracking the bone and knocking him flat. He crumples to the floor, and the younger man ahead watches with a slant of worry in his eyes.

      Zander breathes out and shakes his head.

      “Screw this.”

      Another lightning fist drops the young man before me. He slumps into a heap on top of his senior.

      “So there goes our information,” I say. “We didn’t get a chance to wipe…”

      “Shhhh!”

      I go silent. Zander’s eyes widen and then narrow. His neck twists, taking his eyes towards the side of the building.

      What is it? I ask telepathically.

      I think someone heard. I think someone’s coming…

      But…we’re allies, I say foolishly, naively. It’s not a normal state for me.

      Zander shakes his head, looks at the lift with its open doors, and grimaces.

      We’ll never get down there now, he grunts.

      But maybe we don’t need to.

      I think we both know full well just what we’d find…

      Our grandfather, ever the trickster, has held something back. A secret force, ready to deploy when, and only when, we’re at our weakest. He’ll lose his Con-Cops, and all his Stalkers too if it means proving his worth, and defeating the Cure. And when the Cure are dead, and all that remains are a smattering of our men, and his men, he’ll unleash the rest.

      He’ll retake the city.

      Retake the crown.

      I knew he couldn’t be trusted.

      It’s enough for me. It’s all I need to know. All I want to know. It’s enough to lift a strange scowl to my face, to force my fingers into balls, to grit my teeth so hard they might just shatter. He’s proven himself for good this time. There’s no getting around it.

      And the next time I see him, I’m going to kill him.

      And then I remember that he’s here. He’s close. As Zander considers whether to fight or make an escape, I’m filled only with a desire for the former. Fight through the incoming men. Cut them down and finish the job. Kill Cromwell. Blow up the entire damn compound. Bury all his slaves before they can do his bidding.

      “We fight,” I say, looking at Zander. “End it, Zander. We kill Cromwell, right now.”

      His brows are low, gaze twisting to me and back to the source of the sound. I can hear the men coming now, not rushing fast, not expecting a threat. Could they be mere technicians? Lowly City Guards? Or are they, in fact, the force of Stalkers who escorted their master here. Are they the men who will destroy us both before we can have our revenge?

      I don’t know. But I will in a moment.

      Rushing straight past my brother before he can answer, I hurry to the end of the building, leapfrogging the unconscious men at my feet, swinging my pulse rifle and ready to use it.

      “What are you doing!” I hear Zander call.

      I ignore him, my emotions boiling again. I dash for the edge of the building and slide into the open, setting my eyes forwards to the men coming our way.

      Not technicians. Not City Guards. My final guess was right.

      Ahead, less than fifty metres away, semi-concealed by the mighty facade of the macabre building to their right, I see a force of black-clad Stalkers. They press forward, walking mechanically, their faces hidden in shadow and eyes lit in the darkness.

      For several days, we’ve fought alongside them. But now, here in this place, I suddenly feel in total peril. As Zander glides in beside me, and sees them too, we realise as one that we cannot stand this fight.

      My anger is stayed, overcome by a sudden fear. If we stay, we die. And I’m not ready to lose my brother.

      So in a moment of silent understanding, we turn, and we run.

      Without thinking, we grasp at what energy we can draw up from the depths, and gallop like charging horses for the wall to the side of the compound. We have no need to climb. Not this time. Like many weeks ago, we find a watchtower, leap up the stairs, and reach the precipice within moments.

      No delay. Nothing.

      We jump, falling the twenty feet to the earth, legs digging into the mud and bodies tumbling into the ash. The mist remains, hovering, hiding us. It’s not thick like before, but it’s enough.

      Without looking back, we enter the shroud and don’t stop until our lungs are on fire, and our legs are jelly, and our heads are spinning and threatening to go black. We run for minutes. I don’t know how many. Three. Five. Ten. It’s so hard to tell.

      Only when we reach a glade do we stop, collapsing in the rare greenery, hidden from all sides and the blackened woods around us. With heaving lungs, I gasp into the earth, my entire body shaking, convulsing, the sudden change in motion spilling my guts.

      I empty my already empty stomach, retching acid.

      And then, before I discover that we were never even pursued, the darkness closes in, and my mind shuts off.
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      When I wake, the first question to hit my lips isn’t a question at all, but a flurry of mumbled gibberish. My eyes fly open and I find myself beneath the shade of my brother’s body, crouching over me and coaxing me back to consciousness.

      “What…where…are they coming…”

      I sit up and, in a panic, spread my gaze left and right. Zander calms me with a soothing voice.

      “It’s OK. We weren’t followed. We’re fine, Brie.”

      My panic is overtaken by confusion.

      “Not followed?”

      He shakes his head. By the looks of his face, still shining with sweat and red with exertion, it would appear as if I was only unconscious for a minute or so, perhaps even seconds.

      “Certainly not this far. Whether they chased us over the wall, I don’t know. Maybe we lost them. Maybe they didn’t pursue us at all…”

      I sit up, my heart still racing.

      “You blacked out,” he informs me. “Just for a moment. We can rest a minute here. I think we’re safe.”

      “Are you sure? What was all that, Zander. The Stalkers…they’re our enemy again now.”

      He smiles comfortingly.

      “We don’t know that for sure.”

      “We do! You heard what Clive said. They’re just biding their time. When Cromwell drops the axe, all his remaining Stalkers in the city will take our people out. And whatever soldiers he’s hiding away will join in and finish the job! We need to get back. We can’t allow any of his people into Inner Haven!”

      “Shhhh, Brie. Calm your voice, OK.” His eyes carefully check our surroundings once more.

      “Zander! Why are you so casual about this?!”

      “I’m not. I just know it’s important to stay calm. I’m sure you’re right, and yes, we need to make sure Inner Haven is locked down. But shouting about it out there isn’t going to help. Keep your voice down. Calm yourself.”

      I take several deep breaths and try to do as he says. Yet all I can think about now are my friends over in Haven, walking into a trap.

      “OK,” I whisper, overly quietly to make my point. “I’m calm. Now, screw resting. We don’t have time for it. We have to go…”

      I try to stand, but immediately drop back into the mud. My spinning head won’t allow it. Half my vision is covered in white spots, and the other half seems likely to fade back to black at any moment.

      “OK…maybe rest a minute,” I concede.

      I shuffle up against a tree with Zander’s help, and he drops down beside me. There’s still a slight pant to his breath, and his eyes look more weary than ever. This rest probably suits him more than me.

      Sitting side by side, I don’t speak for a few moments, drawing slow and steady breaths into my lungs. It takes a good few before my vision has corrected itself again, and my thrashing heart has decided to simmer down.

      “How far are we from the city?” I ask once I’m ready, my words quiet now, dulled.

      “Well, we ran at good speed for about five minutes. Covered a few miles, but it was kinda random. Didn’t make much headway for the wall. The REEF is ten miles out.”

      “Great. So, where are we then?”

      “We were moving northeast, I think. Closest to the western perimeter gate.”

      “How far?”

      “I’m not sure. Rough guess - eight or so miles at least. We’re in no state to do anything more than light jogging. And there could be Cure soldiers closer to the walls. It’ll take a while to get back.”

      “How long?”

      “Hours,” he says immediately.

      “Damn,” I grunt. “We don’t have hours to waste.”

      “We do, Brie. We have time. The fighting will likely go on for a while yet.”

      “Doesn’t sound as bad as before,” I say, letting my ears fill with the hum of distant battle. “Do you…do you think we’re winning?”

      He nods, looking out, but doesn’t turn to me.

      “I think so.”

      We sit for a while longer, both of us itching to get moving but simply unable to do so right now. The sun has now been blotted by the clouds, hiding behind a thick sludge of incoming grey that looks like it’ll only darken as the day goes on. Yet through the odd break, the sun’s light is visible, telling of the time. Midday has come and gone. We’re already moving towards early-mid afternoon. It seems as though we won’t be returning until evening time at the earliest.

      As we wait, we confer again with calmer minds and voices, going over what we saw and heard. If we’re to sit here recharging for a few minutes, that time might as well be used effectively.

      Zander sets about summing things up from his perspective. He lays it out clean and clear, his tone methodical and not growing emotional as I might.

      “OK, here’s how I see it,” he says. “Cromwell left people at the REEF in secret. He clearly didn’t want us to know about them. We’ve all heard the rumours of a new force of soldiers being developed and trained there. This likely confirms it. While I’m not always keen on relying on a sole perspective, such as Clive’s, the evidence does point towards a impending betrayal.”

      “Yes…yes…” I say, nodding along. “So we need to get back and warn everyone…”

      “Easier said than done,” says Zander. “Unfortunately, our presence at the REEF will have been passed onto Cromwell. I had intended on wiping the guards’ minds, but we didn’t get a chance. And, those Stalkers saw us too. They will have to assume we’ve stumbled onto their secret. You can be sure that Colonel Hatcher and all the Stalkers still alive in Haven will be aware of it. The Con-Cops too. We can’t trust any of them anymore.”

      “Jeez, this is bad. So, what the hell do we do? Hatcher…you think he’d just betray us like that? You think maybe they’re already taking us out in the battle? You know, friendly fire…make it look accidental? Weaken us while also taking out the Cure.”

      Zander fills and empties his lungs. I know he’s not one for rife speculation like this, but anything’s possible now.

      “Maybe. And yes, Hatcher will betray us in a heartbeat if ordered to. He may appear more normal than the other Stalkers, but he’s just as committed to his master. If we’re right about this, then they’ll have plans in place to make their move soon. Inner Haven will be the goal. They’ll want to kill Lady…our grandmother.” He grimaces at the thought, then rights himself. “Kill her, and kill all our top members in Inner Haven. Then they’ll take it back from us, and Cromwell’s secret force will come and finish the job.”

      I’m cranking up to my feet again, legs aching and head still a little sore.

      “Then we have to go. We have to go now!” I say.

      Zander stands too.

      “That’s one possibility, Brie. That’s the worst case scenario. We might be wrong about it all. But…we have to work on the basis that we’re not.”

      “Exactly. And for what it’s worth - and, yeah, I know I’m biased - but I think we’re right on the money. Our snake of a grandfather wants his Savants back. He wants his city back. And he’ll destroy anyone who stands in his way.”

      I take a few steps to check my balance. My head still feels fuzzy, but I’ll have to walk it off. I’m not going to sit here any longer while my friends are in danger.

      “You good to go?” asks Zander, looking a lot more steady than me. The depths of his energy staggers me. He’ll work himself to death if he’s not careful.

      “Yeah. Are you? You haven’t slept in, what, two days? Are you sure you…”

      “I’m fine,” he assures me. “I’ll rest when I’m back in Inner Haven. Getting there…well, that might not be so easy.”

      “But we’ll make it,” comes my voice. Firm, assured. “We have to.”

      “Then we will.”

      We set off again, barely able to do more than a slow jog through the lifeless woods. We don’t need to worry about beasts and Shadows now. We don’t need to worry about running into some hostile tribe. Instead, it’s the soldiers of the Cure who control these spaces. And we have to be wary of Stalkers too.

      Back to default, then. It didn’t last long, seeing the Stalkers as our allies. It feels far more natural fearing them, hiding from them, running from them. Strangely, the world seems as though it’s been set back into order. Enough of those men masquerading as the good guys. This is a straight out fight between good and evil now.

      In a fashion, I feel vindicated too. Not once did I trust my grandfather. Not once did I truly believe he held good intentions for us. He’s had us wrapped around his little finger all along, manipulating all of this from afar. Who knows, maybe he’s even in cahoots with the Cure? Maybe he brought them here himself to take us out?

      Such an idea might sound preposterous, but such are the lengths he’ll go to to take back the city, and take back his Savants, that it might just be possible too. Either way, we have no choice now but to gather our full strength in Inner Haven, shut out his men, and give ourselves the best shot of coming out of this alive.

      But we need to be quick. Already, the orders might have been passed down. The Stalkers might be gathering in Outer Haven, moving for the walls to the inner city. The more of them who pass that threshold, the more vulnerable we become. One Stalker set loose within our ranks could be fatal. Should they make their way to the core of the city, Lady Orlando might be under threat.

      Thankfully, she’s got Marler as protection, and plenty of other soldiers around the City Guard HQ too. But should a man like Hatcher wander in, he’d be seen only as an ally. He could cut them all down before they saw the danger. He could sever the head of our cause before we could do anything to stop it.

      I worry about a great many things as we speed onwards. Hopefully, no Stalker will yet have crossed to Inner Haven. Their remit was never to do so, to stay where the fighting is thickest and put their considerable abilities to the task of defeating the Cure. Yet, we’ve been gone from the city for some time now. Who knows what might have happened since last night?

      Such endless speculation isn’t helping. I know that. I dismiss all thoughts from my head, put some mental blocks in place to narrow my thinking and focus only on the task ahead. My natural proclivity for overthinking is doing nothing but draining my remaining energy. I’d be far better served saving it for my physical exertions, and not wasting in on my continuous mental wanderings.

      Zander clearly knows how to block such things off. In fact, perhaps that’s one of the secrets to his supernatural levels of endurance. Best I take a leaf from his book. Best I focus only on what lies ahead.

      We jog, walk and occasionally rush a little faster for a number of hours. Eight miles along a straight road at this pace wouldn’t be a problem. Here, in the outerlands, with the Cure an ever present threat, the going is naturally slower.

      And the further we get towards the city walls, the more careful we have to be.

      But soon, the walls are appearing in the distance, and we’re veering straight for the western perimeter gate. As the most well defended part of the city, it’s highly unlikely that any of the enemy will have attacked directly there. And so it turns out, a smoking section visible further towards the north, a billowing plume chugging into the air that tells of their way in.

      We set our Hawk eyes to the task and, still about a mile out, clamber to a small knoll in order to get a better look. Across the tops, I scan for some sign of our own soldiers, but see none. Not at the western gate, nor along the wall to the north or south of it. The battlements are deserted, the guns no longer in use. It’s clear to us both that our people have abandoned the outer defences. The fighting will now be taking place deeper into the city itself, if not closer to the walls of Inner Haven.

      And even within them.

      “Which way do we go?” I ask Zander.

      “Doesn’t look like the gate’s in operation,” he says. “We won’t be able to scale it like at the REEF, it’s far too high.”

      “So the breach? Go the same way as the Cure?”

      Our eyes move northwards, where the giant plume of smoke coughs up into the dark grey sky.

      “Yes,” says Zander. “That’s our way in.”
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      We reach the breach about a half hour later, creeping through the black skeleton of the forest and carefully working towards the carnage. What we find is just like the breach we tried to defend in the south, a field sown with the dead. Outside the wall, several hundred Cure corpses lie. Inside, we find many of our own.

      The wall itself, and many buildings behind, have been completely consumed. The plume of smoke, which appeared large from a distance, is positively gigantic up close. It swirls into the sky and joins the grey clouds, the thick soup above turning day to premature night. Yet, the difference from before is clear. The smoke no longer hangs and settles low, kept in place by the Elementals. It filters up naturally, dispersing far and wide. The streets ahead are now easier to see. The devastation is easier to witness.

      We’re careful as we go, first moving towards the crumbled wall and checking inside, before gliding through the gap when we realise the coast is clear. It’s deserted of the living, populated by the dead. The muted light from above, and the clearing mist, gives shape to the terrible wreckage of the outer districts in the west.

      Physical structures have been reduced to piles of rubble. Men and women have been reduced to piles of meat. The stink is already spreading, rotten flesh being picked up by the first batch of rats, so quick to be drawn to the buffet. It will keep them going for weeks, maybe months. Our friends here may never get proper burials.

      The dead are mostly of the Cure. They pile high beyond the parapet, cannon fodder sent forward to test our defences and clear a path. No doubt an Elemental tore the stone apart here, just as the man did over at the southern breach. We got him in the end. I wonder if Colonel Hatcher got his man too.

      Inside the wall, however, the dead are mixed. I see Cure soldiers. I see City Guards. I see Nameless, and even a couple of Stalkers, their black robes so easy to spot. We step through them carefully, venturing eastwards as the sounds of battle once more grow distinct. And with the mist fading, the darkness spreading, the glow of orange, of a thousand fires across the city, hover atop buildings and fill the spaces between them.

      The soundtrack isn’t as it was when we left the city last night. When we ventured to the outerlands through the underground river, the city was beset by a constant wailing. And the chatter of gunfire, and relentlessness of the explosions, was more regular and endless. Now, it has grown less regular, less loud. It suggests to me that most soldiers are now dead. That the fighting has quelled, reduced to smaller pockets.

      And those pockets aren’t nearby.

      We hear no gunfire within the surroundings streets. The closest appears to be quite a way away, somewhere nearer the inner districts here in the west. I turn to my brother, his ear for such things better than mine.

      “Sounds as though they’re battling at the inner security cordons,” he says. “And dispersed through the streets around them.”

      “So…you don’t think they’ve reached Inner Haven yet?” I ask hopefully.

      “Hard to tell. I’d say it’s unlikely.”

      Buoyed by the news, we press forwards, moving sleekly as a duo, watching each other’s backs for signs of the enemy. We consider looking for a radio station near the western gate, but conclude that the detour isn’t worth it. Instead, we set our sights due east, and cut a path straight there, searching for some sign of a radio as we go whenever we pass any of our downed soldiers.

      The battle grows louder with every step we take. Everything seems to be centred closer to the core now, the Cure tightening their grip, surrounding our forces. The additional battalion we saw pass by in the outerlands will have added their considerable weight. It’s possible others were added via the breaches in the south and northeast too.

      As we venture towards the middle districts, we begin veering away from the louder songs of war. It’s an alien thing for us both, my brother in particular, to be avoiding conflict like this. At any other time, we’d seek to engage and add our bodies to the fray. Right now, that isn’t top of our agenda.

      Instead, the plan is to get to Inner Haven as quickly as we can. I ask whether the underlands will aid us in that goal, and am told that it isn’t an option here.

      “We need to stay topside,” says Zander. “The fighting seems to be concentrated around the main streets. We can work through the quieter alleys and have to hope the walls to Inner Haven aren’t under siege. Or worse - already breached.”

      We work along the border between the western and northern quarters, avoiding the battle that is clearly raging over towards district 5 here in the west. My old hunting ground appears to be one of the main focal points, the huge central road heading for the western gate well protected and, by the sounds of it, holding firm. As we angle around it, far enough away to remain unseen, it appears that there’s little fighting beyond, given me hope that Inner Haven remains safe for now. Whether that’s the same in the other quarters, we won’t know until we get closer.

      The network of alleys here are so well known to me I could venture through them in my sleep. For once, my knowledge of the place rivals Zander’s, and together we form a route that takes us through safe zones until we manage to bypass the main fighting altogether.

      Each side street and alley we cross, we stop and search before moving on. Many have already seen some action, bodies of the Cure littering their entrances. With drone guns fixed to walls and often hidden, and other large blockages set with the aim of sealing off roads entirely, we need to be extra careful. Over the last few days, whilst preparing these very defences, we have both managed to get a good idea of where such traps lie. Yet our knowledge isn’t total, and neither of us want to rush down a seemingly empty street to find a series of automatic sentry guns cutting us down.

      The bodies of the Cure are often signs of which alleys to avoid. Working through the maze, we manage to make good progress, and only rarely do we encounter little pockets of enemy soldiers, still trying to get through. Eventually, they’ll no doubt join the main battle and give up their flanking attempts. That was the very idea all along for our defence strategists, and it appears to have worked a charm.

      Some we avoid, and let pass. Others get close enough to force action. We wait like trapdoor spiders, hidden in the dark, ready to step out and draw these men to our lair. When the odds are in our favour, we expertly dispatch them. When Zander thinks the risk too great, we ignore them and continue on our way.

      Bit by bit, we navigate eastwards, always alert, always careful. On a couple of occasions, as we get ever closer to the core, we walk past a trigger and set off a gun. They spring from walls, opening out and unfolding, before immediately peppering us with violent barrages of gunfire. Set off by proximity, some are too well concealed for even us to see. Yet we’re just about wily enough to step behind cover and seek other paths. Unfortunately, the sentry guns are unable to tell friend from foe. Fortunately, we’re quick enough to avoid them.

      By the time the first signs of Inner Haven come into view, the light has faded, night pulled in quicker as the clouds above grow thicker. Dark grey turns to black, and soon the rain has begun to fall, the skies bellowing with thunder and flashing with lightning, mimicking the many battles below.

      On instinct, I seek cover beneath an awning as the rain starts pouring. I test it with the bare skin of my hand. The toxicity is mild, not enough to cause serious harm. Still, we make sure to cover any bare skin before pressing on, the rain and growing darkness hindering visibility. It slows progress, and heightens threats. Both enemy and sentry guns will be harder to see.

      We barely consider, however, that friends will too. Moving down an alley carefully, the end suddenly bursts with a fierce show of yellow light. From behind a barricade, half a dozen guns start spitting, forcing us to hurl our bodies low and into the recess of a side door giving entry to the building to our right.

      As the guns shout and rattle, I hear Zander calling out loudly, “We’re Nameless! Hold your fire!”

      His voice isn’t enough, concealed by a sudden burst of thunder. I join my voice to his and we try again.

      “Hold your fire! We’re Nameless!” we bellow.

      They don’t hear us.

      The gunfire continues, but it isn’t alone. My ears and eyes pick up the tapping of metal on concrete, and I look left to see a grenade rolling down the street towards us. It veers our way, trickling calmly and ready to blow.

      Zander sees it too, and immediately we stand and, together, surge at the door to our right with our joint weight. It takes no discussion, no eye contact, to know what to do. Our minds are so linked that we act as a single entity, only our combined weight and force capable of smashing through the locked, metal door. It takes two hits, not one. The first weakens it. The second bursts through, and just in the nick of time as the grenade explodes and rips into the wall of the building.

      We tumble inside the tenement block, cursing.

      “God damn it!” roars Zander.

      I grab his arm and pull him further into the building.

      “Good to know the streets are well protected,” I say.

      Outside, the rattling gunfire has abated. Zander pulls his arm away from me and moves back to the door, the frame around it ripped up by the explosion. As he goes, he calls out again.

      “We’re Nameless! Stop bloody shooting!”

      His voice, quite aggravatingly, is once more cut off by a crack of thunder, so loud and close the lightning must have been just outside. It’s enough to set a tremor to the air, and finish the job the grenade started. It may only be coincidence, but at that exact moment, the doorway collapses completely, burying the exit into the alleyway, and forcing Zander to jump backwards to avoid being crushed.

      As the dust settles, I search through the darkness down a long corridor.

      “Guess we’d better find another way out.”

      It’s not quite as easy as it sounds. The building was intact down the alley - at least until our own men decided to play a game of friendly-fire - but elsewhere we discover that it’s already been affected by the previous fighting. Our battle with Cromwell’s men prior to this one saw certain areas suffer tremendously, and clearly this building got caught up in the mess.

      The front is caved in, cutting off the exit. The rear has also seen better days. We waste precious minutes searching, before finally coming across another large metal door on the other side, leading into another alley. We take our chance and open it up. Immediately, we’re accosted by gunfire once more.

      I can see my brother’s fuse shortening by the second. Breathing heavily, he stands behind the door as bullets clatter into its facade, waits for a slight lull, and then roars, “It’s Zander you bastards! Hold your damn fire!”

      This time, the stars align. There’s no thunder to hide his words, no gunfire to interrupt him. A second passes and there’s total silence. Then, a booming voice calls from he ends of the alley.

      “Commander Zander…please confirm your identity. Step out into the alley.”

      I stop him before he does, gripping his arm tight.

      “What if it’s a trap? What if they’re Stalkers or Con-Cops?”

      “They’re not. I saw City Guard uniforms,” he says.

      “Yeah…and a lot of City Guards are still supporting Cromwell. How can we be sure…”

      “Commander Zander,” comes the voice again, cutting me off. “Is anything wrong, sir.”

      “Nothing wrong,” calls Zander. “I’d appreciate it if you’d identify yourselves first. Who’s out there?”

      There’s a short delay. Then the voice booms again, and something inside it rings a bell in my head.

      “Part of the central security cordon down the western road, sir,” says the voice. “We’ve met before. I know your sister.”

      The pieces click into place. A smile hauls up the corners of my mouth.

      “Titus,” I whisper.

      Zander looks at me with a frown.

      “Titus? The Brute?”

      I nod.

      He calls out to the alley again.

      “State your name, soldier.”

      “It’s Titus, sir. I was ordered by Commander Burns to secure the flanks here. We thought you were Cure soldiers. How many do you have with you?”

      Zander lets out a sigh of relief.

      “Just two,” he says, looking at me.

      “OK. We’ll hold fire. Please, come out. We’ve been holding the line from here. It’s safe on this side.”

      Safe on this side. Holding the line.

      That means…they haven’t yet broken through. At least, not in this part of the city. And probably not anywhere else. If Inner Haven was breached, all our soldiers would be called back to defend it.

      We just might have gotten back in time…

      We step out into the rain, and quickly move down the alley towards the barricades at the end. Several figures appear, mostly shapes of normal size, with one rather gigantic figure in their midst. He steps forward, growing visible as we approach, and swerves his eyes from Zander to me.

      “Brie!” he says, big eyes opening in shock. “I’m so…so sorry we shot at you.”

      My smile widens.

      “Not to worry,” I say. “I’m glad to see that you’re safe, Titus. Is your brother OK?”

      The light in his face disappears. It takes on the impression of night. His eyes move away, losing contact with mine. He draws a sharp breath, composing himself. I feel a tug at my chest. I know what’s coming.

      His head shakes ever so slightly.

      “Magnus. He…”

      There’s no need for him to voice it. I press forward, gazing up at him. His eyes fall and make contact once more. The giant stands before me, colossal, yet broken. I’ve seen eyes like his before.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper over the falling rain. I reach out and take his hand, wrapping my tiny fingers around his. I can barely grip more than one.

      “So am I,” he whispers. “But he died saving others. He died…a hero. It was a good death.”

      He smiles at the memory of his brother, so recently departed. A man I barely knew, and yet who helped ease me through the uninviting facade of Inner Haven when I first ventured there. Who stood guard at the gate, always smiling, always positive. A man drawn into a fight he never should have been in, huge and mighty, yet still overcome.

      We share that quiet moment together, my fingers around his, thinking of Magnus. Then I pull away from him, and he nods at me. And Zander, standing by, watches solemnly, respecting the moment before pressing forward.

      Magnus has fallen, and so have countless others.

      Our job, now, is to ensure that we don’t all follow.
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      Setting personal loss and emotion aside, we quickly gather what information we can from Titus. He leads us away from the barricade and under cover from the rain, passing orders to his men to hold the line while he’s gone. It seems he’s in charge of several possible incursion avenues here, including the first alley we ventured down before being forced into the apartment block. Down the street, I notice little units of men set at various points along the main street. By the looks of things, no one from the Cure has yet ventured this far. Or, at least, they’ve haven’t managed to get through.

      Stopping in a suitable spot, we learn that he has indeed been holding the line.

      “No one’s penetrated the defences here,” he says. “Some units have tried, but our sentry guns mostly force them down these particular streets, and they run straight into our gunfire.”

      “Good. And what about elsewhere. Have you been in contact with the other quarters?” asks Zander.

      “On and off, yes,” he says. “The main fighting is mostly collected at the major streets in each quarter. We’ve been holding them off since the mist faded and the wailing stopped.”

      I share a look with my brother. We don’t tell him of our part in all of that.

      “But how come the Cure are trying to attack us where we’re strongest?” I query. “Why not try to sneak through tighter streets like this?”

      “Several reasons that I can think of,” says Titus. He seems slightly frayed, as if he needs to keep talking to hold back thoughts of his brother. “Firstly, well…they’ve been trying to test us around the narrow lanes and alleys, but they’re so tight that it’s mostly too dangerous for them. We’ve killed several dozen here without losing a single man. Unless they flood these passages and are willing to lose lots of men, they’re not the best areas to attack. And I don’t think they have the numbers to be throwing soldiers away anymore.”

      “My thinking exactly,” says Zander. “And, we have to remember that they’re here to kill our people, not just to try to take possession of the city. Flanking us would be a good way to close in, but if they can’t do that, then they’ll merely flock to where we’re gathered and try to take us out in large batches. I think their inexperience of sieging such a large city is beginning to show. Without their tricks - the smoke and the sound - they’re not quite so formidable.”

      “No, they’re not,” says Titus. “As I say, we’ve been holding them off here and it’s the same elsewhere as far as I’ve heard. Our radio’s been playing up a bit, so contact has been limited recently.” He looks to Zander, then me. “Do neither of you have a communicator? And…what were you doing out there in the outer districts?”

      “Long story,” says Zander. “We had a mission that took us beyond the city. My radio got damaged and so we haven’t had contact for hours. We need to get to Inner Haven immediately. Can I assume there’s been no breach?”

      “No. Like I’ve told you, the fighting’s been in the middle districts of Outer Haven. They haven’t managed to get any closer, other than the odd pocket. But they’re hunted down as soon as they’re spotted. The odd little unit can’t do much to disable us behind our lines.”

      “So, that’s good. That’s real good,” I say, looking at Zander.

      He nods, though remains stoic in his expression.

      “And, the Stalkers and Con-Cops,” he says, looking again at Titus’ enormous head. “They’re still fighting alongside us?”

      Titus frowns.

      “Erm, yes. In fact, I have a number of Con-Cops in my unit. They’re protecting an alley down the street. Why do you ask?”

      “Because…” I start, before Zander cuts me off.

      “We’re not sure, yet,” he says. “We may have a problem with them. I’d suggest you keep a close eye.”

      “Zander, you’re going to have to explain this to me. They’ve been fighting alongside us for days. What are you suggesting?”

      “Again, we can’t be sure…” he begins.

      This time, it’s me who cuts him off.

      “We’re suggesting that Cromwell’s got a secret plan to take back Inner Haven,” I say. “We think he has a secret force of Stalkers at the REEF, and he’s going to use them to finish us off and retake control of Haven once we’ve defeated the Cure.”

      Titus’ eyes widen a little as he listens. Then he begins to nod.

      “That doesn’t sound too unreasonable,” he says. “I’ve heard of secret Stalkers and super-hybrid soldiers at the REEF. What exactly were you doing there?”

      “We tracked Cromwell there,” I say.

      “So, he left the city? That sounds very dangerous. I thought he was heading to the protection of Inner Haven?”

      “He didn’t go there willingly,” I say. “We were chased to the outerlands and then had to…”

      “Like I say,” cuts in Zander, flashing an impatient glare at me. “It’s a long story, and we don’t have time for it now. Suffice to say, yes, we think Cromwell’s going to set his loyal men against us once the Cure are no longer a threat. I urge you to keep an eye on any Con-Cop under your charge, and any Stalker you see. Even City Guards loyal to Cromwell need to be closely watched.”

      “I have a couple of those as well,” says Titus, eyes growing anxious.

      “Then watch them close. Though, they’re less concerning, as they don’t have the same programming as the Stalkers and Con-Cops. If you get a chance, spread the word elsewhere, but only to those you absolutely trust. We’re heading for Inner Haven to update Lady Orlando. It may be that we withdraw behind the walls, and keep Cromwell’s people out. We need to stay a step ahead.”

      “Right, I understand. And he doesn’t know that you’re aware of this?” he asks. “Your presence at the REEF was secret?”

      Again, I share a look with my twin.

      “Not exactly,” I say. “They saw us there. They know we’re suspicious at least.”

      “Then…why are they still fighting with us? Shouldn’t they have turned on us by now? Are you completely sure about this, Zander?”

      My brother doesn’t answer immediately.

      “Not…completely, no,” he says.

      “Zander! Yes, completely,” I say.

      “No.” He shakes his head. “Very likely, yes, but unconfirmed. We need to put things in place, just in case. As I say, Titus, spread the word to those you trust. When the order comes, you may be required to retreat to the western gate of Inner Haven. We cannot allow any Cromwell loyalists inside, least of all Stalkers…”

      “And Colonel Hatcher?” asks Titus.

      “What about him?”

      “He’s in Inner Haven, I believe.”

      “He’s what?!” I say.

      Titus lifts two mighty paws and shrugs.

      “I don’t know much more than that. I just heard that he moved back from the northern quarter to update Lady Orlando about something. I remember thinking it odd because, well, we need men like him on the front line.”

      “Shit,” whispers Zander.

      I say the same, only much louder.

      “Was it just him?” my brother asks sternly. “Anyone else? More Stalkers?”

      “I don’t know, Zander. Not for sure. I heard a bunch went from the northern quarter, perhaps three or four.”

      “And what about when?” I ask. Both men frown. “I mean, when did Hatcher go to Inner Haven?”

      Titus stares off into the middle distance for a moment, thinking. Then he says, “Not too long ago. Mid afternoon perhaps. Maybe a bit earlier.”

      I turn to my brother.

      “It makes sense, Zander,” I say. “Timing-wise. We’d just left the REEF around about then. Clearly word was sent to Cromwell that we’d been there, and knew his plans. He sends an order out for Hatcher to head straight for Inner Haven to…”

      “Assassinate Lady Orlando,” my twin finishes.

      “Exactly,” I say, heart thrashing like a trapped fish.

      “Then…we’re too late,” he whispers. “To save her, at least.” His eyes fall, his mentor gone. His grandmother, who he never got to speak to as her grandson. Gone.

      I feel my fists crushing again.

      “We avenge her,” I growl. I move in and plant firm fingers to his arm. “We avenge them all. And we save the rest…”

      Our twin eyes lock, hazel shining. I forget, for a moment, that Titus is there.

      Then his voice booms again.

      “She isn’t dead,” he says. “Lady Orlando isn’t dead.”

      We look right up at him, like two little children gazing up at an adult.

      “You spoke with her?” I ask, hope spiking.

      “Not personally, no. But she’s been in constant contact with Commander Burns and Rycard. And, well, aside from my radio playing up, I’ve been in contact with them intermittently. She’s at the City Guard HQ as far as I know, running the show back there.”

      “And when did you last hear from her. Or…that she’d spoken with Burns or Rycard?” asks Zander hurriedly.

      “Um, not long ago. Half an hour perhaps.”

      I exhale loudly.

      She’s alive.

      Please be alive.

      “I can see you’re both exhausted,” says Titus. “Perhaps you’re not thinking clearly. Think about it - if Cromwell really does want to stage a coup, then he can’t give the go ahead until the Cure are defeated. So, he can’t exactly send anyone to murder the current leader of the city, who commands the loyalty of so many soldiers and civilians. That’ll create havoc, and weaken his chances of retaking the throne. If Colonel Hatcher really has been sent for that purpose, I can only imagine that he’s on standby, ready to execute at the right time.”

      “Yes. Yes, that sounds logical,” says Zander. “He probably ordered Hatcher into Inner Haven before it went into lockdown. If he knows we know…”

      “He does know we know!” I say.

      “Fine,” says Zander. “He knows we know…so he’ll also know that, as soon as we got back to the city, we’d do exactly what we’re doing. He’s sent Hatcher through the gate, quite probably with a group of Stalkers, ready to strike when commanded.” My brother looks me dead in the eye. “We’re not going to get any rest yet, sis. We have to get back immediately.”

      He turns again to Titus.

      “Thank you, Titus, for the head’s up. Hold the line. Spread the word. If you can talk to Commander Burns, do so as soon as you can. Tell him what we told you. And don’t trust anyone with ties to Cromwell.”

      Titus’ mighty chin drops into a single nod.

      “I’ll do what must be done,” booms his voice. “Inner Haven isn’t far. Good luck to both of you.”

      He sets a firm look at Zander, then lifts a soft smile at me. And in that moment, I think of Magnus once more.

      Then, we turn, and continue straight on to Inner Haven.
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      Behind our own lines, the going is quicker and less fraught with potential danger. We don’t need to take the same care when traversing the streets and working down alleys. No sentry guns are in operation here right now. Though some are in position, they won’t yet be activated until we’re forced to withdraw behind them.

      In my mind, I form a picture of the overall battle as we go, moving towards the innermost districts in the west and heading straight for the western gate. It has become clear from what we’ve seen that the outer districts are lost. Yet from the position of Titus’ men, and the information he gave us, it would appear we’re holding the Cure out around the central districts in each quarter.

      We have further security blockades to withdraw to if needed. Each quarter had them set up in the outer, central, and inner districts, giving us various points from which to stage more secure defences. The walls of Inner Haven are another line of defence. And beyond them, there are more blockades.

      As it stands, we’re holding them back and cutting them down, piece by piece. Having seen reinforcements join from the outerlands, we have to assume that they have few, if any, battalions remaining to join the fight. If they’ve already sent their full strength forward, and are being held in the centre of Outer Haven, that’s a fairly good sign that their challenge is gradually being worn down.

      Block by block, we gallop with all we have until the walls of Inner Haven finally come into view. Stretching away from the western gate, the central street that cuts right through the western quarter stretches off into the distance. As we reach it, we turn together and see the inner blockades nearby, barely manned and yet to be reached. Further away, concealed by the darkness, the major battle in this quarter will be being fought.

      We have to fight the urge to join the fray, so tempting as it is to do whatever we can to help. But we have a more important purpose right now, and it calls us to the east, to the core of this great city.

      So we turn from the flashing lights and booming sounds that play in the distance, and venture further from the battlefield, heading straight down the main road towards the gate. We slow our step on approach, not willing to be caught in a blast of friendly-fire as we were before. Moving carefully, we raise our arms from a hundred metres out, and find ourselves immediately lit up by a powerful spotlight that blazes from behind the wall.

      Over a loudspeaker, a voice cuts through the din.

      “Keep your hands high. State your names.”

      “It’s Zander and Brie,” calls my brother.

      He doesn’t need to say any more than that. We continue to walk until a Hawk catches sight of us to confirm our identity. We’re both so recognisable now that it happens quick. Within moments, the gate is cranking open, parting at the middle, and the spotlight is shutting off, plunging the world back into darkness.

      We drop our arms and move into a jog, heading straight for the gate as several armed soldiers step out to escort us inside. They hurry us through as the gate immediately grinds shut, and beyond I see the large trucks parked across the road to provide a further block for passing vehicles. They’re not required to move seeing as we’re on foot, and we quickly rush beyond them as the commander at the gate mines for updates.

      “We haven’t heard from you for hours,” he says. “Where have you been?”

      “No time to discuss it here,” Zander says, eyes searching the street. “We need a car and immediate transfer to the City Guard HQ.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      The commander calls out some orders and a car rushes in. I note that the gate is still well protected, with a fair number of soldiers here who are all loyal to us. I recognise many of them as soldiers of the Nameless, of City Guards who have proven themselves to be committed to Lady Orlando’s rule.

      As the jeep comes pulling to a stop, I ask the commander whether any Cromwell loyalists have passed this way.

      “His soldiers remain in the fight,” he tells me. “Most of our men are out there too. We don’t have many still defending Inner Haven.”

      “And Colonel Hatcher? We heard he passed the walls?”

      “Yes, he did. He ventured through the northern gate. The commander there updated me on it. He had three Stalkers with him.”

      “And when was this?”

      “Quite some time ago. Early afternoon.”

      Lines up with what Titus told us, I think.

      “Thank you, commander. Keep your ear out for updates. And don’t let any of Cromwell’s men past the gate.”

      “Of course. I should tell you, however, that a couple of the Consortium are here too. They were brought here yesterday evening.”

      Zander, who had been readying to get into the car, steps back towards us and joins the conversation.

      “Who?” he asks.

      The commander looks to him.

      “The High Secretary for Order, Mrs Blackwater, and the High Secretary for Development, Mr Linney. They were escorted here when the Cure ransacked the outer districts, along with Agent Woolf…”

      “Woolf,” I growl. “She’s still alive?”

      “Yes. As I understand it, the remainder of the Consortium were killed on transfer. Including Director Cromwell.”

      I frown. So does Zander. I set about correcting the man, but Zander stops me.

      “Ok, Commander. Thank you. We need to update Lady Orlando immediately.”

      He moves away, and I follow. We step into the back of the jeep, its assigned driver already in his seat and ready to transfer us to the City Guard HQ. As we begin driving away from the wall and around the outer spiral, I turn to Zander with a question.

      “They think Cromwell’s dead?” I whisper.

      “Seems that way. Titus wasn’t sure of his fate either.”

      “So he clearly hasn’t been in contact then? At least, not with our people.”

      “We can’t be sure of that. He may have spoken with Lady Orlando. Not all news is going to filter down immediately.”

      “I suppose. So, as far as everyone knows, he got caught up when travelling to Inner Haven and killed?”

      “Killed, or missing,” says Zander. “No one saw us helping him out, and no one’s heard from us since. It’s no wonder they think he’s captured or dead.”

      “Except his Stalkers. I’m sure they’ve been updated.”

      “Most likely.”

      “And what about Woolf and those Consortium members? I wonder where they are?”

      “We’ll find out momentarily. Woolf may be a threat. We need to confirm where she is. The others aren’t important.”

      “A threat. I should say. She could destroy us from the inside out in no time at all. So Hatcher and Woolf. We need to deal with them both…”

      “Steady, Brie. Not everything’s adding up and making total sense. We need to confirm some things first. We can’t go killing them yet.”

      “Not kill them. That’s not what I mean. Just isolate them.”

      “Fine. Just be careful. We can’t know anything for sure until we confirm it with our own eyes and ears. We need to get Lady Orlando alone to update her. Don’t go speaking out of turn if she’s with company.”

      “Right. I’ve got ahold of it, Zander. Don’t worry.”

      We press on, the car whizzing fast and the motion setting my stomach turning. Any time a period of silence begins, I feel my head beginning to fade and my eyes droop. I have to blink hard to maintain my focus, take a deep breath, and keep my body moving. To keep my mind busy, I enter into further discussion with Zander, and each time find him equally ready to drop.

      Both of us are in dire need of sleep. We’re no good functioning like this.

      Yet, we have more to do, and have to stay alert. Opening the window, I let a rush of cool air flow inside the car to keep us primed. I turn my eyes around the city as we circle around the spiral and cut down lanes, working quickly through more security blockades towards the core. The roadblocks here are primarily unmanned, however, merely obstacles intended for slowing our enemy should they manage to break through. Hopefully they won’t be needed.

      Before long, we’re pressing right towards the heart of the city, and my eyes are spotting the odd collection of reserve soldiers. They are, in reality, regular civilians, merely tasked with keeping the peace and only to be called to fight should times become so desperate we need them. Mostly, they have no uniforms at all, and no armour. Their weapons are only those that could be spared, and their ability to use them will no doubt be limited.

      Still, it’s comforting to know that these streets aren’t entirely unguarded. Within their ranks, a few more seasoned soldiers take charge, but there aren’t many of them. Most proper soldiers are out there fighting, and what we have here wouldn’t last a minute should a proper force come surging.

      The shelters are filled as we pass by them. Intended to protect against the toxic rain, they’re now bunkers where our reserve forces gather. Further towards the core, the remainder of the civilian population have now gathered. All those living in the streets of the outer spiral have now been beckoned inland. Every spare space has been given over to housing those displaced from their homes, and the many thousands of refugees from Outer Haven.

      There are even refugees from beyond the perimeter wall too. As we lurch onwards, approaching the central street that once led to the High Tower, I spot the unique garb of the Fangs, several of their hunters on watch outside an apartment block. Clearly, Sophie managed to escort them here safely last night. I wonder whether Rhoth and his main hunters went back out to join the battle?

      I put the query to Zander and he suggests it’s likely.

      “Rhoth never shies from a fight,” he says. “Even one that doesn’t suit him.”

      I’ve learned that about the mighty Fang. He is combative and protective to a fault. If his tribe are in peril, he’ll risk his life over and over in order to save them. But my brother is right. This isn’t his sort of fight, here in this land of brick and mortar. He’s not used to fighting in a concrete jungle like this.

      “I hope you’re wrong,” I say.

      It’s a weak hope.

      The City Guard HQ soon comes into view, set to the right of the toppled High Tower. The jeep rumbles towards it, the streets quieter than the preceding days with the soldiers all out fighting the war. All civilians are now huddled and hidden away, battening down the hatches and hoping, praying, for a positive end to come.

      Among them will be Brenda and Tess, working to keep the children calm, locked away in Compton’s Hall. I turn my gaze on the building’s facade as we go, and find the doors shut tight, probably barricaded from within. They’ll be safe in there, I know.

      They’re be safe in there, I hope…

      The jeep stutters to a stop, tires screeching on the road. Zander and I fall out, and our chauffeur moves immediately off. We turn to the City Guard HQ, and find the doors open. Past large stone pillars we walk, moving straight for the heavy double doors as the sound of voices begins to fill the air.

      I catch sight of the interior, and see the foyer busy. The central command centre of the entire war is being run from here, and within the hubbub and hum, I see an old figure, standing on weak legs, directing what matters she can.

      We hurry forward and, to my grandmother’s side, talking down a radio, I see Adryan. The endless hammering of my heart takes on a different tune. I look upon him and feel a note of joy sing through me. It takes a few seconds for them to notice us. And when they do, so does the entire room.

      It falls silent for just a second. Conversations die a sudden death. Technicians and soldiers stop stiff in their tracks. Eyes work towards us as we step inside, looking at us like we’ve risen from the dead.

      But I have no eyes for them. Only Adryan. Only my grandmother.

      My husband’s mouth curls into a smile. My grandmother’s eyes appear to glisten immediately.

      “You’re safe,” she whispers, the room so quiet her words spread forth unhindered. “You’re here…”

      We hurry through the hall to join them. And the din is gradually restored.
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      The first thing I do is fall into Adryan’s arms. I hug him with what remaining strength I have and bury my head in his chest in a moment of weakness. I care not who might be watching, who might see. In that moment, it’s just the two of us.

      His heart hammers behind his chest. I feel it, hear it singing to me. The rising noise, restored as the war effort resumes, tells of men and women getting straight back to work. I know I need to do the same.

      I pull away, and look at my grandmother. She stands, face to face with Zander, her palm to his cheek and tears gathering in her weary, old eyes. They spot me, and a smile lifts. I step from Adryan’s arms to hers and feel her warm embrace.

      “What happened to you two?” she croaks. “We lost contact with you late last night. We thought you were…”

      “We’re fine, Lady Orlando,” says Zander as I pull back once again and huddle to Adryan’s side. “We have urgent news you need to hear.”

      His eyes skip left and right.

      Our reunion concluded, our minds turn again to the threat of Colonel Hatcher, and Agent Woolf.

      “Of course, what is it?” she asks. “Please, we’ve been dying to know where you’ve been.”

      Zander continues to search the room. I do too, and see no sign of Hatcher or Woolf, or any of the other Stalkers who came here with the former. On appearances alone, everything seems fine. But appearances can be deceiving.

      “Well?” continues Lady Orlando. “Don’t keep us in suspense,” she laughs awkwardly.

      Zander gulps and blinks hard. The bright lights above are quite overpowering, and the growing din isn’t overly pleasant either. He’s reaching the end of his tether, and his faculties are failing him. I decide to answer myself.

      Keeping my voice low enough for only them to hear, I begin.

      “We were in the outerlands,” I say. “We went out there last night to disable the sonic machine. We did so, and took out two Elementals…” A thought comes to mind, and I frown. “Didn’t you get the message?” I ask. “Colonel Hatcher…he went north with some Stalkers to do the same. We went south…”

      Lady Orlando nods.

      “Yes, yes we know that much. We knew your plans, though vaguely. But we lost contact with you soon after. I was afraid you’d been killed.”

      “My radio got bust,” grunts Zander. “We took a tumble down the underground river. Had no way to make contact until we got back.”

      “But why did it take you so long to return? We knew you’d been successful, in disabling the sonic machine at least, when it went off. We’d hoped to hear from you soon after that, but no one did. No one saw you. Did you rest out there? Did you have trouble getting back to the city?”

      “Trouble, yes,” says my twin, eyes scanning once more. “We went to the REEF, Lady Orlando.” I see her brow crease, along with Adryan’s. “We…we were tracking Cromwell.”

      “Cromwell?! He’s alive?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Last word we got was of his convoy being attacked. Guards were sent out to search, and they found only a wreckage and a host of dead Stalkers. But…no body. I thought he’d either been captured or killed elsewhere, trying to escape.”

      “He escaped all right. We made sure of that,” I say.

      “You what?” exclaims Adryan. “You were there?”

      “Yeah, dumb luck that we were. Or, bad luck depending on how you look at it. We were going there to use the underlands to get out of the city, ran into his convoy, and managed to get him away from the Cure’s soldiers…”

      “Then we were chased through to the underground river,” says Zander, taking up the tale, “and ended up way outside the southern gate. Cromwell…he almost drowned.”

      “And Zander saved him,” I add.

      He nods.

      “Well, we both saved him several times, really. Kept him alive, put him in a cave…” I catch eyes with my brother, and see the memory of our conversation there flash. The very moment he learned of his true heritage. He blinks the thought away, and gets back on track. “Um, yeah, we got him to a safe place and went off to take care of the Cure’s little base. Took out the machine, Elementals, and then headed right back.”

      “And Cromwell wasn’t there,” I say, snatching the story back. “We thought he’d been captured by Cure soldiers, but realised he hadn’t when we learned we were tracking them to the REEF. We were too tired to do much more than walk. Took a while. Got there and…”

      Zander’s stare halts my words. I’d lost control of their volume again.

      “And?” asks our grandmother.

      “And,” whispers Zander. “I think we’d better talk somewhere private. We…we heard that Colonel Hatcher came here with some Stalkers. And Agent Woolf got here too?”

      “Um, yes, Mrs Blackwater and Mr Linney as well. They made it after their convoy was attacked too, just like Artemis’. Romelia Woolf came with them last night. Colonel Hatcher arrived some hours ago.”

      “And where is he?” grimaces Zander.

      Lady Orlando’s eyes shape themselves into a narrow frame at the tension in Zander’s voice.

      “He’s…” she begins, looking around the room as if expecting to see him.

      She doesn’t need to answer. Because before she catches sight of him, I do so myself.

      Emerging from the rear of the room, through a door that leads to both the infirmary, basement, and the storage facilities on the floors below, I see him come. He steps into the main foyer, his midsection bandaged and bloodied, his head the same and drenched red on the left. His face is painted with flecks of blood and soot, his eyes intense as they search the interior and land on us. They narrow at the sight of us, and I feel my legs firm and plant heavily to the floor, and my hand instinctively reach down to grip the handle of my holstered pistol.

      He begins walking towards us in his mechanical manner, though a little more gingerly than usual owing to his wounds. One hand rests on his side, clutching it in pain. The other works to fix his radio back to his belt. It’s clear he’s just been using it. Has he been talking with Cromwell?

      My eyes shift to Zander. His shift to mine. I hear his voice in my head.

      Stay calm, he says. Don’t reveal anything. Let this play out.

      I blink my understanding and we look back at the colonel. A few more paces, and he’s with us, bringing a gruff voice along with him.

      “Well, what a thing to see you two back here,” he says, his voice hoarse from overuse and smoke inhalation. He coughs a few times, grimacing as he does so. “What happened to you both? You got your job done in the outerlands, that much was clear. Where were you after? We all thought you were dead.”

      This time, I’m happy to let Zander talk. His mind is just lively enough to think some lie up on the spot.

      “We were engaged in fighting with the Cure beyond the city walls,” he says. “Took us a long time to get back.”

      I glance at Lady Orlando and Adryan. My eyes tell them to keep their mouths shut.

      “I see. Well, I’m happy to see you both. You two keep surprising me.”

      He manages a smile that appears natural, if brief. And while Zander’s lie was delivered convincingly, it seems of little point, nothing but posturing.

      Surely Hatcher already knows we were at the REEF? Surely he’s been informed by his master?

      He steps a little forward, coughing again. I scan his wounds and ask him what happened, trying to maintain a casual enough tone to my voice.

      “War happened, Brie,” he grunts. “Got my left ear blown off by shrapnel. Took another heavy piece to the gut. Came here to get treated.”

      “Oh? You’ve been in the infirmary?” I ask.

      “Since this afternoon,” he says. “I’ve been arranging the Stalkers from here.” He taps his radio. “Though, it’s not the same. I want to be out there.”

      “I know the feeling,” says Zander.

      “And, um…how many do you have left?” I ask. “Stalkers, I mean.”

      “Not sure of exact numbers. One drops every so often, but we’re holding firm all round. Right, Lady Orlando?”

      “Right,” she says coolly.

      “Any around here then?” I ask, laughing to hide my nerves.

      “Any…what?” asks Hatcher.

      “Stalkers?” I smile.

      He shakes his head.

      “None.”

      I look at Zander. He takes up the conversation.

      “Really? We heard you’d come here with three others?”

      “I did. I was wounded. They came with me from the outerlands after our mission. They brought me here and went straight back out there to fight. My Stalkers don’t take rest until they’re dead, Zander.”

      “I’m sure they don’t.”

      “And I’m not sure I like this inquisition. Do you have something to say to me, young man? You appear to have something on your mind.”

      Zander stares right at him. The rest of us play conversation tennis, eyes jumping from one man to the other and back again.

      “Nothing, Colonel Hatcher. I’m just very tired and trying to fill in the blanks. I’ve been out of the loop since last night. My radio was broken, you see, in the outerlands.”

      “Hmmmm. Well, we all have things we’d like to know. I suppose you’re aware that Director Cromwell is missing, most likely captured by the enemy, or killed.”

      “I…yes, I’ve just been informed. Who, then, leads your army?”

      “Well, we have two Consortium members left, not that their titles mean much now. As far as I see it, Lady Orlando here leads us all. The rule of Haven has passed to her.”

      I watch Hatcher closely. Is he for real? Does he really not know that Cromwell is alive and well? Does he really intend to be loyal to Lady Orlando? Or…is this just part of Cromwell’s plan? Is he merely playing along right now, acting ignorant of the truth, ready to strike when the order is given.

      Honestly, I find it impossible to tell. He’s a hard man to read, and any brief eye contact I get with him yields no joy as I attempt to infiltrate his mind. All I can go on is the feeling I draw from his body, that preternatural sense of someone’s emotional state. He is, as always, calm and collected and entirely detached from an emotional perspective. He could very well be lying or telling the total truth. I cannot possibly know.

      At that moment, his radio begins to buzz and hiss. He reaches down and snaps it up as a tinny voice crackles down the line. The words are tricky to decipher at first hearing, but as he picks up the radio and wanders off, I note that the sounds of heavy battle are very close by.

      “One of his Stalkers?” I whisper to Zander.

      “Sounds like it.”

      “This makes no sense. He doesn’t seem to know anything.”

      “No…he doesn’t. But we can’t trust him either.”

      “Are you suggesting the colonel is a threat?” asks Lady Orlando.

      We all look at Hatcher, now marching gingerly around the other side of the hall. He has tremendous hearing, I know, but while in conversation, and with the room so loud, I’m certain he cannot hear us.

      “Yes,” says Zander plainly. “Where is Marler?”

      “Oh, yeah,” I say. “Wasn’t he assigned to protect you?”

      “He was, and is,” says Lady Orlando. “He’s merely having a comfort break. I’m perfectly safe here for now. He’ll be back momentarily.”

      “Well, no more comfort breaks unless you’re right there with him,” says Zander. I ignore the rather unpleasant image. “Where you go, he goes. Understand?”

      Her frown deepens.

      “That’s been the case so far, mostly. I don’t consider Colonel Hatcher to be a worry, though, Zander. What has given you this idea.”

      “We’ll explain in private. Where’s Woolf?”

      “She’s with the remaining members of the Consortium.”

      “And where are they?”

      “Up a few floors.”

      “And they’re under watch, I assume,” asks my brother firmly.

      “Yes, of course. They’re locked in and there are two guards outside who are known to be quite capable of repelling mind manipulation. We’re not taking any chances with Agent Woolf again, no matter the alliance we have.”

      “Alliance. Pfft,” I mutter.

      My grandmother looks at me and raises her eyes.

      “For goodness sake, enough of this cloak and dagger nonsense. Speak to me plainly, you two. What exactly did you find at the REEF?”

      “Nothing that will shock you, Cornelia,” I say, remembering our last meeting. She asked us to call her Cornelia. Right now, it flows off the tongue a little more than her official title, though I’d rather just call her grandma…

      A hint of a grin appears.

      “Right. Well, let’s just see about that. Now come, we can talk in the stockroom. And this news better not disappoint.”
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      As Colonel Hatcher continues to receive information from his men, and pass on appropriate orders, my brother, grandmother, husband and I begin working our way to the back of the room.

      As we go, Zander stops at one of the technicians and grabs his attention.

      “When Marler returns, tell him to head immediately for the weapons stock room. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir. Of course.”

      We continue on, slipping away as quickly as we can manage without drawing attention from Colonel Hatcher. Though, with the room raging as it is, our rushing bodies aren’t anything out of the ordinary.

      We reach the door at the rear of the main hall and pass through, moving down a set of stairs and into the area used for storage. Here, the locker room for the members of the City Guard awaits, along with stock rooms filled with fresh supplies of uniforms, armour, and various kinds of weaponry.

      We pass down a corridor and through a locked door, Adryan punching in a code to open it. Inside, the shelves and stacks of pulse rifles, machine guns, pistols, and other powerful arms have grown sparse. Most have already been handed out for operation, it would appear.

      The room is cool, and the world suddenly quiet. As the heavy metal door shuts, locking out the outside world, Adryan sets about fashioning a bench for Lady Orlando to sit on from one of the grenade containers. He leads her to it and sits her down. She does so with a minor slant of difficultly, her knees creaking as they bend.

      I smile at Adryan, so attentive and sweet. He’d make such a good husband, if our marriage becomes real one day. He’d make such a good father too…

      “OK, right then,” comes my grandmother’s voice as she settles her old bones down. “Let’s hear it. No delaying. No one else can hear us down here.”

      Zander doesn’t seem entirely sure, but I suppose he’d be suspicious of just about anything right now, given the night we’ve had.

      He clears his throat.

      “You know the rumours about the REEF. Secret soldiers being developed. Stalkers Mark II sort of thing. Well, those rumours have more weight now…”

      “You saw them?” queries Adryan.

      “No, not directly. We tracked Cromwell to the REEF, found it abandoned. Climbed the wall, no guards or soldiers or anyone topside. A couple of soldiers came up in an industrial lift from the southern building in the compound, and we overheard them speaking. Their conversation was…indicting.”

      “Very,” I add. “They were talking about letting us duke it out with the Cure, weaken ourselves, how we had it all coming for blowing up the High Tower.” I notice my grandmother wince at the thought. Somewhere deep, that decision still haunts her. “We didn’t get a chance to go down into the labs, or whatever might be down there, but we took control of the two guards’ minds and found loads of security in their heads. They’re hiding something, and it’s obvious what.”

      “Yes,” says Zander, lifting a hand to cool my tongue. “What we believe is that Cromwell has a secret force, and is preparing to unleash it when the time is right. His Stalkers and Con-Cops in the city right now may have some deep programming to turn against us too. He will stage a coup and retake Inner Haven, killing us or taking us captive in the process…”

      “Ah, I see,” muses Lady Orlando. She doesn’t appear overly surprised by the news. She knows her old husband too well to be surprised by anything he might do. “And, hence the distrust of Colonel Hatcher. You believe he was sent here by Artemis to assassinate me? To ensure the path is clear for Artemis’ transition?”

      “Precisely,” says Zander. “Though, not everything is adding up.”

      “No, it isn’t,” says Lady Orlando. “The colonel came here with some nasty wounds, seemingly with no objective other than to get some medical attention. He came with three Stalkers, but they left immediately as soon as he was escorted here safely. Other than him, Woolf, and the two remaining members of the Consortium, all those behind the walls of Inner Haven are known loyalists to our cause.”

      “And we need to keep it that way,” I say. “No one loyal to Cromwell can pass. No one.”

      “And, if we need to pull back and defend from Inner Haven?” asks Adryan. “What if the Cure advance further?”

      “Well, then…look, I don’t know. I’m not a military strategist. I just know what I saw, and I know what Cromwell is capable of. I’ve been saying it all along - he’s feeding us lies and working us around his little finger. But we’re one step ahead of him now. We know what he’s got planning…”

      “Yeah,” rumbles Zander’s voice pensively. “We do. And yet, nothing’s changed here. It doesn’t make much sense, does it?”

      “What are you getting at, Zander?” asks Adryan.

      “I’m getting at the fact that, the way it went out at the REEF, they know full well that we were both there. We literally ran away, and they know we interrogated those guards. Put two and two together, and if you’re on Cromwell’s side, you know full well that we’re onto you. And yet…here we are, hours later. We were never chased from the REEF that I know of. The Stalkers had us in sight, and let us go. The way we were, they could have hunted us down, but they didn’t. We had ten miles to trek back to the city, and we wandered back without hindrance. Then, we get back, and we find that we’re all still fighting together, side by side, as allies. Cromwell must know that we’re here, right now, spreading word of his secret plot. And yet, nothing’s changing. The Stalkers came here, and went. Hatcher seems to be unaware that Cromwell’s even alive. None of this is adding up.”

      A short silence follows his words. We begin thinking, trying to work through it, figure out just what the hell Cromwell’s doing. As it stands, it appears as though his presence at the REEF is being kept secret from his men. Either that, or Colonel Hatcher is lying through his teeth, and biding his time to attack.

      But there’s one thing that’s bothering me.

      “What about this threat of Cromwell’s?” I ask. “You know, the whole - if you kill me, my men will attack. Is that all just rubbish? Is he full of shit like I thought he was?”

      “Well, he’s alive, isn’t he?” says Adryan. “So why would you doubt it?”

      “Because of Hatcher,” I say. “If Colonel Hatcher really did think that Cromwell was dead, then surely he’d have expected all the Stalkers and Con-Cops to turn on us, right? Clearly they didn’t. So, if - and that’s a big if - Hatcher believed it, then he must know that this whole programming thing is a lie.”

      “Ah, I see what you’re getting at,” says Adryan. “The way I see it, there are two options then. One - Colonel Hatcher does think Director Cromwell is dead, and therefore the whole activation protocol in their programming was just a bluff. Two - Colonel Hatcher is lying about thinking Cromwell is dead, and the activation protocol remains a real threat.”

      “There’s another option,” adds Lady Orlando coolly. “Artemis, to Colonel Hatcher’s mind, might just have been captured and not killed. We were unable to find his body, after all. I’m sure the Cure would love him as a prize.”

      “Lots of options, sure,” says Zander with a hint of impatience. “None of it matters, though.”

      “It does matter!” I counter. “It helps us work out if Colonel Hatcher is lying or not.”

      “How? Unless we get into his mind, we won’t know whether he’s fully aware that Cromwell is alive, and has been in direct contact with him, or whether he’s just as out of the loop as everyone else is. We need to work with facts, only, and not speculation. Yet, it’s important we put things in place to ensure that we don’t run into any nasty surprises.”

      “Indeed, Zander,” says Lady Orlando. “What do you suggest?”

      He takes a weary breath, and blinks a few times. The fumes are most certainly running out.

      “We need to spread the word to our loyal commanders around the city. We saw Titus on the way here, and informed him of what we saw…”

      “Titus?” questions our grandmother.

      “He’s a mid-ranked City Guard, running a unit in district 6 of the western quarter. He’s loyal. A friend of Brie’s.”

      “I see. And, you informed him?”

      “We did. And we told him to speak with Commander Burns, Rycard, and other commanders if he can. He is a smart man, and will do so covertly. It all needs to be done without any Cromwell loyalists knowing.”

      “OK, I’ll speak with Commander Burns immediately.”

      “Good. We need to also keep a close watch on Colonel Hatcher. Assign a couple of men to have eyes on him at all times, though without drawing attention.”

      “I can handle that,” says Adryan, “for the times he’s in the command centre in the foyer. I’ll speak with a few others to ensure he’s kept under watch.”

      “Is that enough?” I ask. “Shouldn’t we, I don’t know, try to subdue him somehow. Take him out of the game completely?”

      “Tricky,” says Zander. “He’s running the Stalkers, and while they’re fighting with us, we need them.”

      “And they’ll keep fighting with or without his guidance,” I assert. “Most of them are working alongside our own units, aren’t they? They’re well dispersed. It’s not like they’re all together in one place.”

      “Actually, that’s another point,” says Adryan. “We need to make sure eyes are kept on them too. If they begin to gather, that’s a sign that they may well be preparing an assault.”

      “Good point,” says Zander. “That falls under the remit of the commanders around Outer Haven. Tell them to look out for unusual behaviour. Any radio transmissions should be monitored if possible. Can they be intercepted?”

      “Possibly, if we assign manpower to the task,” says Adryan. “Not all communications, but we can pick out some.”

      “Do it. Listen out for word from Cromwell and the soldiers at the REEF.”

      “Got it.”

      “And Hatcher?” I ask, stressing the point. “We have Woolf locked down. Hatcher remains the only real threat in our midst, right? Do we really want him wandering around, armed to the teeth?”

      “Not really. But until we know he’s lying to us, what can we do? He’s in a poor state, that much is clear. We have Marler protecting Lady Orlando. And other soldiers around.”

      “And you’re both here now too,” says Adryan.

      “Perhaps not for long,” says Zander. “I don’t intend on staying.”

      “You will stay for a time at east,” commands Lady Orlando. “You’re in dire need of rest. You’ve done a wondrous job, both of you, but you’re no good to us in this condition. We can pass on the information you’ve given us and take the reins from here.”

      “We will soon, I promise,” says Zander, voice softening.

      “And…Hatcher?” I say again, exasperated. “I feel like I’m beating a dead horse here. So, we just let this leader of the Stalkers wander among us, when we know Cromwell’s going to stage a coup?”

      “We don’t know that yet, Brie,” says Zander.

      I roll my eyes.

      “After everything you’ve discovered, I thought you’d fully doubt him by now.” I load my tone with the weight of Cromwell’s crimes, of the pain he’s inflicted. On our family. On this city.

      My brother stares at me for a moment, then turns away.

      “What do you suggest then? About Colonel Hatcher?” asks Lady Orlando, diffusing things.

      I think for a moment, then shrug.

      “He’s injured, right? We could have some medic inject him with a sedative, disguised as pain relief or something. Knock him out, lock him away, and take away his comms. We should withdraw any threat, however likely or unlikely, from the game. Call me suspicious, but that’s how I’d play it. Then again, it’s not my call. That’s just an idea, do with it what you will.”

      “It’s a good idea, Brie,” smiles Adryan. “We will consider it, right Lady Orlando?”

      She smiles too.

      “Indeed. But for now, I think you need to rest. Both of you. Tensions are high, and you both look like a strong wind would blow you over right now. You have dispensed all necessary information. If there’s nothing else, it’s time for bed.”

      I stifle a weak grin at her manner of speaking to us, like children trying to steal an extra hour or two past their bedtime. I look at Adryan, wondering if he’ll come with me. Unlikely, given the state of things right now.

      Then the door suddenly knocks, enough to break the silence and make me jump. Adryan marches straight for it.

      “Who is it?”

      “It’s Marler,” comes a muted voice.

      Adryan opens the door, and the gifted hybrid walks in. He’s one of the few remaining who saw to the destruction of the High Tower. The likes of Kira and Beckett have already been taken from us. We’re running low on men like him, and it’s a comfort to know he’s fit and firing and ready to protect our leader.

      He comes forward, scanning the space and seeing Zander and me.

      “Zander…they told me you were alive. I barely believed it. Where have you…”

      “I’ll handle that question in a moment,” says Lady Orlando.

      Marler nods.

      “Yes, my lady. I was told to come here?”

      “Yeah, by me,” says Zander. “I don’t want you leaving Lady Orlando’s side like that again, do you hear me?”

      Marler frowns.

      “It was only for a few minutes,” he says, drawing back.

      “A few minutes is enough for an assassin to do their work. You stay with her at all times. You stay vigilant at all times…”

      “Marler knows what to do, Zander,” says our grandmother. “He’s been doing a fine job so far. We will update him on what’s happened. Now like I say, you need your rest and you need it now. No more delays. Off you go.”

      Zander sinks a little into his shell, then gazes at her for a few long moments. His lips open but nothing comes out. I can feel his emotions pulling him in all sorts of directions as he looks upon his grandmother. Will he tell her he knows? Should I?

      It is, I know, of minor concern right now. No need to complicate things quite yet. So without another word, he nods to her and then moves towards the door, slipping away alone. I glance after him, and then find Adryan moving to my side.

      “Come, Brie, I’ll take you to your room.” He looks back at Lady Orlando. “I’ll be back in no time, my lady,” he says.

      She smiles at us.

      “Please, take a few minutes together. I’ll update Marler, and see you back in the command centre.”

      We move off towards the door, passing through and exiting into the corridor as Zander’s frame disappears out of sight up the stairs. It’s as though he wishes to get to his bed as soon as possible, get to sleep as soon as he can. The sooner he does, the sooner he can wake and get back to work. It’s so difficult for him to leave things unattended, even with the world now wise to what we know.

      I don’t follow so fast. We walk a little slower, and with my most recent task complete, my mind turns again to my friends.

      “Have you seen Mrs Carmichael, Tess…” I ask softly as we go.

      “Not for a day or so,” he says. “But they’re perfectly safe in Compton’s Hall.”

      I nod, and we climb the stairs, moving back for the busy foyer and the lift to one side. I catch sight of Colonel Hatcher, still working circuits around the room, clutching his side with one hand and holding his radio in another. His manner is otherwise calm, passing orders to his men and clearly intent on hearing perpetual updates from them about the state of the fighting.

      I like to trust my gut as often as I can, and with Hatcher I don’t feel the grip of dread I thought I might. It appears to be business as usual with him. And here, alone and injured, with no backup to speak of, he doesn’t strike me as an obvious threat. At least, not now that we’re alert to its possibility.

      As we reach the lifts, however, he steps out of my mind. Such concerns can be left for others right now.

      Instead, it’s Drum who marches forward, lumbering straight into my thoughts as the lift doors close and the box begins to rise.

      “Have you heard much from the southern quarter?” I ask Adryan. “Are they holding firm?”

      “Yes, so far.”

      “And Drum? He’s out there, somewhere. He was assigned to the central blockades. Do you know if he’s OK?”

      Adryan’s eyes work down a little, covered by his brows. The tiniest of changes to his expression fills my heart with a pulse of panic. Then his head shakes, and my panic evens out.

      “I…I don’t know, Brie. I’m sorry. There’s been so much to do here. I’ll find out for you, I promise.”

      I let out a breath and nod hurriedly.

      “Please do. I need to know.”

      “You will,” he smiles.

      The lift opens, and level two appears. Down the corridor we wander, away from the noise below. The sounds of battle, spreading from all sides of Outer Haven several miles away, are constant but muted.

      We enter my room, the one I first shared with Kira, then Tess, then Adryan himself as he fought off my nightly demons. My makeshift bed remains as it was, untidy and unmade. I’m led straight for it, as Adryan helps me stack my weapons on the table - pulse rifle, combat belt, handguns and holsters - and aids me in removing my armour. The armour is light and yet it feels so good to remove it, covered in grime and blood from so many battles. My outer layer of clothes follow, leaving me in my underwear, body bruised and battered all over, skin pallid and peppered with blotches of varying colours.

      Adryan looks upon me with a delicate eye.

      “It’s nothing,” I assure him. “I’m just a little banged up, that’s all.”

      He nods and begins gathering my things.

      “I’ll get you some fresh clothes and armour,” he says. “You can’t be putting this back on when you wake.”

      His eyes glance over me once more, before he begins moving back for the door. I reach out and stop him, taking his hand and dislodging some garments that spill straight to the floor.

      “Stay. For a few minutes. Till I…fall asleep?”

      He smiles and nods silently. I move to the bed, tucked to the right of the room, and climb under the sheets and blankets. Adryan drops down behind me, his breath warming my neck. I reach back and take his hand, and pull it tight to my chest. His body is my armour now, my protection. He will shield me as I sleep.

      But before I do, I turn my neck, and see him close. I part my lips and lean in, and draw him towards me for a kiss. A kiss that may be our last, as each one was before it. A kiss I need, to stabilise my mind, calm my thoughts. A kiss that helps to cast some light on these dark, dreadful days.

      Then I turn again, and rest my head on the pillow. And with the memory of his soft lips on mine, I quickly fall away into a dreamless sleep.
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      I wake alone and with a body filled with aching muscles.

      The room is windowless. I have no view of the world outside, no manner of telling the time. My watch, waterlogged and as battered as I am, no longer operates. I creak my weary body up and let my Hawk eyes sift through the available light until the world comes into view.

      There, on the floor just by the bed, I see a little clock. It ticks quietly, and tells me the time. It’s not yet dawn, not yet light. Only half past four in the morning. Adryan must have set it there.

      The thought of him has me turning. I realise his breath is no longer on my neck, his chest and torso no longer pressed to my back. I feel suddenly cold, a shiver creeping up my spine. I turn to confirm his absence, and see an empty bed.

      Looking back into the room, however, I note a fresh pile of clothes, neatly set out and ready to be warn. They sit behind the clock with new armour alongside too. I glance up to find my weapons still on the table, the architects of so much death.

      I drop my head through necessity. My mind swims with darkness and images of battle, and my ears throb with the beat of war. I can’t even tell if it’s real or imagined. It takes a few moments for me to realise that it’s the former, the battles still going on all over the city.

      It sounds louder, though, and closer. It may just be that my refreshed mind is picking up the sounds with more clarity. Or it may be that the Cure are closing in. I cannot tell.

      I’m not sure quite when I came here. It was night time, and certainly not midnight yet. An hour or two earlier than that at the very least, perhaps more. My sleep has been long enough, and uninterrupted. Yet my body clock has woken me. It knows I can’t stay here much longer.

      With another effort, I lift my frame and sit up. Now I see something else, towards the other side of the room. A chrome container, filled with water, and a sponge sitting on an inbuilt shelf. I heave my frame up to my feet and walk over to it, dipping my fingers into the liquid. It’s warm, gloriously so. I notice a little note next to it, lying on the floor.

      “For washing when you wake,” it says in handwritten script. I’ver never seen Adryan’s handwriting. Frankly, there’s little cause for such things now. But this must be it. It’s precise and yet attractive, just like him.

      I assume he must have only just brought the container in, given its temperature. Then I notice that there’s a little, circular knob on one side. I turn it one way, and the water begins to heat. I turn it the other and it cools. Yet another device I’ve never seen or heard of. Probably a standard fitting for every home in Inner Haven, a foot washer or some such thing.

      I set about washing myself of several days of accumulated filth, my focus primarily on my hair. I hadn’t noticed until now how badly coated in soot and solidified smoke it was, little more than a tangled and stinking heap atop my head. I can only imagine how bad I must have looked returning to the city.

      I satisfy my curiosity by letting the water settle, before leaning over it and looking at my reflection. My face is almost black, my hair the same. I barely recognise myself for the look in my eyes, stark and strained. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen myself with such an expression.

      As I begin clearing away the grime, I reveal a girl who seems to have aged a decade in a day. I’m not fresh faced anymore. No one would call me 18. There are lines in place that have taken hold around my eyes and across my forehead, lines of worry and anxiety that, perhaps, are only temporary. Nothing but a show of my constant expression of concern for those I love falling. At least, I hope so.

      Thoughts of my loved ones springs my mind back to life. I quickly conclude my wash, turning the water black, before pulling on the fresh clothes set to the side. The fabric feels delightful, the sensation of new clothes on clean skin one that’s been such a rarity for me of late. Even in my days at the academy, new clothes were almost unheard of.

      I finish the job by stacking my body with weapons, fastening my belt, and setting my pulse rifle to my back. It’s not heavy, not particularly, but would be considered a burden I don’t need to bear until I’m back out there fighting.

      But I bear it anyway. I will never be without this gun until the war is over.

      I leave the room right then, the time already speeding towards five in the morning. Dawn will come soon, splashing colour on the streets and revealing the many lost. I wonder how many died as I slept. What was it, six, maybe seven hours? How many might have died during that time? Hundreds? Thousands? Blink at a time like this, and a life is lost. Close your eyes for hours, and you might just miss the war.

      Not intending on missing any more for some time, I hurry down the corridor and towards the lifts. My muscles, warmed by my standing bath, discard their many aches and pains and quickly increase in mobility. My head is still heavy, though will soon wake I’m sure.

      As soon as the lift sweeps to the hall, and opens out into the command centre, it does so. The endless noise is still rampant, perhaps even more than it was before. I send my gaze from corner to corner and see an undulating sea of bodies, flowing and rippling. There’s a growing desperation in the air, a growing commotion. My mind snaps fully awake. All lingering exhaustion is frightened off like a flock of skittish birds.

      To no surprise, I see Zander already awake. He doesn’t have clean clothes like me. I doubt he even took them off to sleep. He’s in brisk conversation with our grandmother, and I notice that Commander Burns is there too, summoned from the front lines to help form a plan. I wasn’t summoned from my sleep, however. It tells me just where I rank in the scheme of things.

      I prepare to set off towards them, but find myself accosted by the sight of Adryan rushing over. His eyes have grown darker over the last few hours. As I slept, it would appear no one else here did. And what exactly have I missed?

      He reaches me quickly as I stand outside the lifts. His first question, as it usually is, concerns how well I slept.

      “Good. Fine,” I say. “I’m refreshed. Ready to work. What’s going on, Adryan?” Then Drum marches into my head. Above all other concerns, I’d like to know about him. “Did you find out about Drum?”

      My eyes widen. I lean in to make sure I hear him just fine. I hunt down any change in his expression and feel some relief at what I see. A half smile, telling of the good and the bad.

      “Yes. He’s fine, Brie. As you say, he’s in the southern quarter. Though…not at the central blockade anymore.”

      “Oh? He’s back from the lines?” I ask, hoping but not expecting.

      “Sort of. As far as I know, he’s helping cover the lanes and alleys in the eastern districts of the inner southern quarter.”

      “Right. So, away from the main fighting?”

      I imagine where he is is similar to how we found Titus. Covering various possible entry points, but generally away from the more dangerous areas.

      “He is. Though, the Cure have made some advances. The central blockades have been abandoned. All units have now withdrawn to the inner blockades.”

      My brows crawl over my eyes and pinch inwards.

      “Hmmm…that’s not good. I did think the fighting was closer. It sounds closer…”

      “It is closer.”

      “But how did we lose position?” I ask. “I don’t get it. We were holding them off easily before.”

      “We were, but more reinforcements came several hours ago.”

      “More reinforcements! But Zander and I…we saw a whole battalion coming from the outerlands only yesterday.”

      “Seems that wasn’t the last of them. Your brother’s over there with Lady Orlando and Commander Burns. They’ll fill you in on the rest. I need to get back. We’re monitoring Stalker chatter right now.”

      “And? Anything?”

      “About Cromwell?” He shakes his head. “No.”

      “And Colonel Hatcher? Did you take my advice and isolate him?”

      “That plan remains an option. Colonel Hatcher hasn’t slept all night. He’s been almost constantly on his radio here in the command centre. I’ve had my eye on him, as have others.”

      “And he hasn’t seemed suspicious at all?”

      “Not at all. He has done nothing but a sterling job, quite frankly, given his injuries and obvious fatigue. He’s been up for days now without rest. He will need it sooner or later.”

      “Perfect time to put my plan into action, if needed, then,” I suggest.

      Adryan nods but says nothing. Clearly, he has no doubts about the colonel himself.

      He leaves me there, leaning in with a peck to my cheek before washing away into the crowd. I turn my attention to the brains trust over in the rear corner, slightly removed from the busiest action at the centre of the hall and with Marler standing by as protection. It appears there are another couple of soldiers hovering around too, clearly with instructions to ensure their safety.

      I hurry on over, focusing on Zander as I arrive. Now that I’ve been washed and dressed in clean garments, the contrast between us is quite severe. His hair remains a clotted, stinking mess, his face partially wiped clean but nothing else. It appears he didn’t have the time or inclination to improve his appearance, or smell, in any other way. Were it not for Adryan’s help, neither would I have thought to do so.

      Still, it’s not his putrid clothes and unwashed hair that I look at. He’s been like that for days, and it doesn’t interest or bother me. What does is the look in his eyes. And the look I see as I step towards him is the very one I want.

      He looks alert once more, and refreshed. There’s still a web of red capillaries in the whites of his eyes, but they’re faded and less clear. He will have slept a few hours at least. Enough to refill his physical tanks and sharpen up his keen mind. I don’t need to ask him whether he got enough rest. I can see he got enough.

      Instead, I’m greeted with the question myself. It’s my grandmother who does the asking.

      “Brie, you’re here. You slept OK?”

      “Good. Fine,” I say, just as I did to Adryan. “No one woke me…”

      My tone whistles with a hint of rebuke. It’s not anger, but disappointment. I don’t want to miss a beat.

      “You needed the rest,” says Zander. “Adryan set an alarm clock beside your bed. It would have woken you soon.”

      “Well, no matter now. I woke up naturally. What have I missed?” I turn to Commander Burns, and smile. “Morning, Leyton,” I say.

      He drags a weary smile to his lips in return.

      “Good morning, Brie.”

      “Well, you’ve missed a bit, actually,” says Zander. “The Cure are advancing, they’ve taken the…”

      “Central blockades,” I say. “And we’ve retreated to the inner positions. Yeah, Adryan just told me. Something about reinforcements?”

      “In all quarters, yes,” says Commander Burns. “We were afraid of being overwhelmed, so withdrew to tighten up our defences. We’re holding them off for now.”

      “And any idea of numbers? How many reinforcements were there?” I query.

      “Exact figures are unknown,” says Burns. “They attempted to siege the eastern quarter with their largest force. That’s where we’re currently weakest. They were trying to break through the lines and overwhelm us there, but owing to the fading mist, and the disabling of those sonic machines, we were able to see and hear them coming, and send reinforcements to bolster our defences. We have you two to thank for that. And Colonel Hatcher too.”

      “Don’t mention it,” I say. “And where is the colonel?”

      “Having his dressings changed in the infirmary. He may be taking a short rest too. The man’s been run off his feet.”

      “So I hear. And the latest on that?”

      “In development,” I’m informed by my brother. “Titus was true to his word and quick to speak with Commander Burns.”

      “Yes, I got wind of what you’d found quite quickly. Then when Lady Orlando called me, I made arrangements to return here to speak properly.”

      “And you’ve been making plans?” I ask.

      “Less plans,” says Lady Orlando. “More spreading the word. All loyal unit commanders are now up to speed with what’s going on. They are ready to retreat behind our lines when ordered.”

      “Without Cromwell loyalists in tow, I assume?” I say.

      “Yes, though it may be difficult,” says Commander Burns. “For only our own loyalists to pass the gates, that means informing our own soldiers while keeping Artemis’ people in the dark. That isn’t simple, and takes time. In battle, it’s usually the officers who are kept in the loop, and who merely pass orders to all the men under their charge at once. Our men, and Cromwell’s men, are all mingled together right now. It’s very hard to ensure that we spread our whispers without them hearing.”

      “And there’s another issue,” says Zander. “Simply the fact that we cannot yet confirm Cromwell’s duplicity. Until we do, it would be a massive decision to abandon his men. They have fought and died by our side for days. Right now, we are aligned.”

      “So…it’s a real mess then?” I say.

      “That’s putting it lightly,” grunts Zander. “And these Cure reinforcements are muddying things even more. We have no choice at the moment but to continue to fight with Cromwell’s forces. We have to deal with the primary threat first, while keeping our eye on the rest. Believe me, Brie, we’re not going to get caught napping by him, OK.”

      He smiles to reassure me, or perhaps placate me. He can probably sense my blood boiling.

      “And what’s happening now? Who’s in command out there while you’re here, Commander Burns?”

      “I left Rycard in charge in the western quarter. We have plenty of very competent people well dispersed throughout the inner ring of Outer Haven. I will oversee things from here for now, just as Colonel Hatcher is with his own people.”

      “And what about Freya? Wasn’t she commanding a large force in the north or something?”

      Zander’s left eye flickers. He looks at me and shakes his head.

      “She was,” he says sombrely. “Freya fell several hours ago. She’s dead, Brie.”

      I feel a lurch in my gut. I barely knew the white-haired half-Brute, but I liked her all the same. She, like Magnus, was mighty and proud, one of the strike team to take down the High Tower. Now she’s gone, like Beckett, like Kira. There was another man involved in that mission, Quinn, who never made it back to the church outside the city. And Astor, too, the skilled sniper, who had his arm badly injured, and who’s probably dead now as well.

      Who’s left? Just Zander and Rycard and Marler now, the only ones remaining from that raid. One by one, they’ve been killed or captured. One by one, they’ve been taken from us.

      It’s like a curse, chasing all involved through the streets. Like there’s some spectre hanging over all of them, bony fingers reaching out to snatch them up, draw them beneath the dirt. Are they being punished for what they did? Are we all?

      I look at Zander again, and imagine the dirt on his body as soil over a corpse. I imagine his bloodshot eyes fading, their shine taken away. I imagine him, lying flat, sucked down into the darkness by this spectre, this wraith, taking him away from me.

      Forever.

      I shut my eyes, scrunching them hard, and dismiss the thought. I feel a hand lower to my shoulder, bony and wretched, and think the curse is coming for me. Then I open my eyes and see my grandmother before me, the chief architect of the High Tower’s demise.

      “I’m sorry about Freya,” she whispers. “She was a fine warrior and soldier. She will be missed, but never forgotten.”

      She smiles and hugs me, thinking my anguish to be about the half-Brute. It isn’t. It’s about them all. One by one, they’ve fallen.

      And I’m terrified that my brother will be next.
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      As soon as I’m updated on the latest developments, my personal importance within the command centre fades quite sharply. I have little influence here, little purpose. I don’t command anyone or send orders down the line. I am a soldier, not a leader. I’m wasted here.

      My brother knows it, and though he’s quite capable of determining strategy and managing affairs from here, he’s a warrior first and foremost. I know it’s only a matter of time before he heads back out there. And, though he’d probably prefer to see me safe here for now, he’ll know full well I won’t be leaving his side.

      I can’t leave his side…

      As the meeting goes on, and my contributions diminish, the first signs of dawn begin to appear beyond the large double doors. Closed overnight to keep out the cold, the main entrance is now opened up to set some natural illumination to the room. A sweep of air glides in and refreshes the place, and I search out towards the streets beyond and note that the sky is blue and the morning bright, as so many mornings are. I doubt very much that it will stay that way.

      The noise from around the city seems to set into a lull too. As is the case in any battle, the fighting isn’t always continuous. Peaks and troughs are common as the two sides seek to find advantage over the other. Right now, perhaps, the Cure are working towards a new plan to smash through our lines somewhere and enclose our forces. I imagine that it’s a standard battle tactic to employ.

      Still, I don’t hear anyone saying it, so suggest it to the small group. I’m greeted with a collection of polite nods, as if what I’ve said is the most obvious thing in the world.

      That’s why it wasn’t being mentioned. It didn’t require voicing.

      Feeling slightly foolish, I let my mind seek a way to make it up. Then a thought comes to me. Probably equally witless, but worth a shot.

      “Why don’t we turn the tables against them?” I ask.

      Those polite smiles reappear.

      “How so?” asks my grandmother, humouring me.

      “Well, as we know, they’re concentrating their main forces at the blockades, right? As you said, Zander, last night with Titus, they’re here to kill us, man, woman and child. To do that they have to defeat our best soldiers first, right? So, they’re attacking us where we’re strongest, which seems dumb to me, but there you go…”

      “Yeah,” says Zander. “They have been trying to breach our defences elsewhere too, you realise? We’ve had multiple reports from all quarters about smaller units testing us down the lanes and alleys. With our sentry guns and the narrow width of the streets, they’re little more than killing zones for them. We heard all that from Titus.”

      “Sure, we have the flanks well defended. That’s kinda my point.”

      “I’m not seeing it,” says Zander.

      “Well, they’re testing us all the time, but we’re not testing them. We’re just sitting back and waiting for them to attack, taking out however many soldiers we can, and holding firm. It’s a negative tactic.”

      “It’s a smart tactic,” argues Zander. “Our strategies are very different because our goals are different. We are here to defend the people and weaken the enemy to the point where they withdraw. They are here to destroy us, down to the youngest child. We are operating based on a host of factors here, and so far our defence has held up well.”

      “Until their reinforcements came,” I say bluntly. “Now we’re on the back foot again. And, if we hadn’t got rid of the smoke and that endless racket, we might well have been defeated already. I’ll remind you that I came up with that plan. Why aren’t you listening to me now?”

      I set my point out passionately, but without letting my emotions come to the boil. I find Commander Burns and Lady Orlando smiling, their altered expressions clear in my advanced peripheral vision. Yet I keep my gaze directly on my brother. His lips don’t curl, but he does dip his head into a brief, conceding nod.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry. Go ahead, Brie,” he says.

      I’m given the floor again. Suddenly my mind seems to go rather blank, my plan seeming extremely basic. And it is, really. Basic and probably foolhardy, just like the plan to head out to the outerlands and attack. I know I’m no military expert or master tactician. But I trust my gut, and it’s telling me we can’t just sit here and defend forever.

      “Um, right,” I say, stuttering a little. “So, as I was saying, they’re trying to work through our flanks, find a weak spot to exploit. They did it all around the perimeter wall, and stretched us thin. Eventually, they broke through. If we go on like this, that’s sure to happen again, especially now their numbers are bolstered.”

      Zander opens his mouth to speak, but shuts it just as fast. I quickly go on before he can interrupt.

      “So, just like before, we’re on the back foot. We need to strike. I’m thinking we gather up some strike teams, bigger ones this time, and flank them ourselves. We control the alleys. We know the streets. We can work through behind them, strike hard and fast, and take out as many as we can.”

      I look to the group, one after another, as I speak, seeking some positive signs as I lay out my rudimentary plan. They look at me passively, though intrigued.

      Then Commander Burns speaks.

      “A fine idea, Brie,” he says, “and one we’ve considered. However, it’s risky. We don’t currently know how well their own flanks are protected. We don’t want to send our best soldiers into a shooting gallery.”

      “No, I get that. Risky, definitely. But, we have some idea about their flanks. Last night, when Zander and I came back into the city, we didn’t pass many of their soldiers. They had no protection in the alleys, no cover at the rear. If we’d have wanted, we could have marched straight behind their lines and attacked. The only fight we had was with Titus and his men and the sentry guns in the lanes. Again, I’m no expert, but it doesn’t look like they’re doing much to cover their flanks at all…”

      “Hubris,” remarks Lady Orlando quietly.

      “I’m sorry, Cornelia?” says Burns, looking to her.

      “Hubris,” she repeats. “The Cure appear to be rather overconfident, to the point of making them potentially vulnerable. I don’t imagine they’ve sieged a city like this before…”

      “That’s what Zander said!” I blurt out. I turn to him. “Last night, you said that with Titus. You said they were inexperienced at sieging a city like this.”

      “Yeah, I believe that,” he says. “And you’re right. Their flanks were exposed when we returned last night. It’s possible we’ll be able to flank to their rear and attack without them knowing. If we could coordinate a joint attack at all main blockades in each quarter, we could go a long way to disabling them.”

      My face lights up.

      “So, it’s a good plan?” I ask.

      I look around the group. Again, Lady Orlando and Commander Burns smile.

      “It’s a good plan,” says my grandmother.

      “But,” comes Zander’s voice again. “It’s dangerous too. For it to work, we’d need our best men, leaving the blockades at risk. And, should our concerns about Cromwell prove accurate, we’d be sending our most powerful soldiers further from the walls of Inner Haven. We lose them, and we’d have no chance at all if Cromwell turns on us.”

      “When Cromwell turns on us,” I grumble.

      My fire is slightly dampened by the thought. But Zander keeps on going.

      “For it to work,” he goes on, “we’d need to work together, as we have been. That means including Colonel Hatcher in the plan, and using his Stalkers. Again, that could be risky. He’d be intimately aware that our best soldiers are out there. It wouldn’t be the worst time for the Stalkers to turn on us when we’re divided and alone away from our lines. If Cromwell got wind of it through the colonel, then…who knows,” he says, gesturing with his hands.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” I mumble, feeling slightly defeated.

      A short silence gives us time to consider it. We glance towards the side of the room to find Colonel Hatcher back on his radio, marching about. His dressings have been changed and wounds checked. He appears to be regaining his strength. I can’t work out if that’s good or bad.

      Eventually, Lady Orlando’s voice draws our attention back to the circle.

      “The plan is good, Brie,” she starts. “Given the evidence, and the current state of play, I’d consider the risk worthwhile. The Cure’s reinforcements have forced our hand. I believe it’s an option that should be looked into immediately.”

      Commander Burns nods.

      “I happen to agree. Our concerns about Artemis can wait. We will maintain a close watch on all Stalkers, and must be prepared for a sudden strike. However, all evidence suggests to me that Colonel Hatcher has had no communications from the director. I think we can trust him for now. I don’t think we have a choice about that.”

      All eyes turn to Zander. It’s his chance to have his say.

      He looks at me and smiles.

      “Trust you to think of something so dangerous, sis,” he grins. “You know, I’ve been back here for nearly twelve hours and I’m already itching to get back out there. I’ll go fetch the colonel, bring him into the loop. Let’s see what his take is on all of this first, shall we.”

      He marches off into the thick of the room, making a beeline for the head Stalker. For a moment, I wish I’d never suggested the option. I really hadn’t thought it through. Fighting with the Stalkers, away from our lines? Honestly, I’m really not sure how to feel about that.

      I get little chance to muse on it, though, as Zander is soon returning with Colonel Hatcher in tow. The latter’s face looks rather pallid, more so than usual, the darkest of circles beneath his intense eyes. He may have had some rest, but it can’t have been much.

      “Right then, what’s this plan?” he questions gruffly as he enters the inner circle.

      We share a quick round of looks, hesitating. Then Zander takes up the mantle and cogently explains just what we’ve been talking about. All the while, I inspect the colonel’s face and find my attempts to read him futile. Either he really does know nothing, or he’s a fantastic liar and actor.

      He listens without interruption as Zander speaks. Once the rather basic skeleton of the plan has been laid out, he grinds open his stubbly jaw and immediately says, “I like it.”

      He then looks at me.

      “One of yours again, Brie?” he asks.

      I nod.

      “Well, sometimes it needs a less experienced mind to consider a riskier course. It’s brash but worth a shot. Blitzkrieg has been around for a long time as a battle tactic, but is still difficult to counter when used right. We won’t have too many men to strike with, but if we put our better ones to the task, it could prove highly profitable for us.”

      “And you’re happy to use your Stalkers?” queries Lady Orlando.

      “Of course. They aren’t mine. I merely manage them. They will be put to whatever use best serves their talents. Stalkers don’t tend to enjoy defence. Attack is more in line with their programming.”

      Zander raises an eyebrow.

      “Yes, we’re well aware of that,” he says with a hint of a knowing smile.

      Colonel Hatcher doesn’t react. Instead, his brow crinkles, and he looks directly at Lady Orlando.

      “You hold rank here, Lady Orlando. This is yours to green light.”

      She bows respectfully.

      “Thank you, Colonel. I sanction this plan, but will leave it to you and Commander Burns to thrash out the details. I have no mind for military matters on this scale.”

      “Ah, you do yourself a disservice, my Lady. You have proven quite capable over the years.”

      She nods her head again, and the colonel scans the group before landing his eyes on my brother and me.

      “How are you two feeling? Refreshed?”

      We both nod.

      “Good, you’ll need to be. As much as I’d like to get back out there with you, I feel I’d only slow you down. I shall speak with my men and inform them of the plan.”

      I feel a slight clench in my chest at the idea of Hatcher staying here. I just can’t shed the thought that he may still be here under Cromwell’s orders.

      “And we shall do the same with ours,” says Commander Burns. “It will be important to operate together on this task, and we’ll need to balance our units correctly. Too large and they will run the risk of being spotted before they strike. Too small and they may not make an impact. Then there’s the defence to think about. We can only spare so many men. Ideally, we’ll wait for a lull and then attack.”

      “A lull?” I say.

      “Yes, Brie,” says Burns. “By that I mean a period when the fighting calms…”

      I nod hurriedly.

      “Yes, sorry…I know what you meant. I’m just wondering whether that’s the best time to attack?”

      I look around the group. They await further explanation.

      “Go ahead, Brie,” says Burns. “What’s on your mind?”

      “Well, during these lulls, aren’t they looking for other ways to attack us? You know, trying to find holes in our defence? That would mean they’d be more likely to see us sneaking through our flanks, right? Again, I’m new at all this, but I just think that the best time to strike will be when they’re busy fighting at the blockades. Their attention won’t be on us then, and they won’t see or hear us coming in the commotion. Less likely to, at least.”

      “Well, you really are full of surprises, young lady,” remarks Hatcher approvingly. “You have a natural mind for this. I agree with you completely. What say you, Leyton?”

      “She speaks perfect sense,” Burns admits. “It is typically brazen, and that’s something that we’ve all come to expect of you.” A smile graces his lips. “Right, well let’s get to it, shall we?”

      He looks specifically to Hatcher and Zander, who all nod to each other. Then they set off into the centre of the hall, presumably to pass on orders to all radio technicians and information officers to spread the word to all units. Burns and Zander sweep off first. Hatcher begins to as well, before stopping and turning back.

      “Ah, one more thing, Lady Orlando.”

      “Yes?”

      “Just a piece of information I picked up from one of my Stalkers. He told me he heard a whispered conversation between two of your men regarding the fate of Director Cromwell. Apparently, he’s alive and well at the REEF. Have you heard anything about this?”

      I feel my heart constrict, and do my best to not react. Hatcher glances at me, then turns his eyes back to my grandmother. She remains composed as always, unflinching. She takes a moment before handling the query.

      “I was informed of this rumour, yes,” she says smoothly. “It’s quite possible, don’t you think?”

      She turns the tables, switching things back to Hatcher. I watch him close, and see no deceit in him. If anything, him drawing attention to this rumour only serves to confirm that he hasn’t been in contact with Cromwell at all. Otherwise, why on earth would he bring it up?

      He begins to nod.

      “Possible,” he murmurs. “Though, unusual. I don’t quite see how Director Cromwell would have made it to the REEF without significant aid. His last known whereabouts was in the central western quarter.” Suddenly, his gaze swings to me. “Do you know anything of this, Brie?”

      I gulp and my eyes fall momentarily. I can’t hold my form like my grandmother can. I’m fully aware that my expression is telling and body language awkward.

      I choose to merely shake my head and shrug. Hatcher looks at me for a time and then draws a breath, wincing slightly and clutching his side.

      “Well, good news anyhow. I’m sure the director will be able to fill us all in when he gets a chance. I have tried contacting the REEF, but their comms seem to be down. It’s possible the compound suffered some fire damage during the inferno, disabling such capabilities.”

      “Indeed, that sounds quite likely,” says Lady Orlando. “Let’s hope the rumour turns out to be true.”

      She smiles. Falsely.

      Hatcher bows his head.

      “Well, I’ll keep my ear out for more…whispers,” he says, glancing at me again. “Right, I’d best get to it. No time to waste.”

      He sweeps off again, and I release a long breath. I look to my grandmother, the two of us alone for the first time since I returned.

      “That was tense,” I say, watching the colonel march back across the room. “Maybe we should have just told him.”

      “Perhaps. Hard, though, after lying to him initially. I’m more worried about this Stalker overhearing something. That won’t do at all. We need to make sure our men are incredibly discreet about this.”

      I nod, the reality of how difficult all of this is beginning to set in. We can’t have any of Hatcher’s people getting wind of our little retreat plan. That could cause serious problems of trust, whether they’re under orders or programmed by Cromwell or not.

      “And, what about this contacting the REEF stuff?” I ask. “Has anyone actually tried that yet? On our side, I mean.”

      “I don’t believe so,” she says, shaking her head.

      “Then perhaps we should? Just to see if we get through?”

      “Quite. Go and talk to Adryan. He’ll see to it.”

      “OK.”

      I begin to set off, but my grandmother’s voice holds me back. I turn and see her looking at me affectionately, but with a growing worry in her eyes.

      “Brie…I’m so very proud of everything you’ve done. For you and your brother to have saved Artemis…I know how hard that must have been.”

      “It was…just instinct really. We couldn’t let him die. Not with the risk of his men turning on us.”

      “I know, I know. But still, well done. I hate to keep asking this of you, or expecting it. You’ve done more than enough. Much more than enough. You don’t have to go back out there. You can stay here with me…and Adryan.”

      The thought appeals greatly. But I don’t let it settle or take hold, not even for a second. I grit my teeth and shake my head.

      “No. I can’t stay here. I’m needed out there…grandma.”

      She lets out a little breath and blinks at the title, as if any time I say it she gets a jolt of rare joy. I consider, in that moment, telling her that Zander now knows. That there’s no need for subterfuge anymore. That, before he goes back out there, she can speak with him, hug him as her grandson. Tell him what she told me. Tell him she loves him. Take the chance that may never come again.

      I consider it in that moment, but the moment is brief. It comes and goes, forming and then dissipating, fading off into my head before it can take a firm grip. I keep my mouth shut, and my mind quickly turns to other things.

      “I should get back to it,” I say quickly.

      She lowers her smile, my grandma morphing back into this great leader. Those moments of softness are brief, but special to me. They’re private moments, for no one but us. The leader, the figure of Lady Orlando, is for everyone.

      My grandmother is just for me.
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      The first thing I do upon leaving my grandmother is hunt down Adryan. I find him amid the bustle, overseeing a bunch of military analysts and comms officers as they continue to gather intel from all units involved in the fighting. It’s a constantly changing landscape, with updates continually being sent from Outer Haven to help us paint a detailed picture of the battle at large.

      That picture isn’t currently a pretty one from everything I’ve heard.

      As I step towards him, he completes a conversation with an officer before turning to me.

      “What’s up, Brie?” he asks. “I hear you came up with this new strategy we’re implementing. Impressive.”

      “Nothing new, really. I just think it’s time we attacked. Give the Cure a taste of their own medicine, you know.”

      “Offence is the best form of defence,” remarks Adryan. “It’s an old phrase people used to use.”

      “Yeah. Heard that one before.”

      “Right. So I’m pretty busy here trying to spread word of your plan…”

      The hint is clear - leave me alone.

      “Yeah, course. I just need you to do something real quick.”

      “Um, sure. What is it?”

      “Try to get in contact with the REEF.” I step a little closer and lower my voice, making sure Hatcher’s suitably far away across the hall. “Hatcher heard a rumour from a Stalker that Cromwell’s alive. His guy overheard a couple of our men whispering about it.”

      “Hmmm, that’s not good.”

      “Yeah, well our people need to be more discreet when discussing Cromwell. Anyway, the colonel mentioned how he’d been trying to get in touch with the REEF since, but couldn’t. No comms he said. Could you try? Just to make sure he’s telling the truth. If so, it helps support the idea that he’s not in cahoots with Cromwell.”

      “No problem at all. I’ll get right on it. Follow me.”

      He leads me over to a comms officer at the end of the bench. The man’s currently occupied, spreading a message down the line about the new plan to some commander out in the city. Once he’s done, Adryan snatches his attention. His orders to contact the REEF are greeted by a raised eyebrow but no queries. The technician gets right to it, dialling into several frequencies and channels and coming up with the same result each time.

      “Nothing, sir. Comms are down.”

      Adryan looks at me.

      “That’s what the colonel said,” I nod.

      “So, what does that mean?” Adryan asks the man. “Could their tech over there be malfunctioning?”

      “Damaged, or manually shut down,” says the technician. “Either or, really.”

      “Thank you,” says Adryan. “Continue with what you were doing.”

      We step away from him.

      “Possibly fire damage from the blaze in the woods,” says Adryan. “That, or Cromwell’s had comms shuts down to prevent contact. Leaves me a bit uneasy, that second one.”

      “Hmmm. Me too,” I say. “And, thinking about it, the first one makes no sense. I mean, Zander and I didn’t see the entire compound or anything, but it didn’t seem to have been touched by the flames from what we did see. Either way, nothing we can do about it, right?”

      “Nope. Though, we could send someone out there to keep watch with a functioning radio. A Hawker, ideally, so they can get out there quick and watch from afar. It would be nice to have some warning if something does happen.”

      “Definitely. Good idea. Dangerous sending a single man out there now, but we could send him out with the strike team. He could then go off and keep watch, scout from outside the city walls.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Your plan this time,” I say, smiling.

      He returns the look.

      “We make a good team, don’t we?”

      I sneak a kiss.

      “Not bad,” I grin.

      I leave Adryan at that, and quickly update my grandmother on what I’ve heard. She considers the idea of sending a scout a good one.

      “He can go with the strike team in the western quarter. You said last night that you encountered no enemy soldiers at the breach in the wall, or anywhere nearby? Correct?”

      “Yeah,” I say. “The outer districts were deserted. All the action was at the centre of the quarter. I guess it’s closer in now, so a scout shouldn’t have any problems getting beyond the wall unseen.”

      “Right. We need someone well rested.” She thinks a moment, then looks to Marler, still standing like a statue just behind her, ever vigilant. “Come here, Marler,” she says.

      The hybrid steps over.

      “Yes, my Lady?”

      “How do you feel? Energised?”

      “Yes, my Lady, very much so.”

      “Good. I have a task for you, a very important one…”

      “No,” comes my voice, cutting in. Both look at me. “It can’t be him. He’s got a job here, and a damn important one.”

      “I don’t consider it so, Brie,” says Lady Orlando. “I’m perfectly well protected here. Marler has Dasher and Hawk blood. He is rested and one of our finest soldiers. We won’t find a better man to head out there and keep watch for us. You heard our conversation, yes?” she asks, looking at Marler. “We need a scout in the outerlands, overlooking the REEF.”

      “I heard, my Lady.”

      “And you’re up for the challenge?”

      “Whatever you command…”

      “No,” I say again. “There are plenty of Hawkers out there. Lady Orlando, you’re too important to be left unattended.”

      “I’m not unattended. We have some soldiers still here. And Colonel Hatcher is no threat, as has become clear.”

      “Nothing is clear,” I grumble. “I’m sorry, but no. I’m putting my foot down on this one. I’m sure Commander Burns and Zander will agree with me. I’ll fetch them if I have to. I will.”

      My grandmother smirks, a rare expression for her.

      “More and more, Brie, you come out of your shell. I wonder sometimes whether it’s you in charge around here, and not me.”

      “I don’t mean to be disrespectful or anything…”

      She lifts a calming hand and shakes her head.

      “Not at all. I fully understand that you wish to ensure I’m safe and protected. That’s something I can relate to, my dear. I’d rather, of course, that you didn’t have to go out there again, or Zander. But, alas, that’s where you’re better served. The same is true of Marler. He is wasted here, watching over me.”

      “Well, not if someone attacks you. It only takes one time.”

      “And who’s going to do that, darling? No one. Not here.”

      “It just takes one,” I say again, slower this time. “I’m going to speak with Commander Burns. We’ll find a better option.”

      I escape before she can offer a retort, wondering just why she’s so adamant that Marler leave her side. I assume it’s based off of some misplaced pride at requiring such personal attention, hour after hour, as if she needs babysitting. She probably looks upon all the mayhem out there, and wonders just why she’s got such a gifted bodyguard here in the safest place in the city. He may never be put to use. But again, I repeat…it just takes one time.

      I make sure to put the issue to bed, however, by getting both Commander Burns and Zander onside. The fact that Burns would rather prefer to have Marler around for his own protection, should something go awry, certainly helps my cause. Eventually, my grandmother concedes, always judicious enough to see the logic in our collective opinion on the matter.

      I win the battle and can breathe a little easier. And now, I can do little but wait.

      The morning hurries forward, the fighting around the inner ring of Outer Haven going through several phases as the Cure attempt to press forward. Reports come in that they’re making headway in the north, pressing us back even further. We send reinforcements from the east to bolster our lines. The Cure notice and press harder in the east instead, forcing us to continually ferry more soldiers to areas most under threat.

      With our numbers dwindling, and theirs augmented by the new battalion that arrived overnight, we have little opportunity to allow our men to rest. So far, the system has worked, our army sufficiently large to allow groups of men to take rest while others hold the line. Now, however, all available forces are called to action, many of those manning the wall and gates to Inner Haven required to join. The only trump card we have left are the cannons and large guns affixed to the ramparts. Though, there are far fewer around the inner walls than there were the perimeter walls, and with so many buildings acting as cover for the enemy, they’re likely to be far less effective.

      Soon, things are becoming more desperate, and there’s a feeling of inevitability spreading through the command centre. As with their initial breaches several days ago, the Cure are pulling us left and right, testing us, exhausting us. Their use of the smoke and sound has been neutralised. But their numbers remain greater than ours, giving their reserve soldiers an opportunity to take rest when ours are now perpetually on edge.

      Sooner or later, they’ll work their way through our lines and overwhelm us. And the closer they get to the walls, the less effective our attempts to flank them will become. We have to go now, before it’s too late. Time is growing increasingly hostile to our cause.

      Arranging the teams doesn’t happen as fast as I’d like. Not until mid-morning, several hours after originally suggesting it, is Zander coming to me and telling me to ‘suit up’.

      “It’s time?” I ask, eyes widening.

      He nods.

      “Get ready.”

      “I am ready!” I say. “I’ve been in my armour all day. See this pulse rifle on my back?”

      He taps his head.

      “No, get ready in here. Focus, get in the right headspace for battle. We’re leaving in five.”

      “Where? Which quarter?”

      “Southern,” he tells me. “We’re going to join a team of ten Stalkers and our own men there. The other quarters are better stocked and don’t need us.”

      “Right. Drum’s in the south…” I say, thinking I might get to see him. Even just glimpse him to see that he’s OK.

      Zander smiles.

      “Fancy that, what a nice coincidence.” He begins to move off, then turns. “Oh, some news you might not know…Rhoth and West are there too, along with some of the Fangs.”

      “They’re alive?!”

      He huffs.

      “Rhoth, alive? Of course. You think anything can kill that man?”

      He winks at me and I laugh. Then I straighten out my mouth, set my jaw, and narrow my eyes.

      “Right. Ready,” I growl.
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      The air holds a chill beyond the insulated walls of the City Guard HQ. The sky, a stark blue, gives refuge to no clouds at all, and the wind flutters in, crisp and fresh. I step out onto the now-quiet streets with my brother, briskly moving through the command centre and out without saying goodbye to Adryan. There’s no time for it, and I can’t risk the emotional toil it might take. As Zander said, it’s time to get into the right headspace. Adryan doesn’t belong there now.

      My grandmother, however, does send us on our way with a warm smile and a word of support and inspiration. Commander Burns, too, offers some final snippets of guidance, his wisdom always welcome. Other than the two of them, our departure is greeted with no fanfare or fond farewell. Most are too busy to even know we’re leaving.

      And that’s just how it should be.

      Outside, a little up the street, a car has been prepared for us, a soldier waiting outside to take us quickly to the southern gate. We step inside, refreshed after our many days of battle, myself cleaned and looking like a new entrant to the game, my brother appearing as if he’s been playing it all his life.

      In many ways, I suppose that’s about right. If our current state of cleanliness was an analogy for our experience in battle and war, I’d suit this fresh new armour, and Zander would suit his, stinking and filthy and marked with scars.

      Within the confines of the vehicle, his whiff becomes more overpowering. I notice our driver struggling to counter the stench, his nose wrinkling and brow tightening. I open up a window to let some fresh air in, which seems to alert my brother to the problem.

      “I don’t smell great, do I?” he asks.

      I shake my head and pinch my nose.

      “Did you sleep in your clothes last night?” I ask.

      I consider the idea of taking them off, and putting them back on again, far worse than just leaving them on to catch a few winks.

      “Yeah, didn’t want to waste any time. A shower didn’t even cross my mind.” He takes a long sniff of himself, and grits his teeth. “I need to sort this out. Any good Sniffer might smell me coming depending on the wind.”

      The solution is simple, but adds a few minutes to the clock. As we work through the city, he orders the driver to make a quick stop at the southern gate. The driver also calls ahead to discover whether there are fresh combat clothes and armour available for him to change into.

      We don’t discover the full answer until we arrive, and the answer is, unfortunately, no. In the end, it’s not unfortunate for Zander, but for the poor soldier who fits his shape and proportions. A quick check through the final men manning the gate leads to the discovery of this ideal candidate.

      The changeover is as quick as it can be. Out in the open, Zander and the soldier strip to their underwear, before the former dresses up in the latter’s fatigues. The latter looks upon my brother’s pile of festering garments with an upturned nose. I can’t help but smile at the look on the poor guy’s face as he battles with the prospect of putting them on.

      In the end, some other items are gathered up from his squad, sparing his blushes. Zander leaves the man with a short apology but nothing more. Frankly, he has little time to worry about such things right now.

      Once he steps back into the car, his stench has been replaced by something far more neutral. The gate is opened, and we quickly pass through, our driver intent on getting us as close as possible to our rendezvous point before heading back past the wall. I’m all for it, wishing to save as much of my energy as possible. It is, as I’ve become acutely aware, a rare and critical resource.

      Beyond the wall, the sounds of battle are now flaring once again. The morning has seen several lulls and low periods, yet now it would appear the stars have aligned and our enemy are staging several full assaults. It will aid us in sneaking through our flanks, and theirs.

      At least, I hope it will.

      With the war now raging loud, we move onto the main street through the southern quarter, and spy signs of the blockade not far away. It’s closer than it was last night, the same in all quarters. The central blockade has fallen, and the enemy’s advance is growing inevitable. This final blockade must hold. If it falls, the walls to Inner Haven will be next to fall under the hammer. And past those walls, our physical defences are much weaker. And all of our civilians, those we’ve promised to protect, will be under direct threat.

      We cannot let that happen, and this strike will hopefully prevent it. The plan is simple. Speed through our flanks in all quarters, working down the streets we hold. Teams of twelve or thereabouts, all powerful, all quick and strong, will strike hard at their rear, causing mayhem in their ranks and, ideally, slowing down their forward progress.

      It should give us not only time, but the advantage of helping to equalise our forces. Right now, their numbers are a good deal greater than ours, and our exhaustion is telling. We need to slice off a good portion of their army and, in doing so, inspire the rest of our men to complete the job.

      We venture slightly eastwards now as we press on, the endless chatter of gunfire and regular explosions now enough to hinder conversation. It’s loud, aggressively so, and I feel the pounding of my heart begin to step up several gears once more.

      Moving through narrower lanes, we work towards the edge of the inner circle of Outer Haven, and I begin to spot little squads of our men, hidden behind protective barriers as they watch alleys and possible attack routes. At any point, the Cure could come rushing. They have to be ready at all times, the nervous tension growing unbearable. And here, with our numbers low, there’s so little respite, so little chance to take a break or move back from the line. Exhaustion in war can be as deadly as anything. And many of our men are suffering badly from it.

      We stop a block from the rendezvous point, and step from the vehicle. The driver is quick to turn back and escape, our proximity to the enemy becoming very thin out here. We work down a couple of streets before reaching a small, closed off square. There, standing beyond one of the numerous acid-rain shelters, I spot our strike team, ready and assembled.

      We hurry towards them as they linger, a clear divide among them. There are four hybrids of the Nameless, dressed in their combat gear and armour, and six Stalkers, black-cloaked and pale of skin. I’m fully aware that our men will have been informed of Cromwell’s duplicity, and the threat these Stalkers may pose. It’s difficult to trust them now, and heading out beyond our lines alongside them isn’t a hugely appealing idea.

      Still, at least we have that heads up. To a man, they’re ready and expecting of a possible coup. If it comes, they’ll see it. All have one eye on the enemy, and one eye on the Stalkers.

      My brother is aware of that too. As we approach the group, and he takes command, he’s very quick to reference the need for collaboration and a single, undeviating focus.

      Speaking mostly to the Nameless hybrids, he says, “We work as one, as we have been for days. The Cure are set to break through our lines at any moment. It is down to us, and the other teams, to prevent that from happening. We require complete trust in each other to get this done. Do you understand?”

      His inference is clear, and our men know it. They nod at him and grunt their agreement. The Stalkers appear unaware of the hidden messages. Though, it would be very hard to confirm it, given their ingrained detachment.

      Mostly, the group have been operating around the blockades in the south. All appear grizzled and tired, though it shows less with the Stalkers. We spend a few minutes getting updates, debating exactly which is the best route through our flanks. In order to seek further information, it’s decided that we confer with the unit commander here, the equivalent of Titus over to the west.

      We venture away from the shelter and further south towards the very front of the line. I had considered that, perhaps, the shelter would give us access to the underlands, and thus a way of sneaking behind the enemy undetected. In other quarters, that may be possible, but it would appear that here it isn’t. I don’t bother questioning it, thinking that Zander must have considered the option before choosing another.

      The tight network of lanes is fairly quiet and still as we approach what appears to be the front lines. The numbers of soldiers, collected in their little groups, grows to a point where almost all alleyways and lanes are being watched. Those that aren’t, I’m sure, will be guarded by other means. Such will have sentry guns. Others will have been blocked and barricaded. Those that remain clear will no doubt lead to dead ends, or else be reachable only via passage down another, guarded alley.

      With so few men to spare in these channels, it’s clearly critical to manage our soldiers well. I defer to those commanding these streets on that level, and imagine that the task must be both difficult and extremely stressful. One wrong allocation of soldiers to the wrong place could result in a successful breach by the enemy testing our flanks. And, as we’re well aware, a single breach can be fatal.

      That is now what we’re striving for. To breach their lines in not one, but four different places. We will have to be well coordinated and quick. We will need to be incisive. Anything else will no doubt end in failure.

      The commander at the front lines is aware of the strike. He approaches from his position, a member of the City Guard by his garb, and clearly a Hawk by the light of his eyes. He looks weary, his voice somewhat muted and dulled as we collect to one side and he updates us on all recent action in these parts.

      “They’ve been attacking more regularly since last night,” he tells Zander. “Ever since their reinforcements came, they’ve had more people to try to find paths through our flanks. We’ve had little chance to rest, and the ammunition on our sentry guns is running low.”

      “That’s why we’re here,” says Zander. “To turn the tide, right here. We need to sneak through the lanes unseen if possible. If we’re spotted, the enemy will be alerted. We could use some guidance from you on that front. Which route would you recommend?”

      A map is drawn up on a handheld tablet, and the commander begins taking Zander through the various options. I spend my time intermittently glancing at the conversation and each way down the streets along our lines, trying to spot some sign of Drum, Rhoth, West, or any of the Fangs.

      I see none at first, until a strange concoction of fur and regular combat gear comes into view. I send my freshened eyes forward and note that it is one of Rhoth’s men, still wearing his pelts, but with an additional layer of combat armour worn on top for extra protection. I look quickly at Zander as his conversation continues.

      “I’ll be back in a second,” I tell him.

      “Where are you going?” he frowns.

      “Just down the street. I won’t be out of sight.”

      He doesn’t spare much thought on the idea of telling me ‘no’, and instead resumes his strategy meeting. I move straight off towards the little pocket of men protecting one of the lanes, and quickly come upon the Fang in question. I don’t recognise him as one of Rhoth’s core hunters, but do from the village. I come up on him quick, startling him a little.

      “Hey!”

      He turns, his necklace absent. I assume he’s been told to put it away to stop all the jingling of teeth.

      “Oh, hello. Brie, yes?”

      “Yeah. Is Rhoth here?”

      I turn my eyes around, searching for him. The man’s voice draws me back.

      “Yes. He is further down the street.”

      “Thank you!” I say.

      I rush straight on, betraying my promise to Zander to stay within sight. I pass several more alleys, drawn by some need to see Rhoth a final time. But really, it’s Drum I’m hoping to find among these little groups and squads. His frame won’t be hard to miss.

      I give myself a minute or so to search, even using my Dasher speed to cover the ground quickly before my brother notices. Half a dozen alleys and lanes from the first Fang, the unique shape of his tribal leader comes into view. Standing guard, with an outfit peppered in blood and soot and a beard that looks like it needs a good long wash, I find Rhoth alongside several other soldiers. He may not know these streets, but he’s a leader of men, and it appears to me that he’s been given charge of this little area.

      I speed towards him and draw a pair of narrow, tired eyes to me. They barely have the strength to widen as I skid to a stop in front of him. His reaction is delayed, owing to slowing synapses. Then he smiles and a croaky voice crawls up his throat.

      “Ah, the girl has come,” he says. “We heard you were alive, and Zander too. People doubted it. I never did.”

      “And I never doubted you either, Rhoth,” I beam. “How are your men? Is West here?”

      “West, yes. He is here. On watch. Better not disturb him.”

      I nod.

      “Of course. And…your other hunters?”

      His brow crinkles.

      “We fight on,” he says. “We will always fight on.”

      It’s an ambiguous response, typical of the man. Yet it’s clear to me that several more of his tribespeople have fallen. Each one is a bitter blow, chipping away at his people. Soon, only the old and young will remain, the generations in between - all those who can fight - lost to this war. And the Fangs will fade, forgotten by the world. It’s a poignant thought, yet Rhoth remains here, fighting for good. He is, in many ways, one of the best men I’ve ever met.

      I feel a bunch of emotion at the thought, and force myself to withdraw. I have to keep my mind on my mission, and away from this. Seeing Rhoth, and the pain hidden behind his eyes, only compounds the grief that I hold back, deep inside me. I will let it loose when all this is done. But now I cannot let it see the light.

      “I…I have to go,” I tell the mighty Fang. “My brother is waiting…”

      “Ah yes. You have a special task, girl. Always you have a special task. You will be the winning of this war. Good luck.”

      I move away quickly as his weary smile fades, and turn my mind from finding Drum. He will be near, protecting another route. Seeing him in a manner similar to Rhoth is only going to weaken me.

      I return straight to the strike team, my mind wavering. Zander spots me as he concludes his strategy meeting with the area commander.

      “Where did you go?” he asks.

      “Just…to see Rhoth.”

      “You found him?”

      “Yeah. He’s fine, and West.”

      “And Drum?”

      I shake my head.

      “No sign. No time.” I turn my eyes to the tablet as the commander withdraws it, and brighten my voice. “So, you found us a good way through?”

      “As good as it’ll get,” says my brother.

      He pulls out his radio, and sets about making contact with the other teams. A minute later, all are confirmed as being ready to make their move. He turns now to the group.

      “We’re set to go,” he says. “Stay silent as possible. Stay low and follow my commands. Silence your weapons, use nothing that will give away our position. If you’re spotted, take them out before they can call us in. We move straight south, then work around their rear. OK. Good. Now let’s do this.”

      He turns to the first lane, and we move in behind him, Stalkers and Nameless alike. I steady my breathing as Zander glances to me, my pistol silenced and in hand. He turns back to the narrow lane ahead, searches forward, lifts his hand into a fist and, a moment later, opens it out and flicks his wrist forward.

      And we go.
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      As a silent group of twelve, we flash like lightning down tight lanes, working in what shadows there are. The sky remains blue, however, casting light upon the world that we’d rather wasn’t here. Night would be better for this kind of mission. Unfortunately, we don’t have the luxury of choosing when to strike. It is, quite frankly, now or never.

      We do, however, have the fortune of distraction on our side. It seems somewhat serendipitous that, as we begin moving beyond our lines, the battle nearby at the main blockade grows louder and more fierce. Given the manner in which the Cure seem to fight, it’s a good bet that the same is true in the other three quarters. With any luck, their eyes will be blind to us sneaking behind their back.

      Still, we have to be slick and smooth, speeding between cover should we stumble upon an enemy unit. All sentry guns down our chosen path have now been disabled, giving us passage through without them turning on us. They activate on motion and body heat, and little more than that. Sentry guns do not differentiate between friend and foe, as Zander and I discovered last night.

      Operating at the front, Zander uses simple hand signals to tell us when to stop, crouch, and move off again. Despite being cobbled together at the last minute, we seem to mesh fairly well, moving efficiently and in tight formation. Further signals are given by my brother to those with specific augmentations. Those who can hear or smell far better than he can are tasked with ensuring the passage forward is clear before we move on.

      The likes of Kira or Beckett would be quite an asset right now. Though I’ve never seen Beckett do so, I’ve witnessed Kira using her special power called the Sight on several occasions. Her many years operating unseen as a spy is a testament to her ability to sneak around like a ghost. And still I wonder sometimes just where she is, whether she’s alive? I can only imagine she’s not. The curse of the High Tower has taken her already…

      We move on, encountering no one. Our group is able to detect possible enemy units early enough, giving us a chance to stop and let them pass, or move quickly before they arrive. I contribute nothing myself, and merely stick close to Zander’s back, deferring once more to the skills of those around me.

      About five minutes in, a whisper comes down the line for us to stop. It comes from the rear, from a Stalker with the sharpest sense of smell among us. He has us all halting and crouching low against the wall of a tight side-street. Ahead, one of the primary roads cutting east and west across the southern quarter waits.

      Zander turns back and looks at the man, and a dart of distrust cuts into me. I don’t much like our group being influenced by the nose of a Stalker. He might well be setting us up.

      He’s not. At least, not on this occasion. Out on the wider road ahead, an enemy squad is moving, their footfall picked up now by our Bats after their scent was noted by the Stalker. They’re close enough to be heard above the din of war, mere moments from walking straight past the alley in which we hide.

      All eyes quickly turn, searching for a place to hide. The alley is empty of cover. No bins are present, no doors whose frames might present space to gather. The alley is long, too, and though we could dash to the rear, we’d most likely be loud enough to be heard.

      Zander has a decision to make, and he makes it quick. He turns and looks to one of the Bats, giving a gesture asking for numbers. The Bat shuts his eyes, listens, and then lifts and splays his fingers to demonstrate the answer. I have no idea what it is, but it doesn’t look great by Zander’s reaction.

      A further flurry of orders come. The men seem to understand. Immediately, we begin hurrying as silently as possible to the edge of the alley. The beat of war drums on, louder and louder. I can’t understand my brother’s more complicated signals, but I don’t have to. He’s in my head, telling me what I need to know.

      Two dozen soldiers. May be a recon team, or a search and kill squad. We’re outnumbered two to one. We need to take them out as quietly as possible, two soldiers each. We’ll have a moment as they pass before they see us. I’m taking the first two at the front. You take the next two. Do you understand?

      His words come with a gathering intensity in my mind, yet are clear enough to comprehend. I nod to him and tell him ‘yes’, and he immediately sets about issuing his final instructions to the men. His fingers flutter, wrists twisting this way and that. All seem to grasp just what he’s saying.

      When he’s done, we get low, crouching down in the shadows of the alley. Six at the front, six behind, all of us with silenced pistols. Beside Zander in the front row, I feel a pinch of concern knowing that there are two Stalkers right behind me, holding guns just inches from my head.

      I shoo away the thought and think again of the enemy.

      They’ll be here in moments, their footsteps, crunching on debris, now just about audible to me too. I take a deep breath and hold it in to keep my aim steady, holding my pistol with two hands and looking down the barrel to the alley’s wall on our right.

      The sun is high now, the shadows narrow. There’s just enough shade for us to huddle in, cast by the tall building to our right. Then a stroke of luck; a cloud, a rarity today, sweeps across the sky on the breeze and wraps up the sun. The shadow darkens, and we fade into the murk, the bright light beyond the alley dulled to make aiming easier.

      My breath still holds. I can’t let it out now. Another, louder crunch of feet sweeps around the corner, and I see the first sign of the men coming. They walk in no real formation, yet with a careful step. I seek out those walking in third and fourth place, the targets meant for me. They’re just about separated enough for me to spot them.

      I stare in that split second with my enhanced vision, logging the two men’s faces. The rest of us do the same, a more difficult task for the non-Hawks among us. Yet the men are close enough for us all to deal with, the rest now coming into view. I see one swaying his vision to his left, down the alley in which we take shelter. My heart stops for a second as I think he’ll see us.

      He frowns, blinking into the darkness.

      Can he see us here, huddling so close? Can he see the twelve sets of eyes, picking out their men? A Hawk would, and would do so immediately. This man can’t be a Hawk, another Enhanced or another hybrid. But not a Hawk.

      He slows his step slightly, his gaze still on us. The rest of the men move forward, all but a couple in view. The signal is Zander’s gun going off. When it does, we all must follow.

      Time seems to slow, a second becoming several. The soldier takes a step from the group, and begins to lift his weapon suspiciously. The darkness must be hiding us enough to create doubt, yet his movement has drawn the eyes of others. Several turn now, and look at him. Then their eyes work into the narrow space, and weapons start to lift.

      We have no choice now. It’s time.

      Zander’s gun goes off, punching twice.

      Pop pop.

      Immediately, eleven others follow suit, bullets firing like puffs of compressed air and seeking their prey. They hit their targets, slicing through heads unprotected by helmets, cutting into hearts unprotected by armour. These men aren’t all as well attired as us, aren’t so dressed for war. We find gaps in what protections they have and exploit them to their deaths.

      Twenty of the soldiers drop as one, some going straight to the floor, others grasping for a moment before following straight after. I hit my two targets, the first right in the forehead, the second in the neck. The former is one of the first to hit the deck, the latter gargles and grapples with his neck first as it spouts blood, before doing the same.

      Four soldiers, however, manage to avoid killing shots. Either blocked by those ahead of them, or muddled during the count and ignored, they take a second to see where the shots have come from, little lights spitting from the darkened alley. In that moment of confusion, two of them are taken out as we enter into a free-for-all, every one of us now determined to drop them all.

      The final two, however, are quick enough to note the danger, darting off down the road and out of sight. In a split second, several of us are on our feet and taking chase. My brother leads the pack, zipping from view as I stand and follow. I hurtle around the corner and see him firing as he rushes. His shots are successful. One of the fleeing soldiers makes acquaintance with the dirt.

      There’s one left, the fastest of all. He hurries as quick as he can, shedding weight as he drops his rifle. I’m right behind Zander, hurtling along in his slipstream. I see the man turn left, moving further south and out of sight. We follow, reaching the alley. A flutter of dust tells us he’s turned again.

      In my head, I hear my brother call out.

      Go left. We’ll cut him off. He cannot escape! GO!

      I notice now that we’re alone, the others having stayed back or too slow to keep up. I follow my brother’s orders and spin, twisting off down a side alley and working my way around. There’d better not be any further Cure units here or I’m more or less done for…

      I put the concern from my mind, and navigate through several more lanes. I can still hear Zander in my mind, his pursuit taking him off in the other direction.

      Work around in a circle, he tells me. I’m gaining on him, forcing him your way. Get ready. Get ready, sis!

      I trust his instincts and knowledge of the streets. He must know somehow where the man is going. Can he sense it? Are his powers sensitive enough to tap into his prey’s likely route?

      Whatever the case, he’s bang on the money. As his voice guides me along, I tumble out onto another wider street and see, in the distance, the soldier charging my way with Zander just behind.

      I immediately pull up my pistol and take aim, my breathing hard and hindering my focus. The man sees me, and his eyes flick left and right seeking a way out. There isn’t one, no more roads to sneak down. It’s either straight at me, or back at my brother. He must assume that I’m the better option.

      I fire.

      The bullet punches and misses. I take a deep breath, hold it in, and go again. He dodges to the left just in time, and my round hunts down an abandoned vehicle instead, pinging off its metal surface.

      He’s closer now, veering right and left, coming straight at me and pulling his own pistol. Zander’s not far behind, though unable to stop and shoot. This is down to me. This man’s mine.

      I fire a third time, and a fourth, then several more times to make sure. I spread the bullets left and right, intentionally trapping the man in a terrible web. He’s got nowhere to go, moving left and going straight into the path of one of my rounds. It hits him square in the chest, knocking him off course and sending him tumbling into a pile of debris.

      I rush straight for him, see the fear in his eyes. Blood spits from his mouth, and he lifts a hand as if asking for mercy. I don’t even consider it. My pistol pumps out another round, and this one inserts itself into his brain.

      His eyes go blank as his neck snaps back. I finally let out my breath.

      Then, lifting my gaze, I turn down the street and see Zander ambling towards me. He’s not going fast anymore. His movement is laboured, a grimace set to his face. A sudden realisation hits me as I see the blood dripping from between his fingers, clasped tightly to his side.

      Panic and terror run through me.

      I’ve just shot my own twin brother.
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      “Zander! Zander, are you OK?!”

      I’m with him in a split second, my eyes all over his bloodied side. His hand continues to hold his flank, the blood seeping through his digits. The flow is strong enough to set a terrible pace to my heart.

      I reach out, preparing to move his hand and inspect the damage. He holds me back.

      “It’s fine, just a graze,” he assures me with a heavy grimace. “We got our guy. That’s all that matters.”

      “Are you sure? It needs attention, Zander. Let me see, please.”

      My pleading expression softens him up. He slowly dips his head.

      We move straight to the cover of a building, creeping inside as I make sure it’s abandoned. It seems to be, on this level at least. The main foyer, giving passage to the floors above, tells of an upmarket tenement block. That’s no surprise here in the more affluent southern quarter.

      I help Zander towards the concierge desk, and try to get him to lie down on top of it. He refuses, and merely leans against it. Only now does he remove his hand, still with a little coaxing, allowing the blood to seep a little more freely down his combat gear.

      I’m no medic, but I’ve seen Mrs Carmichael take care of enough minor wounds to know a little of what to do. Hell, she’s had to patch me up several times recently. Yet this is a little more serious.

      My first port of call is to try to mop up some of the blood. His clothes have soaked up a lot of it already, yet it continues to come. I remove my armour and upper layer of combat clothes. The shirt I have on underneath will have to do. I remove that too, before pulling my jacket back on, and start clearing his side of as much blood as I can.

      Only now can I properly see the damage.

      “How does it look?” asks Zander, a note of concern edging into his voice.

      I take a closer inspection, and find that the bullet has gone right through, slicing a serious gash across his side. It is, however, away from any vital organs, cutting through muscle and nothing more. A heavy breath of relief escapes me.

      “A flesh wound. Nothing life threatening,” I say.

      “See. Didn’t I tell you,” huffs Zander, as if he never doubted it. His obvious nervousness tells me otherwise, and the throbbing note of worry pulsing from his frame.

      “Yeah. Still needs stitching and cauterising to stop the blood. Here, hold this to it tight,” I say, handing him the bloodied shirt. “I’ll go and fetch the others. We have medical supplies with us, right?”

      “Field supplies, yeah. I’ll come too. It’s fine.”

      He steps back onto his full weight with a grunt. He looks anything but fighting fit.

      “No,” I say. “Stay here. I’ll be back in a second.”

      He takes my order without further dissension.

      “Now hold that tight,” I say. “And don’t go anywhere…”

      “Yes, sis. I won’t.”

      I smile, and my smile immediately breaks.

      “I’m…so sorry. I…”

      “Shhhh. It was an accident. You took the guy out, nothing else matters.”

      “But I…I could have killed you.”

      “Brie, stop. OK? Just stop, and focus. Go and fetch the others. We have a job to do. I’ll get on the radio and see if I can make contact with the other strike teams. This is a minor hiccup, nothing more. Got it?”

      I cough away my burgeoning grief and self rebuke.

      “Right. Got it,” I say.

      I leave him there, speeding straight back out onto the street. I immediately note the heightening beat of war, filtering straight back into my head. With a loose check to ensure the path ahead is clear, I set off at a tremendous pace, working my way back along the route I travelled to get here.

      By some good fortune, I cover the ground without encountering any further resistance. If I were being honest, I’d have to say that I’m hardly being careful, barely checking each street before I go speeding out onto it. By the time I return to where we left our squad, I find them separated once more into their two opposing groups of Nameless hybrids and Stalkers.

      There appears to be a debate going on, their professionalism abandoning them as they stand in the open, talking rather loudly. They barely notice me until I’m close, before turning suddenly and lifting their weapons, ready to fire.

      “It’s me, it’s me!” I shout, holding up my hands.

      They settle quickly.

      “Sorry, Brie,” says one of the Nameless soldiers. “Where’s your brother?”

      “A little south of here. He’s been injured, and needs attention. Come, follow me.”

      I get ready to move, expecting them to follow. Yet the break between the two parties appears a little more deep rooted. They all stand their ground, looking at each other suspiciously.

      “What’s the problem?” I ask, stepping back in.

      “The problem,” says the Nameless soldier, “is that the Stalkers wanted to leave you and Zander and get straight on with the mission. The rest of us wanted to stay and give you time to get back.”

      He glares at the Stalkers as he speaks. The others do the same.

      “Well, no matter. I’m back now, and Zander’s waiting. Come on…”

      I turn again. The Nameless begin to move, but the Stalkers refuse.

      “Seriously?” I say. “What’s the problem now?”

      Their quasi leader answers, his voice a tight growl.

      “We need to complete the mission immediately,” he says. “We cannot delay and move south. The blockade is west of here.”

      “It won’t take long, I assure you,” I counter. “The mission will do far better with all twelve of us, rather than just six.”

      The Stalker stares blankly.

      “Colonel Hatcher commands that we operate as efficiently as possible. We cannot delay,” he says again.

      I hold in my frustration, knowing that these soldiers are incapable of thinking for themselves. It seems that they were told to follow Zander under orders, but no one else, and certainly not me. Take my brother away, and they revert to their original task, which is to flank and attack the Cure as quickly and efficiently as they can.

      I very quickly appraise my options. As far as I see it, there are two primary courses here. Either try to convince them, wasting time and, most likely, failing, or allow them to move off and try our best to catch up as soon as we can.

      I look to the Nameless soldiers.

      “Do you have the medical supplies with you?”

      The same guard as before answers by way of looking at his colleague, who nods.

      “Good. Zander’s taken a bullet to his lower flank on the abdomen. The bullet passed through the flesh only. Nothing vital, I hope…honestly, I’m no expert. Are you ready to go?”

      “Of course. Anything for Zander.”

      I turn back to the lead Stalker.

      “I’m not going to try to convince you,” I say hurriedly. “I understand you’re unable to act of your own free will. If you’re adamant about going now, at least give us five minutes when you get into position. We’ll be there in the blink of an eye. We need to work together here, people.”

      I see no change in the man’s expression. My orders, verbally given, are having no impact. Then it comes to me. I don’t need to give verbal orders at all.

      I step forward a pace, and quickly slip into his head. I do it through need, through desperation, and as always, my powers swell as a result. Without thinking, I spread the order manually into his mind, and see it quickly disperse and take hold.

      Wait for us at the assigned point, I tell him. Wait for us until we arrive.

      I withdraw. Now his expression does change. It’s in the eyes, which glaze over for a moment, before turning detached once more.

      “So?” I ask.

      The Stalker’s jaw grinds open.

      “We will wait,” he drones.

      It’s all I need to know.

      “OK, enough talking. We’ll see you there.”

      I immediately begin rushing off again, with an additional four Nameless soldiers alongside. It looks as though I’ve put out that fire, for now at least. Then again, I did kind of start it myself by shooting Zander in the first place.

      We cut our way back through the network of lanes and passages, dashing swiftly for the main road. I’m a little more cautious this time as I take on the leadership role, feeling somewhat responsible for these more seasoned warriors. Stopping at each intersection, and at the end of each alley, I’m careful to ensure all routes are clear before advancing. I even try using Zander’s convoluted list of hand gestures on the men, to limited effect.

      Still, I do my best and work us towards the fancy tenement block without hindrance. We arrive to find Zander absent from the concierge desk. His voice issues instead from behind a sturdy pillar to one side.

      “You’re back,” he says, stepping into the light. The glow illuminates his face. He looks rather pale from blood loss.

      “What are you doing over there?!” I ask. “Come, lie down. We’ll sort out the wound.”

      He comes forward, trying to stay as upright as possible and keeping his expression light. I doubt he wants to show weakness in front of the men, his obvious pain held at bay.

      “I was taking cover,” he tells me as he passes by. “If someone else had come in, I wouldn’t have been in a good spot standing in the middle of the hall now would I?”

      I don’t answer, but instead force him to lie down this time. First, however, his armour and combat gear are removed, allowing for our resident medic to do his work. Pulling a small medikit from a pocket in his jacket, he lays it out and begins assessing the wound. I wait nervously to see whether my analysis was about right.

      It seems it was.

      “Clean wound, a pretty serious graze but not much more. The gash is a couple of inches, though. Looks like you’ve lost a fair bit of blood, sir.”

      “Nothing that can’t be replenished,” grunts Zander. “Where are the others?” He seems to have only just noticed the Stalkers are absent. “Outside, standing guard?” he queries.

      “Not exactly,” I say as the medic begins stapling his gash. Zander flinches but doesn’t make a peep. “They wouldn’t come, said they have to get on with the mission immediately…”

      “What!”

      “Settle down, sir. You need to stay still,” says the medic.

      “It’s not a problem,” I reassure him. “You know Stalkers, they can’t think for themselves. But they can be manipulated. I made sure that they’ll be waiting for us at the designated point.”

      “The designated point? Brie, there isn’t one. Not really. Just a general area. We can’t know about the enemy positions until we get close. Jeez…”

      “Well, I did my best, OK.”

      “I know, I know. It’s not your fault.” He looks at the medic. “Hurry up with that. We have to go asap.”

      “Are you sure you’re able?” I ask. “You look…pale, brother. Maybe you should head back over our lines.”

      I’m fully aware the suggestion will be met with some frost. The glacial stare I’m greeted with is perhaps more severe than I’d expected.

      “I guess I’ll take that as a no,” I mumble.

      “Good guess,” snarls Zander. “I’m fine.”

      “Hmmmm. Sure. So did you get in touch with the other teams?”

      “One. The other two didn’t answer. Probably too risky to make contact.”

      “And? Which one did you speak with?”

      “The western team. They’ve managed to unload our scout. He should be approaching the western perimeter wall already and heading towards the REEF.”

      “Good. And are the team ready to strike?”

      “Yes. They’ve encountered no resistance so far, but are ready to break up and close in on the enemy positions to the rear. I’m sure the other teams are the same. We have to go immediately. Are you done?!”

      He looks at the medic who puts the finishing touches to the wound, now stapled and seared shut.

      “Just a dressing, and we’re good,” he says calmly.

      “Make it quick.”

      He does, working efficiently under pressure. Within another minute, Zander’s side is patched up and his clothes and armour are back on. He still looks a little drained, but the blood flow has at least been stopped. It should be enough temporarily. He can get some more thorough attention back at the HQ.

      Retaking charge of the team - well, half of it at least - he gathers us together at the door and brushes off the questioning expressions. The pallor of his facial skin is sufficient to draw concern from the group, yet they clearly know not to call attention to it.

      Zander is belligerent and stubborn to a fault sometimes, particularly when it comes to battle. It’s as if he’s always trying to prove something, whether to others of himself I’m not sure. To show that he can go on and on, come hell or high water, and never back down from a fight.

      I see it as a weakness of his, not a strength, and a very dangerous one. Not only could such behaviour get himself killed, but it could others as well. What if he faints during battle from blood loss? He’ll be shot dead, surely, and so might anyone else he was meant to be covering.

      In situations such as this, you need to be completely honest with yourself. If you’re not operating at a high enough level, you need to withdraw from the game. Right now, those are the queries in the men’s eyes. And yet they trust their young leader to make the right call. After all, he knows his limits far better than anyone else. We just have to hope he’s not overstretching.

      So it’s back out onto the streets we go, moving back the way we came and veering off towards the west. My watch doesn’t work, but I estimate about seven or eight minutes have passed since we left the Stalkers. A swift job, no doubt, and hopefully they’ll still be waiting as I ordered.

      I guess we’ll find out soon enough.
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      Our path through the network of alleys and lanes is at an end. And with its conclusion growing near, the fighting at the blockade has grown louder. Now, the chattering of guns is more evident than ever, dozens, perhaps hundreds of weapons joining in the chorus. Explosions sound too, ripping through the air like thunder strikes, the air growing more misty as we approach, the accumulation of smoke and soot and dust from toppling buildings setting a grey film over the streets.

      That film suits us well, and conceals us as we approach. Through the mist, down long roads, figures now begin to appear. Their shapes are evident, darker than the fog, each of them flashing with little yellow lights as their guns rattle and discharge. We’re at the rear now, our position secure. And before we strike, we have two jobs to complete.

      First, locate the Stalkers.

      Second, scout for Cure soldiers on watch, and then get into position.

      If the action so far is anything to go by, my grandmother’s assertion that the Cure are consumed by hubris stands firm. We’ve faced little hindrance on our path here, easily sidestepping or disabling any units we pass. And now we’re close, so close to their rear lines, exposed and vulnerable and so very appealing to my eyes.

      Zander sets out the orders verbally this time. It’s so loud here that his voice is easily concealed among our group, huddled tight so his words reach our ears.

      “We move, street by street. The Stalkers will be close. Looks like they haven’t engaged. Let’s go.”

      We waste no time, and move quickly off, the growing fog a great and unexpected boon to our cause. All soldiers here are little more than silhouettes, figures in the mist, and we’re no different. From afar, a Cure soldier spotting us would likely just think us one of their own units. There’s nothing to differentiate us from them in conditions like this.

      It helps us move swiftly, yet we still do so with care. My brother appears focused and alert enough to quickly assuage my doubts about his physical state. I suppose I shouldn’t doubt him at all. After all, he was still outperforming me after a couple of days without sleep.

      At first I watch him close. Then I forget all about the gash to his side as he takes charge in his usual manner. His decisions are swift, his orders succinct. He leads us through further roads, working cleverly down paths he’s stalked and hunted before. And before too long, our first job is nearing completion.

      It isn’t us who find the Stalkers, however, but they who find us. Their cloaks are perhaps more easy to differentiate among all these faceless shadows in the mist, but we don’t spot them. Instead, it’s their dark troop of six that appears from the murk, hissing at us from the cover of some rubble. We turn quickly, guns primed, until we see their eyes glinting in the shade.

      “We waited,” comes a voice. “Now it’s time to act.”

      We hurry to their cover first, Zander’s reappearance smoothing over the tension between the two groups. Still, I note the show of suspicion in the eyes of the Nameless, fully aware that these men can’t be trusted. That they may, at any time, turn on us right here so far from our lines.

      It’s a valid worry, and yet we can’t give it much thought. All we can do is continue on with the plan and keep it in our periphery. Always in mind, but off to one side. If they make a move, at least one of us will see it coming.

      As we move into cover, I begin to realise just where we are. The main blockade, which was once in the central ring of the southern quarter, is now located at the inner ring. Here, we’re somewhere between the two, right behind the Cure’s forces just off the main road. From here, it wouldn’t take long to get to Culture Corner. Or Sophie’s training house. Or the fancy shops and cafes and well appointed apartments that litter this part of town.

      Yet, the fighting has passed through now, and these districts aren’t as they were. It is more akin to the northern quarter now, a desolate place. A ruin and little more, still smouldering all over and littered with hundreds of bodies.

      I suppose, with all I’ve been through, I’ve grown blinkered to it all, blinded to the horror. Yet when I think about it, and really look, I see tragedy everywhere. Lives lost and ruined. Homes wrecked. Entire blocks destroyed.

      When all of this is done, there won’t be much of Outer Haven left. Now, all of our might needs to be put towards protecting Inner Haven, a place that was once so alien to me, to all of us who dwelled in these parts.

      No more. Inner Haven is now the last sanctuary for all residents of this city. And right now, the Cure are advancing on it fast…

      Regrouped with our full complement back together, Zander swiftly sets about issuing orders. The Stalkers, once again, listen and take note, instructed to follow them. I guess it’s a good thing he decided to continue after all.

      The plan is now simple, and already discussed at some length before we left. We will divide into groups of two, move into position across the breadth of the enemy’s rear, and begin our assault as one. Six coordinated strikes, using what explosives we have, to cause mayhem in the enemy ranks. We’ll take down as many as we can before retreating, working back in the same direction we came. If we’re followed, we’ll draw the Cure soldiers towards the fixed positions along our lines, catching them in the snare.

      It’s a basic plan, but requires stealth and synergy. Each team of two will need to sneak into position before we all act. The better coordinated we are, the more effective the strike will be.

      First of all, Zander divides us up. To no surprise, he pairs us together, before merely doubling up the six Stalkers and four remaining Nameless based on how close they’re standing to each other. He points down the line, setting the pairs, before getting onto the radio to make contact with the other teams.

      He’s successful, once more, with the one in the west. They’re in position, ready to attack. He tries the northern and eastern teams. There’s no answer from the north, but there is from the east. They, too, are now working into position, a little delayed like us. It seems they got into a heavy firefight, losing a couple of men in the process and yet, somehow, not alerting the main force sieging the eastern blockades.

      He tries a couple more times with the northern team, and is unsuccessful. In the end, three out of four isn’t too bad, and with any luck the final team will still be in play, just out of contact.

      “Right,” he says, completing his communications. “We go. You know your pairs and you know your routes. No talking from here. Get into position, and set your timers. We strike in ten minutes exactly.”

      Pair by pair, we begin moving, each team heading off in different directions. From here, just east of the central road, the route will take us all north to the main fighting. And Zander and I will be right in the thick of it, one of the two teams tasked with going right up the middle.

      My brother, of course, wouldn’t have it any other way. And neither would I.

      Speaking telepathically, we surge northwards, up streets parallel to the primary road. Our unique ability negates the need for hand signals and eye contact. I’m in his head, and can almost see through his eyes too. We have a 360 view of our surroundings, merging as a single fighting entity as we press on, stopping and starting if ever a shape materialises in the mist.

      The battle grows ever louder, ever more aggressive. Within minutes, we’re working close enough to make out the masses in the fog, see the many hundreds of soldiers hidden behind cover and barricades, standing and shooting and, sometimes, speeding off down other channels to try to make small flanking moves.

      The dead are clear to see. They pile up behind the enemy lines, men and women dropping to the dust as they march inexorably forward. Their losses will no doubt have been far greater than ours. But they can take it. They have the numbers. And freshly bolstered, they’re pressing closer and closer to the walls of Inner Haven. Closer and closer to the civilian population.

      Five minutes have passed, and our strike zone has been reached.

      We will attack from here, Zander tells me. We need a good vantage.

      I search through the fog and see a rare undamaged building. It looks sturdy, and unattended.

      How about there? I say.

      Zander doesn’t need to ask me where I’m looking. Our link is such that he already knows.

      He peruses the structure, just across the street and tall enough to give a great view of the action below. With our Dasher powers, we could toss grenades a fair distance from there, rain them down from on high and devastate those below. And in the mayhem, our pulse rifles will tear the enemy apart.

      I like it, says my brother, a wicked smile gracing his pale face. Good spot. Let’s go.

      We turn and move back, working around so as to remain unseen. Flashing between cover, we arrive within another minute, before quickly checking that the foyer is empty. It’s quiet and still inside, blocked off from the battle. The walls are thick, the doors solid. No wonder it remains untouched.

      With the clock counting quickly down, we hurry up the many flights of stairs, the lift seemingly disabled. By the time we reach the top, a dozen floors up, I’m panting hard. Zander does the same, clutching his side as a hint of blood starts to creep through the dressing.

      “The staples are coming apart,” I say. “You have to be careful.”

      “I don’t have time to be careful,” he grunts.

      Finally, we reach the empty roof, and the cacophony grows once more. The edge of the building is walled, a perfect four foot barrier to conceal us. Over the top, and down below, I see the sprawling battle spreading into the distance, clear in spots and hidden in others by the heavy mist. The bird’s eye view presents a unique look upon the enemy, their numbers still strong as our defence struggles to hold them out.

      I can’t see our own people with such clarity, but can get a good impression of the barriers, blockades, and defences in place. And beyond, the shape of the walls to Inner Haven come into view as well, so sparsely defended now.

      Zander checks his clock.

      One minute, he says. Gather all grenades. Set them on the wall. We throw right there along the lines. He points out the perfect spots. Create havoc, sis, and then unload with your pulse rifle. Make sure it’s charged. Fifty seconds now…

      I set my grenades as ordered, then check my rifle. It’s good to go.

      Forty seconds.

      All explosives are lined up, six each. My brother has some final advice.

      I’ll throw longer, he says, and try to reach further behind their lines. You throw closer, right on the edge. We’ll close them in a fire trap.

      Thirty seconds.

      I look behind us, and check that the door to the roof is shut and locked. I don’t want anyone sneaking up on us from behind. I turn back to the action as the wind picks up. The clouds are starting to gather above.

      Twenty seconds.

      I wonder now if the others are in position. I turn left and right and try to see the little teams down on the street. I lift my gaze to other rooftops, wondering if they had the same idea as us. Then I see two shapes, and my chest swells. Two of the Nameless are nearby, ready to add their storm to ours.

      The others are out of sight, but I know they’ll be ready. The Cure have fallen into our trap. They have no watchers at their rear. They have no concern of such a strike. Hubris, as Lady Orlando said, has made them vulnerable. They have no idea what’s coming.

      Ten seconds.

      I take hold of a grenade, and grip it tight. My heart pumps, my ears throbbing with blood and noise. I reach back, as my brother does, ready to throw with all my enhanced force and speed.

      Five seconds.

      I take a breath, Zander whispering the countdown in my head.

      Three, two, one.

      And in unison, we throw.
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      One after another, we hurl the grenades with all the power we can muster. Snatched from the wall, they fly long and far, mine dropping first, Zander’s second as they spread off into the fog.

      We act so fast that all are airborne before the first one hits the ground. Too fast, in fact, as I accidentally knock one off in my haste, the explosive falling off the top of the building before it’s armed. I grunt in anger at such a mistake, not wanting to lose any munitions.

      Yet, it doesn’t matter.

      One after another, separated by mere moments, the grenades burst into life, and result in great death. I see the fire illuminating the mist, our explosives so well dispersed as to cover great swathes of the enemy positions below in flame.

      My eyes dilate at the sight. And as the fire rises below us, so it does to the left and the right, to the many enemy positions targeted by our allies. Across the enemy lines, a devastating series of eruptions cause the very mayhem we desire. Dozens of blasts, all tearing through the streets in unison, eliminate hundreds of Cure soldiers from the fight.

      My brother picks up his pulse rifle from the wall, triggering me to do the same. Now we add our blue flame to the mix, firing blind into the cloud of smoke rising from the flames below. Through my periphery, I see the same atop the building nearby, our Nameless allies firing too, their rounds of pulse energy a glorious green. And down below, now I see them. Our Stalker allies, their pulse rifles shooting red, spitting from hidden positions at the enemy below.

      The colours all join, gathering with the yellow and orange fire to create a dazzling display. Even over the sounds of battle, I can hear the screaming. Dozens, maybe hundreds of men and women, caught in the fiery snare, their bodies burned or their limbs blown off by the grenades issued from their rear.

      We shoot, round after round, our rifles on their highest setting. Each takes a little longer to charge, but the results are dramatic. Like the grenades, the heavy rounds of energy fizz into the smoke, exploding through whatever they find beneath. We fire without mercy and without specific aim, covering as much of the area as we can with our devastating weaponry. Weaponry that the Cure cannot match.

      For a short time, we stand there, blasting away without any sign of resistance or opposition. It takes a time for the Cure to realise just what’s going on, the carnage enough to disable their faculties and cause the sort of chaos we’d hoped to inflict.

      Yet, it doesn’t last forever.

      A few pings of bullets fill the air nearby, and I see little chunks of stone ripped from the wall. The firing grows in intensity, tiny lights flashing below and giving away the enemy positions, just as our pulse rifles are with us.

      “Get down!” shouts Zander, crouching behind the wall as the bullets start to close in.

      A few becomes several more, before the rattle of gunfire below grows loud, and the wall suffers a terrible battering.

      “Move!”

      Zander slinks off towards another part of the building. I begin to follow.

      “No. Other side!” he tells me, without looking, knowing that I’m right behind him.

      I stop and turn back, heading for the far side of the building instead. The Cure continue to attack our last known location, and as we get into position, I see Zander suddenly stand once more, lay his pulse rifle on top of the wall, and send forth a ferocious blue barrage.

      The rounds fly quick, one after another, and I realise that Zander’s changed the setting on the rifle. We’re no longer firing blind here. We can see where the Cure are by the flashing barrels of their guns.

      I change the setting on mine too, flicking the dial before laying my gun down on the wall and firing. It takes a second for the enemy to notice we’ve moved and separated. They see Zander first, and begin firing, but only after he’s taken out several of their number. As they fire at him, and he takes refuge behind the wall, I take over, sending many men to their graves.

      Zander, meanwhile, displaces as the fire now comes at me. By the time I’m ducking, Zander’s firing from another vantage. More men sink to the earth.

      We continue to fire and move for a while, the roof of the building large enough to give us plenty of options. Soon, the unit assaulting us has grown thin, their chattering guns little more than a whimper. I spare a look over the wall, and am blinded by a sudden light.

      The wall explodes not far from where I am. A huge chunk of it is ripped off as the Cure turn to more powerful weapons to disable us. I’m thrown backwards, a sprinkle of debris hailing down on me. I shake the cobwebs away and look to my brother, the missile striking just where he’d been only moments before.

      But he’s moved, just in time, displacing ten metres down the line and out of sight. He comes rushing over to me, blood now seeping more heavily from his side. My look of concern is brushed away as he instead inspects me.

      His analysis takes a second as I continue to blink away the shroud in my head. There’s a throb in my ear, grazed as I thrust from the exploding wall. I reach up and feel warm blood.

      “It’s OK,” says Zander. “Just a cut.”

      He lifts me to my feet. I take a moment to regather my full strength. By the time I do, another chunk of wall is disintegrating, and we’re forced to retreat a little further away.

      Zander moves me towards the door, and sets me against it.

      “Stay here,” he orders.

      Then he skips back to the far end of the roof, moving right for one of the latest breaches. He searches through the smog and begins firing once more, before relocating quickly as more bullets and rocket propelled grenades seek him out. Left and right he goes, moving and firing as the barrage seems to gather some steam. Then several explosions rattle lower, down in the building’s foundations, trembling violently beneath my feet.

      Zander turns back to me. He felt that too.

      He surges over, giving up the fight. I look to the other rooftops and notice that our Nameless soldiers are no longer there. I can’t tell through the mist whether they’ve been killed or have retreated back to the streets. I can’t tell either if the other men in our unit are still with us. The plan was to inflict as much carnage as possible before moving back to our lines. That time may well have arrived.

      I open the door before Zander gets to me, and we pile straight in and out of sight. Flinging my pulse rifle onto my back, I withdraw a handgun, better suited to tighter spaces like thus.

      “They may be in the building. Expect contact,” says my brother, stepping into the lead.

      We work straight towards the stairs, moving quickly but carefully down. We cover several floors before Zander stops. He halts and listens, and then I hear them.

      Footsteps, coming up the stairwell. It sounds like a fair few.

      There’s little cover here, not a good spot for a fight. Zander quickly turns to a door, leading into a corridor, and we rush through. We retreat a little, moving through another door and into an abandoned apartment. We stop, silent and still, and wait for the men to pass.

      Behind two doors, however, we can no longer hear them. We wait several moments, enough time for them to reach the roof, but not enough to have realised we’ve already left. Then, just as we’re about to go, we hear the door at the end of the corridor open.

      It creaks, and the footfall sounds again. Less this time. Perhaps a soldier or two. We slink back into the shadows, our door the first along the corridor and therefore the first to be checked.

      The footsteps stop outside. My brother moves one side of the door. I move to the other. Several seconds pass. Nothing happens.

      Then, suddenly, the handle of the door slowly turns. It’s all Zander needs.

      Before the door opens, he pulls his handgun and begins shooting right at it. The bullets go right through the wood and whatever lies beyond. He shoots laterally, left and right, covering the door and part of the wall to the side.

      Silence again.

      Then the sound of two bodies sliding to the floor.

      He reaches for the handle and pulls. Tentatively, he looks out and makes sure the men are dead. They are, both shot through their weak armour, unable to repel his fire from this range, even through the door.

      My brother looks at me.

      “Let’s go. They’ll have heard the shots.”

      He hurries straight out and I follow once more. We charge for the door to the stairwell, now opened, and hear rushing footsteps again. This time, they’re coming down. We have to get there first.

      We do, just. I can hear the men in pursuit now, several levels up. We reach the stairs and begin dashing down, speeding along at a pace that has me almost falling on several occasions. The men follow, though lose ground, unable to keep up. Within moments we’re nearing the foyer, tumbling down the last set of stairs. My stomach takes a tumble too as we reach the hall and look out to see several more men on guard.

      They see us just as quickly as we see them. Guns are lifted and aimed, but as I’m about to shoot, Zander grabs me and hurls me off behind the cover of the reception desk. I slide behind it as he follows, a series of bullets tracing his step and just missing as he finds cover.

      We’re quick on the draw now, pistols in hand. Without needing to confer, we know just what to do, our minds so well linked. As I slide left, Zander slides right. We don’t shoot over the top of the desk as the enemy might expect. We shoot low, from the floor, either side of the end of the desk, firing straight for the feet of the men ahead.

      We connect with ankles and shins, and the four men on guard begin howling to the heavens. They drop to the floor, their weapons discarded as they begin to grapple with their wounds. It’s an instinctive move that will see them dead. As they reach for their legs, we now stand and fire, aiming at more fatal parts. Heads suffer the brunt, and one heart takes a pummelling. All four men are dead within seconds.

      But those seconds are enough, and the men are a distraction themselves.

      A distraction for us.

      As we take them out, our pursuers from the roof come rushing into the foyer. They come from the right, unseen for just a second, too late for us to turn our weapons on them. We duck instead, hiding back behind the large wooden desk, expecting a barrage of fire to light the thing up.

      It doesn’t.

      Instead, more footsteps clatter, heavy and fast. Then, cowering, I notice the shapes of four more bodies looming over us, guns drawn and looking for the killing shot.

      We have no time to retreat or fire before they can. We both know that the only way is forward.

      Jumping from cover, we thrust right at them, our first goal to disarm. Zander, just ahead of me, is able to dislodge one gun with a swinging palm, before moving for the man behind. I’m left with two myself, ducking and weaving like flowing water, my small frame enough to trickle through cracks in their defence.

      I don’t, however, try to shift their weapons. Instead, I swing for their heads, drawing a knife from my belt as I go. I slash across one’s neck, the cut grazing the skin but not deep. The blood seeps, but doesn’t flow. The man grimaces in anger and pain, his face thick with black stubble and deeply tanned, eyes widening as he leans back to avoid a second blow.

      I miss him entirely this time, and as I do, my second opponent steps in, his own knife now gripped tight between his meaty fingers. I see him in my periphery, my Hawk eyes working well, and am able to avoid the thrust of the blade and skip to safety.

      My brother has better luck, disarming both men. I’m aware of what he’s doing, without actually seeing it, knowing full well that he’s knocked one man to the floor, and is drawing his knife to deal with the other.

      But first, he has to help me out…

      The men before me are fast and strong, and clearly well trained in using knives. What began as a gunfight has become a knife fight, the remaining five combatants vying for blood. I’m besieged by quick thrusts and jabs, their blades jagged and rough, not clean and polished like mine. I dodge the first few but find the assault relentless. One comes close, inching towards my precious flesh, and that’s when Zander steps in.

      Seeing what I do, he sweeps across and drags me away, pulling me to one side. We take a step back, lining up beside one another with our three enemies standing ahead. The other lies unconscious on the ground, out of the game.

      This is a simple bout, two against three, no guns allowed. Just knives and fists.

      A round of glares follow, no one moving. We scout each other out, assessing. I wonder who’s going to make the first move. And then, together, they come.

      They rush as a three, all at once, brandishing their ugly blades. Slashing and cutting, their arms move with a tremendous pace, and Zander and I are forced to bend and slip skilfully away. I fill my lungs with a heavy breath and breathe it out as smoothly as I can, deepening my focus. The world slows further, and yet the men still fight at speed, their own Dasher blood evening out the playing field.

      We enter into a dance, a brutal ballet, all five of us moving at such speed that a regular person would have trouble keeping up. In my head, I hear Zander telling me to let them tire, to keep dodging. To only attack if I see a gilt-edged chance.

      I trust his judgement and continue to dodge, the two of us fighting back to back and mostly attempting to repel their advances. They weave around us, working as a three, keeping us ensnared as if it’s to their benefit.

      It isn’t, and that’s something they cannot know. They don’t know that we can communicate telepathically. They don’t know that Zander is talking me through things as we go. They don’t know that we can see what the other does, feel what the other does. Standing as we are, our perception of the world around us is complete. Neither of us can be blindsided. Each and every attack is seen before it’s made.

      The sensation is something elemental, something powerful. I feel like more than just myself, as if I’ve been bolstered by my twin’s powers. More than ever, I feel his presence within me, his eyes mine to see through, his emotions mine to feel.

      We become a truly impenetrable force, growing in power as our minds link. And when Zander says, when he finally makes his move, I’m right there alongside him.

      We do so as one, our attackers breathing hard. All we needed was one chance, one slip of concentration, one chink in the armour. Here it is, right now. And we send them to their graves.

      We slash, needing only three strikes, one per man. I duck and move forward beneath one of their defences, rising up from a crouching position and guiding my knife, as has become my speciality, up through his stubbly jaw and into his brain. Zander deals with the other two at precisely the same moment. I don’t see it, not with my own eyes, but I know just what he’s doing.

      One throat is sliced through. Another gets the blade imbedded through his temple. All of them, killing strokes, three more men to add to the count of dead.

      As they fall, we stand again, side by side, the hybrid twins of the Nameless.

      Our mission is complete, we’ve done our job.

      And now it’s time to get back.
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      We quickly move out of the building and send our gaze up the street. The fires still swirl, and the mist continues to pump from the battlefield, obscuring our view. Yet something has become clear. The Cure have been severely depleted.

      We can tell that by the noise, the beat of war softening. And we can tell it by the lack of movement ahead, the streets much quieter now. But mostly, we can tell it by the shapes on the ground. Those of bodies, hundreds of them, spread all over the concrete.

      Our strike team of only a dozen men have struck a killer blow. I feel a tremendous surge of hope flow through me at the sight, and the growing hush around us. Still, guns fire, and the occasional blast sends a tremor through the air, but it’s less than before. Much less.

      Though we don’t yet know what’s happening in the other quarters, we can be certain that here, in the south, the threat of the Cure is being stripped away.

      We move immediately across the street, heading for the cover of the tighter lanes. I can only assume that our men, if they’ve survived, will now be heading straight back towards our lines. We stop for a moment and consider things. I turn to Zander with a mind to turning the screw.

      “We should head straight up the main road,” I say. “We can do more, Zander. We have them on the ropes. We should take out as many as we can…”

      “Our defences should be capable of that now,” counters my brother. “We’ve done enough here. We should probably stick to the plan.”

      He grimaces, now able to relax a little here, out of sight. I note that his side is more bloodied than before, causing a strike of panic in me.

      “You weren’t cut were you?!” I ask. “They didn’t get you? I didn’t feel…”

      “Shhhh. No, it’s fine. It’s the same gash. It just needs re-stitching.”

      “Right then…well, we go straight back. No more fighting. Come on.”

      “You’ve changed your tune,” he smiles.

      “Of course,” I say, linking eyes with him. “It’s you.”

      My mind takes a u-turn, and the idea of further assaults, and moving deeper into the enemy army, suddenly appears ridiculous. We have our lives, and our health - mostly. We need to get back as soon as we can and make sure we keep them intact.

      Before we do, Zander gets onto the radio. This time, he makes quick contact with the eastern strike team. They lost two further soldiers during the attack, one of them with the Nameless, another a Stalker. Yet they were successful by the sounds of it, very much so. They coordinated well, as we did, and managed to make serious inroads into the Cure’s forces over in that quarter.

      The northern team, again, isn’t contacted. Yet we hear from the east that they’ve been heard from, and that their assault also went well. Now, only the west remains, Zander struggling to get through. From previous reports, we can only assume that they were triumphant too, a highly profitable return from this joint endeavour all round.

      But, we’re also aware that we can’t take our foot off the gas. We have weakened our enemy, perhaps severely, but until every last one of them is dead we cannot rest. The plan, now, will be to return, gather our full strength, and stage our final assaults against each of their battalions in the four quarters of Outer Haven. With our numbers once more equalised, and perhaps even turned to our benefit, it’s time to conduct the finishing blow.

      To that end, Zander also makes a final call to the HQ before we set off. Commander Burns picks up.

      “Oh, Zander. Fantastic to hear from you,” comes his crackly voice down the line. It’s slightly distorted, a few syllables drowned by static, but just about decipherable. “I’m on the line wi…Lady Orlando. She wants to know…Brie’s OK.”

      “Yes, I’m fine, Commander,” I say. “I’m right here.”

      “And you’re…both unhurt?” comes Lady Orlando’s voice.

      “Yes, we’re fine. Minor scrapes, that’s all,” says Zander. “The strike was highly successful. We’re moving back now. Have you heard from the western team? We know things went well in the east and north, but haven’t heard from the…”

      “Yes,” says Burns. “The west…successful.” A bout of static hisses. “We’re gather…intel. Looks positive…get back…as…can….”

      “Commander, you’re breaking up,” says Zander. “We’re coming now. Hold the lines…”

      “Z…can…hear…”

      “Commander? You’re breaking up.”

      Burn’s voice turns into nothing but static. Zander shuts off the radio, and fixes it back to his belt.

      “That’s some interference,” I say. “What’s causing it?”

      “Who knows. Could be lots of reasons. OK, it sounds like they have things in order back there. Let’s go join them.”

      Encouraged by the news, we move off again. Our pace isn’t as fast as before, the journey still requiring a careful and tentative step. Easing down quiet passages, we first move away from the main street, before directing our path a little northwards and back to the shelter of our own lines.

      We haven’t gone too far when I feel a presence in the shadows. I stop, tensing up and turning to the murky cobblestones of a dirty alley. Within the darkness, a figure takes shape, huddled tight and blanketed in lightless fabric.

      I see Zander about to lift his gun, but stop him.

      “No…look, it’s one of ours.”

      The figure now lifts his head, and his hood falls away, revealing the pale face of one of our Stalker allies. His lips are red from coughed up blood, and I see that his cloak is matted red along his abdomen. I step close to him.

      “Where’s your partner?” I ask.

      “Gone,” he grunts. “I couldn’t keep up.”

      I recoil. “So he just left you here to die?”

      The man stares at me, emotionless. Yet I feel a pang of pity for him in that moment. Perhaps it’s just me, anthropomorphising some humanity into this inanimate figure. Really, I doubt he cares his partner left him here alone to die. I doubt he cares about death itself, or fears its cold tendrils as they creep around his body. I doubt he cares about anything, forced into this life as a vessel of destruction and little more.

      But, I do care. If only just a little. I look in his eyes now and, behind that detached stare, see something remaining. Some semblance of life that coerces me to help.

      I turn to Zander.

      “Help me with him,” I say. “We have to take him with us.”

      Zander frowns, looking at the Stalker’s pitiful frame.

      “He probably won’t make it, Brie,” he says, not lowering his voice to hide his words from the man. There’s no need for tact around such people.

      “But he might,” I say softly. “He deserves to live. We should try at least.”

      Zander fills his lungs slowly, assessing things. I know what he’s thinking. That he’ll only slow us down at best, and put us in danger at worst. Yet he seems to be of the same mind as me, perhaps due to our growing connection. He nods, and steps forward, shifting his weight beneath one of the Stalker’s arms.

      I do the same, and we lift the man to his feet. He’s able to stand, but looks unsteady, his arms wrapped over his midsection to try to stem the flow of blood.

      “Here, let me help,” I say, reaching to his collar and trying to remove his cloak.

      At first, he shrugs me away. Then, with some more coaxing, he relents, and I pull away the fabric, draw my knife, and fashion a large bandage from the material to wrap around his abdomen.

      I’ve never seen a Stalker unsheathed like this. Beneath, he’s wearing a single garment; a tightly fitted black leotard that covers him from ankle to neck. It shows off his frame well, tall and rangy and less muscled than I’d have thought. There’s a serious tear to his right flank that looks to me to have been inflicted by a knife. And below, a deep wound that seeps blood right down to the dirt, trickling off into the gutter.

      I hastily cut the bandage from his cloak and wrap it around him tight. Then, discarding the rest, we begin moving northwards once more, helping him along where needed. The going is certainly slow, and the man must be in terrible pain. Yet he doesn’t make a sound, his face ashen and withdrawn, the light slowly leaving his eyes as his blood drains away.

      Like a metronome, he keeps on going, though, each step becoming more of a struggle. This isn’t some pride within him, some need to show strength. No, this is merely a product of his programming. He, like all his brethren, has been conditioned to operate like this, condemned to operate like this, forced to go on and on until his body gives out.

      He’d probably been doing that before we found him. He’d probably just collapsed there from weakness and exhaustion. We’ve roused him for one final surge, but the further we go, the more it becomes clear that we’re just wasting our time.

      He begins to stumble and fall, but gets straight back up. I rush to help him to his feet when he can no longer do so himself. The length of his paces shorten. Soon, he’s barely shuffling along more than a foot at a time.

      But still he goes, on and on, cutting a sad figure. The effort is so extreme that I see tears gathering in his eyes. They’re not tears of emotion, but merely a reaction of his body as it works to its upper limits. A man like him would never cry. A man like him could never cry.

      Yet the sight sets a rhythm of pity to my heart. This Stalker has never had a life. He’s never had a choice. He’s been a hunter, a killer, and nothing more. An agent for the use of evil, yet not evil himself.

      Eventually, Zander shakes his head.

      “We have to go, Brie. He’s not going to make it.”

      The Stalker now lifts his eyes a final time, and sends them right at Zander. It’s as if, in his final moments, he’s been imbued with something he’s never had before. As if his impending death has cast off the chains of his programming, dismissed all the functions in his mind. His eyes, fading, take on a new design. I see a human there, and not a robot. And those tears, drawn up through the effort of his programmed determination, suddenly become real.

      His face crinkles in grief. Two tears swell and drop, one after another, down his cheeks. He falls to his knees, blood drenching them, his eyes still on Zander, never leaving, never moving.

      I see his lips quiver and open, drooling crimson.

      “I’m…sorry,” he croaks. “For everything I’ve done to your people.”

      I look at him, stark-eyed, as I watch this killing machine come to life, right at the moment of his death. It’s like a final curse for his people to endure. To see the world through the eyes of the living, before having it snatched immediately away.

      And there, right there, broken and on his knees, his lips flatten out, and his eyes evanesce. Kneeling like a statue, the Stalker dies.

      I stare at him, forgetting everything else around me, thinking of the horrible life this man was forced to lead. I hate it. The thought that, right at his death, he saw himself from afar, saw what he was, what he’d done. The pain that filled his face, the grief in his eyes. It’s as though he woke up to find he was the monster of the story, only just realising it at the end.

      As I stare, Zander appears at my side, gently coaxing me on.

      “Come on, sis…we have to go,” he says softly, as if we’ve just witnessed the loss of a loved one.

      We haven’t. We’ve merely seen an enemy die. But for some strange reason, it still hurts.

      I take a final look at the man, locked in place and staring forward, dead of eye, before stepping away. I shut my eyes, take a breath, and turn my mind from the dead, and right back to the living.

      “OK,” I say, nodding. “Let’s go.”

      Freed of the burden, we begin moving faster. As our pace quickens, so the sounds of battle pick up. Once again, the drums start to beat louder, the Cure reorganising after our combined strikes, pressing forward once more.

      But something doesn’t quite add up. There’s a heavy beat to the air, but it seems to be emanating from the west. The southern blockade, not too far from where we are, appears subdued as it was when we left it. Yet beyond, further towards the northwest, there’s a growing swell of noise spreading through the city.

      We share slightly confused looks, before we’re stopped right in our tracks by a hissing at Zander’s hip. We pull up, and he quickly snatches the radio from his belt as the hiss turns to broken static, and the broken static to broken words.

      We listen closely, holding the radio to our ears.

      “…the…soldie…from….est…”

      My frown deepens.

      “What the hell? Who is that?”

      Zander shakes his head, fiddling furiously with the dial. The static continues, and so do the broken words. I try to make sense of them, but can’t. What the hell is this guy saying?

      Then, suddenly, one word becomes clear as Zander has some success tuning in.

      Retreat…

      I stare at him, my breath stolen away.

      “Retreat,” I say. “He said retreat!”

      My brother’s fiddling grows fierce, and slowly the static subsides. Then, the pieces come together, and the man’s voice flows straight down the line, clean as water from a mountain spring.

      “The soldiers are coming from the west!” he cries. “Retreat to Inner Haven now! Does anyone copy? Can anyone hear me?!”

      Zander clicks the switch.

      “Yes, yes! I hear you. It’s Zander. Who is this? Calm down, soldier, explain yourself.”

      “Zander!” bellows the man. “It’s Wilson. I was sent west by Lady Orlando…”

      The scout. It’s the scout.

      “Wilson. What are you saying? More soldiers are coming?!”

      “Yes, sir…from…west,” comes the scout’s voice, breaking up once more. “Retreat…Inner Hav…they’re coming!”

      The sound of his voice cuts off, overtaken by an unpleasant hissing.

      “Wilson! Can you hear me?! Wilson, do you copy?!” shouts Zander.

      The radio doesn’t respond.

      “Damn it! What was…”

      “Cromwell,” I say.

      Zander lifts his eyes, unblinking.

      “More soldiers coming from the west,” I say, suddenly calm. “It must be Cromwell’s secret army. The Cure are done. Now…he’s coming to finish the job.”

      We turn our eyes north, and we run.
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      We have no time for subterfuge now. No time to sneak and hide, and work through these streets so carefully. We run hard, Zander with his radio back in hand as he dials into the City Guard HQ.

      It takes him a few times, but soon he’s on the line with Commander Burns, telling him to spread the word.

      “A force is coming!” pants Zander as we zip down alleys, hurdling bits of debris and the occasional stray cat. “We think it might be Cromwell. Warn our men. Warn them all. We need to get them behind the walls immediately!”

      “Zander…sa…again…” comes the response. “Repeat…”

      Zander comes to a quick stop, roaring with frustration, his breath heaving.

      “Commander Burns, do you copy?!” he bellows. “Order all our men to retreat to Inner Haven. If you’re hearing this, order the retreat now! Do you copy?!”

      More gritty static fizzes down the line. Zander repeats himself again several times, Commander Burns’ responses always broken by interference.

      “Order the retreat!” Zander roars. “Order the retreat now!”

      He gives up, and turns to me.

      “Do you think he heard?” I ask.

      “I don’t know,” pants Zander. “Something’s screwing with the connection. We’re going to have to warn them ourselves.”

      We rush even faster now, Zander’s radio hooked back into place and out of commission. Running just behind him, I see the blood now spreading a little further down his leg, the medic’s temporary stitching coming apart. Each long stride and twist of his abdomen does further damage, and the occasional grimace of pain rips through his face as we hurtle through narrow lanes.

      We don’t slow until we’re pressing close to our lines, the sentry guns still inactive on the specific path we ventured forth from not too long ago. One wrong turn down one wrong alley, and we’ll be assaulted by the fixed weapons. Yet Zander’s memory is sufficient to recall the route, and in no time at all, we’re charging right towards our soldiers.

      They lift their weapons from behind their barriers, ready to fire. But unlike Titus’ men over in the west, they refrain from the urge, knowing to expect us. The commander steps forward immediately as we pass through, lungs heaving and begging for air.

      “Zander, what happened?” he asks.

      The question is too vague, and therefore ignored.

      “Have…any of our…men passed?” asks Zander, filling his lungs with a great intensity.

      “Yes,” says the City Guard. “Most are accounted for.”

      “Where are they?”

      “Gathered down the street, awaiting you, sir.”

      “OK. Have you…heard from HQ?”

      “No, sir. Is something the matter?”

      “We need to retreat,” Zander nods. “Order all your men back to Inner Haven immediately.”

      “But, sir, the strikes went well, did they not? The Cure are weakened…”

      A heavy explosion fills the air, a long way off, but loud enough to rattle the foundations of the streets.

      “You hear that,” gasps Zander. “More men are coming. We think it’s Cromwell…”

      The commander’s eyes grow tense.

      “So, it’s true? They’re turning against us?” he asks, now turning his gaze towards his men. Some, I know, will be those loyal to Cromwell. They can no longer be counted as our friends.

      “Just order the retreat immediately. Only our own loyalists, Commander,” says Zander. “And try the HQ again. I’m having trouble with my radio…”

      “Oh, it’s not just you, sir. We’ve been having problems too.”

      “Interference,” I say. “It’s gotta be Cromwell.”

      Zander nods.

      “Maybe. Come on, Brie.”

      We hurry straight off, surging down the street in search of our team. We find them together again, minus the Stalker we saw die, and no one else. It appears the mission was doubly successful in both taking life and avoiding heavy losses.

      Yet, after seeing the Stalker seem to repent in his final moments, and feeling great pity for him, I now look upon the remaining five with a surging distrust. Will they turn? Is their programming deep enough to cause them to attack? Is anything our grandfather told us true?

      The four Nameless soldiers appear delighted to see us as we arrive, my brother in particular. They share a quick greeting, before Zander updates them. He has to be careful in the presence of the Stalkers. As yet, none seem to be acting suspiciously.

      Still, he tests whether he still has command of them, and whether they’ll still follow his orders.

      “You five,” he says. “I need you to head back out and check the lanes south of here.”

      He doesn’t offer explanation. The lead Stalker offers a general query.

      “Why?”

      “We were pursued by some of the Cure soldiers,” says Zander. “They need to be taken care of. I’d go, but my injury needs tending.”

      The Stalker considers it for a second, and then asks, “Where?”

      “The route we took out,” says Zander. “Go immediately. We need to protect the flanks.”

      A moment later, to my great surprise, the Stalkers are zipping off again, weaving into the network of alleys beyond our lines. The Nameless, staying silent, seem to know what Zander’s doing in getting rid of them.

      “OK, they’re gone,” says my brother. “Now, all of you, help get our soldiers to Inner Haven. No questions now, just listen. I heard from our scout in the west. He said a new force is incoming. Hear that?” he asks, referencing the growing beat of war in the west. “We think Cromwell’s putting his plan into action. We need to retreat immediately, but radio contact is being hindered. How much energy do you have left?”

      The Nameless soldiers all show their bravado, telling us they’re fine and ready to work.

      “Good. We need you manually taking orders to the other quarters. Whoever’s quickest, go north. The other three head to the western, eastern and southern blockades. Pass on the retreat order. If they receive word before you arrive, help as many of our men behind the walls as possible. We act now, and we act fast. Now go!”

      The four hybrids confer for a moment, before rushing straight off in different directions. Those heading to the more distant parts of the city will need to drain their powers, making them vulnerable. But unlike the Stalkers, forced to follow orders via their programming, the Nameless do it via their free will. They do it because they trust my brother, and they will lay down their lives for this cause if they have to.

      As they move off, I’m preoccupied by a query.

      “How come the Stalkers followed your orders?” I ask. “They’re still under your command.”

      “Probably because they haven’t been ordered otherwise yet. Maybe Cromwell was bullshitting about their programming. They might know nothing of his attack.”

      “Let’s hope so. So, what now for us?”

      “We head for Inner Haven…”

      “But what can we do there? We need to help secure our forces across the wall.”

      My brother begins to nod.

      “Hmmm. Perhaps you’re right. But Commander Burns and Lady Orlando need to know what’s happening.”

      “They will,” I say. “But if radio comms are being interrupted, what’s the point in going back there? We should be in the west. That’s where the fighting will be.”

      As I speak, the colour of crimson fills my eyes again. I look at Zander’s wound. He can’t fight. Not now. He needs that fully taken care of first.

      “Actually,” I say. “Maybe…maybe we should head back. We’ve been given some warning at least. We have some time. And…that wound needs to be properly seen to. You’re losing blood again, and going pale.”

      Zander never likes any reference to weakness regarding his physical state. However, there’s no denying that his powers are waning, and will continue to do so should he go on like this. He needs to be stitched up and refuelled. Only then should we return to the wall.

      “You’re probably right,” he concedes. “I am feeling a little…dizzy.”

      “Right. Well, let’s go then. The commander here has things in hand. And the hybrids are taking word around the city. We’ve done our bit for now.”

      He nods, and as he does, I see a familiar shape over his shoulder. Moving from his position defending an alley down the street, the lumbering frame of Drum appears, relocating with his unit as the orders are swiftly given to do so.

      I find myself stepping away from Zander, and calling out his name.

      “Drum!” I shout, a smile crafting itself onto my face.

      He turns, and sees me, then hesitates as his men move off. I don’t force him into a decision. Instead, I rush towards him, closing the space between us with a flash of flowing legs.

      “Brie,” he smiles. “I heard you were around here. Are you OK? You were on the strike team?”

      I nod, and then hug him. It’s such a comforting feeling, wrapping my arms around his great trunk. It reminds me of a simpler time.

      “I’m good, Drum. Real good. You’re heading back to the southern gate?”

      “Yeah. We just got the order.” He lowers his voice to a whisper. “We’re meant to leave Cromwell loyalists behind…”

      “Yeah, I know. I helped make that plan.”

      “You did? Well…it’s hard. They know we’re moving. The commander has put them into their own units, but they know something’s up.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Drum. Just get back through the gate where it’s safe, OK.”

      “Safe. Is it really safe there?”

      “Safer than here,” I say. “There are still plenty of Cure left. They’ll help slow Cromwell’s men down. But…they’re weak and ready to fall. It won’t take long.”

      “Right. So, this is our last stand?”

      I nod.

      “No more backward steps. I promise.”

      I reach up and cup his cheek, and see that innocent smile of his, that used to grace his face so often, appear once more. That visage he’s been building, that of a soldier, is stripped away, and the oversized boy from the academy takes centre stage again.

      It lasts a second, but it’s enough.

      “OK, little brother,” I say to him. “You don’t want to lose your unit.”

      He smiles a toothy grin, and sweeps my body up into a hug. The breath is pressed from me for a second, as it used to be. Again, I like it. It may not be comfortable, but it is comforting.

      As soon as he drops me back down, he moves off, heading northwards towards the gate with his troop. Zander wanders over to me, having given us a moment alone.

      “How is he?” he asks.

      “In good spirits,” I say.

      “That’s good. Looks like Rhoth’s moving too.”

      “Huh?”

      I see his eyes spreading behind me, and turn to see the shapes of the Fangs, slipping northwards too. They’re all together, heeding the call to retreat, the dying embers of a proud tribe of hunters. This war, this battle, is too much for them. It pains me to see them so depleted.

      I just pray that their flame doesn’t go out completely.

      “Should we go with them?” I ask.

      Zander shakes his head.

      “Rhoth will take care of them. And they’d only slow us down. We need to move quick now. I’ve had my rest. I’m ready.”

      “Then so am I.”

      Turning north, we begin working straight up the nearest alley, veering a little towards the west where the main blockade in the south is still under bombardment. As we grow closer, still using our Dasher powers, though sparingly, I note that the attack from the Cure’s remaining soldiers continues to build steam. It appears that they’re making a final surge here, and possibly in all parts of the city, without knowing what lies behind them.

      In the spare moments I have to ponder it, my instincts tell me something’s not quite right. I don’t voice my suspicions, but it seems to me that the Cure aren’t quite as weakened as we thought.

      I turn my mind away, and focus on getting back to Inner Haven. The gate is near now, and as we reach the main street, the southern blockade so close, I see other soldiers spreading north, desperately retreating and rushing for the wall.

      There seems to be some measure of panic. The lines of communication are breaking down, and as they do, all soldiers start to withdraw. It’s hard to know at a glance, but I can only assume that many City Guards still loyal to Cromwell are part of that number. And more obvious are the Con-Cops, ordered to follow the instructions laid down by their commanders, but seeming to become embroiled in the swell as hundreds of soldiers now make for the gate.

      We rush through them, much faster than most can run. And over in the west, the thunderous roar of battle seems to escalate, harkening back to days ago when the Cure’s full force first advanced upon the city, and broke through our lines at the perimeter wall.

      The gate is open when we arrive, soldiers already passing through. Orders have clearly been given, and I begin to hope that certain radio signals are still in operation. But the entire place is a mess, falling quickly into turmoil. Our people, and Cromwell’s people, appear to mingle together, hurrying as one as the blockade starts to crack and fall, the Cure’s army overrunning us.

      I turn back amid the madness, and take a calming breath. My Hawk eyes summon their full power, spreading far from where I stand. At the main blockade, details come into focus, and the flashes of gunfire and exploding grenades become more prominent. I see shapes and shadows massing, far more of them than there should be. They spread like a plague, sniffing blood as the orders spread through our ranks to withdraw.

      The blockade is quickly surrendering to an enemy we thought were neutered. An enemy we believed to be in disarray, and right there for the taking.

      And as I watch, the pieces of the puzzle come together in my mind, and I realise that we misunderstood the scout’s words.

      This isn’t Cromwell’s doing at all…

      “Brie…come on!”

      Zander’s voice fills my head, and my gaze pulls back. I take a sharp breath, coming out of my reverie. He looks into my eyes, dark and intense.

      “What…what’s going on? What did you see?”

      I shake my head, and my shoulders slacken.

      “The scout didn’t see Cromwell’s secret army,” I say.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…he never said what he saw. Just that soldiers were coming from the west. He never mentioned Cromwell. This isn’t about our grandfather…”

      Zander’s eyes tighten. “The Cure,” he whispers. “Another battalion?”

      My head shakes once more.

      “No, not another battalion,” I breathe. “Another army…”
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      The realisation dawns on Zander as quickly as it did on me. His eyes turn to all parts and take in the rush of bodies, the hysteria taking hold as the orders to retreat spread through our ranks. Then his gaze stops, his body unmoving as he looks right down the main road as I did. He takes a second, then blinks as he withdraws.

      “Damn. You’re right,” he mumbles. “There are too many of them. And we’re in the south. What the hell is it like in the west?!”

      At that moment, several more explosions ring out from the distance, from the very quarter under question. If the Cure are bolstering their ranks here, enough to overturn our retreating army, then they’ll quickly do the same in the west.

      Sharing a look, we both know that there’s no time now to head back to Inner Haven. Together, we sprint for the gate, passing right through amid the rush. Guards there are trying to separate the soldiers as they pass, working to prevent Cromwell’s loyalists from entering. It’s a thankless and impossible task.

      “Forget it”! Zander calls out to them. “Let them all in. There’s no time. Shut the gates when the enemy get near. We can’t let them past the wall!”

      His fly-by orders are taken on board, and we’re quickly hunting down a vehicle. There are plenty to choose from, parked along the outer spiral, ready to ferry soldiers to where they’re needed most. And right now, we’re needed in the west.

      We jump into a jeep, and Zander starts the engine. It chugs to life, and he hits the gas, speeding us around the outermost street that circles Inner Haven.

      The going is quick, the streets clear of the devastation that litters the lands beyond the wall. So far, Inner Haven has been untouched, except for the loss of the High Tower some weeks ago. They remain pristine compared to their sisters across the wall, though empty of life as all civilians huddle closer to the core. The only hindrances are the small roadblocks in place, though there are fewer of them here. If the enemy breach the inner wall, we’ll have a much harder time stopping them.

      The car doesn’t have far to go. Circling the boundary, we’re quickly approaching the western gate, and the rush of soldiers grows clear once again. They spread inside, hurrying to safety, some looking stricken and shellshocked, others immediately climbing into position atop the ramparts to begin the inevitable defence.

      The car judders to a stop, screeching on the tarmac, and we pile out, leaving the doors wide open. We sprint in the opposite direction as everyone else, hunting quickly for those tasked with guarding the gate and ensuring only our own men get through.

      Once more, there are some soldiers trying to stem the flow, but it’s impossible.

      “Let them pass!” Zander roars again. “We have no time to pick and choose! The blockades are being overrun!”

      We battle through the rushing crowds, moving back past the gate and into Outer Haven. The swell of pouring men is stronger, and searching forward, the sight of the Cure’s army appears. It’s vast, all gathered here, moving straight for our lines as our last, bravest, soldiers try to hold them off.

      “We have to help!” shouts Zander. “Come on!”

      Forgetting his wound and weariness, he darts further down the street, and I follow right behind. Our pulse rifles are pulled from our backs, and seeing us come, many other soldiers slow and turn, galvanised by our appearance.

      “Hold them off!” roars Zander, setting a fire beneath them. “Light the bastards up!”

      Dozens of soldiers now turn and join us. I’m shocked to see that there are Con-Cops among them, even some Stalkers. Drawn by the movement of the masses, they seemed to just go with the crowd. But now, my brother stands tall, and his orders are obeyed.

      We move west, past barriers set as the final line of defence. The blockade here spans a good stretch, half a kilometre of temporary walls and roadblocks and little base camps. Still, some soldiers continue to fight from cover, pouring fire at the advancing army. I see it clearer now as we go, the shape of a tremendous force amid the mist. I set my rifle to its most devastating setting and unleash my blue flame.

      The bravest of men continue to be drawn to us, our collective will to fight them off slowing them just a touch. The barrage of gunfire that comes our way is relentless, hundreds, thousands of old firearms peppering our positions with deadly lead. Men fall left and right of me, not hit by skill or some talented marksmen, but by sheer numbers. Lift your head from cover at the wrong time, and you have to rely on luck to stay alive.

      I’m lucky, I guess. I spend more time out of cover than I should, feeling as though my pulse rifle is a shield. In a manner, it is, the blue rounds of energy able to eat away any bullets that hunt me down. I fire without stopping until my rifle begins to grow hot, its charge running out.

      Now I drop, right beside my brother as he fires too with more care and accuracy. I don’t stay down for long. Gripping my pistols from their holsters, I rise above the barrier and fire. This time I take aim at anyone getting too close to our lines. Men of the Cure rush forward, nothing but cannon fodder. They hurtle in with no fear of death, programmed perhaps as the Con-Cops are, yelling manically and in a manner to intimidate.

      But we aren’t intimidated. All the hundred or so men and women still defending the lines are courageous beyond measure. Willing to die right here to allow the rest of us to get to safety, they will remain unmovable until the last moment.

      That moment is surely coming. As my magazines run out, and I duck below cover again to change them, I look back to see our people still squeezing through the gate away in the distance. There’s a growing gap now, between us holding the line, and the remainder escaping behind the walls. The larger that gap becomes, the more stranded we’ll be.

      I look to Zander, his own pulse rifle now running out of charge. As it fails him, so does his body. I see him blinking wildly amid the maelstrom, his eyes losing focus. He drops to the floor in a heap, his rifle knocked from his hands as he collapses.

      “Zander!” I shout.

      I heave him up into a sitting position, and take his pulse. It’s growing weaker, his side still weeping blood. I look down the line to a huge, well armoured Brute, bullets bouncing off him as he fires a mighty weapon at the advancing soldiers.

      “Here! You!” I roar.

      He glances at me, not sure if I’m calling for him.

      “Yes, you! I need help! Right now!”

      Seeing Zander, bloodied and in my arms, he comes crashing over without hesitation. I lightly slap my brother’s cheek, my heart rate spiking as his eyes flicker and begin to open.

      “Zander, can you hear me? Zander!”

      He seems to come back round, nodding and wincing.

      “I…I hear you. I’m…OK.”

      He reaches weakly for his pulse rifle, forgetting it’s out of charge.

      “No!” I slap his hand away. “We’re getting you back to the gate right now, before it’s too late.”

      I look at the gigantic Brute above me, crouching on his knees and only just hidden behind the barrier. His armour appears thick enough to repel all but the most devastating of gunfire.

      “Can you carry him? Straight back to the gate?” I ask.

      “Of course,” booms his voice.

      “Then go! Now! Don’t wait!”

      He bows, slips his powerful arms beneath my brother’s body, and lifts him easily from the floor. Then, turning his back as more bullets ping off his armour, he begins bounding east towards the gate, so fast for a man of such size and proportions.

      I’m alone now, here in the middle of hell. But no, not alone. We have soldiers left, fine soldiers, brave soldiers. I look left and right, and then sneak my eyes over the barrier. The Cure are still coming, the heaving mass gathering. We can’t hold them back any longer.

      If we stay here, we’ll all die. It would be a senseless waste.

      So, roaring left and right, I call for the retreat.

      “Head back for the wall!” I bellow as loudly as I can. “Run for the gate! Now!”

      Some hear me, only those closest. I pray for them to treat me as they would my brother. For them to heed my order.

      And they do.

      My words are taken down the line, moving from one soldier to the next. Soon, the call to retreat has been heard by all, and we’re rushing back from the front line, moving quickly between cover, and firing as we go to slow the pursuit.

      Most are Dashers, able to cover the ground fast enough to avoid being hit. Those that aren’t are helped along, their allies fixing to their sides and speeding their step. We displace and fire, edging to safety, cutting down the enemy as they draw near.

      Then, suddenly, a couple of heavy booms shake the earth and sky. They crack like thunder, spreading from either side of the gate. I look ahead, and see the mighty guns fixed to the wall, firing now over our heads at the massing army. Huge shells and balls of burning energy fly over, tearing up the ground and buildings behind us and shielding our retreat.

      A muted roar issues from my allies, and we rush a little faster as more booming blasts fill the air. The Cure have ventured into range, and with our soldiers having pulled back, the full capabilities of our defence can be unleashed.

      Joining the huge gun placements, I see soldiers firing from the ramparts. The multi-coloured balls of energy, sent from a hundred pulse rifles, fly over my head like shooting stars. The sky above, darkening as the clouds gather, glows with a dazzling array of lights. And all over, the deafening din grows so unbearable I think I might just pass out.

      I continue on, reaching the final stretch. Ahead, I see the totemic Brute lumbering across the threshold. I speed faster towards him as the rest of the soldiers come with me, some dropping as their luck runs dry, errant bullets catching them before they can get to safety.

      My lungs burn, and my legs wobble, and through the gate the soldiers urge us on. One by one, we reach it, tripping and tumbling behind the mighty barrier. I collapse into the dirt, a couple of soldiers quick to pull me up and out of the way as our final men rush through.

      With a heaving chest, I seek out the Brute, his frame clear amid the rabble. I stumble towards him as the gate begins to close, the final soldiers through.

      “Get him into a car, right now. Get him to the HQ,” I shout, looking at my brother, unconscious in his arms.

      The giant Brute is already moving as I complete the sentence, hurrying through the crowd. I want to follow, but find myself suddenly weak, my legs giving way. I drop to the earth, gasping, my head spinning. A soldier kneels down and hands me his water bottle, helping me gulp down the contents.

      It refreshes me, clears the mud from my head. I climb back to my feet, searching for the commander. There are hundreds of soldiers here now, rushing around and tending the wounded. I hunt through the throng, asking to be directed to the senior officer. A young woman, her face ashen and eyes stark, answers.

      “He’s there…right there,” quivers her voice.

      I follow her shaking finger, and see a host of soldiers lying to one side. Some are still, maybe dead, maybe unconscious. Others are being hastily tended by a series of medics, wounds wrapped and treated before they’re hoisted into vans and sent back to the core of the city.

      And looking upon the mess of bloodied soldiers, I see one man I know well. A man with a patch over his right eye. A man who had been leading the defence in the west after Commander Burns’ departure to the HQ.

      A man who, right now, is lying completely still…

      I stagger towards him, and fall to my knees.

      “Rycard…Rycard,” I say.

      I shake him, and nothing happens. I blink the tears away and look over his body. His lower left leg is missing, torn off at the knee. It’s wrapped up tight, the stump soaked red.

      I shake him again.

      “Rycard…”

      Nothing.

      My eyes blur, my vision affected. My breathing grows short, and my cheeks grow wet. I see two men coming from the side. They kneel and lift him, one taking his shoulders, the other gently holding his remaining leg.

      “Is he…OK? Is he…alive?” I sniff.

      I get no answer. My voice finds no space amid the din, the men rushing off with his body and out of sight. I look back at where he lay, at his blood soaked on the road, trickling off and joining with so many others, like tiny tributaries amassing at a great river.

      And seeing it, I answer my own question.

      No, he’s not alive.

      Yes, Rycard is dead.
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      Grief and mourning require time and space to think. I have neither right now.

      I take a final look at the gathering blood, and the sea of injured soldiers, and then turn away. It will do me no good contemplating the dead. Not at a time like this.

      Resuming my hunt for the gate commander, I battle towards the little communication centre erected to one side. Inside, I find several technicians speaking into radios, hastily updating HQ on the current state of play. I rush at one of the men.

      “Are you getting through?! Is the signal working?!”

      He looks up at me and nods, still chattering down the line. On the other end, I think I hear a voice I hold dear.

      I snatch the radio right off the man.

      “Adryan…Adryan, is that you?!”

      The technician tries to grapple the radio back. My death stare is enough to stay his hand.

      “Brie!” comes my husband’s voice. “Is that really you? What are you doing at the western gate?!”

      “Fighting,” I say. “Holding the line. Outer Haven is lost, Adryan. The Cure are going to start sieging the wall at any moment.”

      “Yes, yes I know. Our radio transmissions have been improving. We’ve worked through the problems. Is Zander with you?”

      “He was,” I say. “He’s coming your way. He’s got an injury to his flank, and needs blood. Do something for me, please…arrange for a medical team to see to him immediately.”

      “Of course, of course. I’ll have them waiting for when he arrives.”

      “Thank you,” I breathe. “It’s…it’s mayhem here, Adryan. Have you heard from our scout?”

      “Wilson? Yes, he managed to get through only recently. This new force, it’s large, Brie…too large. He said he saw them on his way to the REEF. The Cure must have sent for backup after we disabled their sonic machines and took out the Elementals. This isn’t just another battalion, it’s an entire reserve army.”

      “I figured,” I pant. “We misheard Wilson, but it gave us just enough time to mobilise the retreat. We’ve lost some here, but have hundreds of soldiers behind the wall. The Cure appear to be holding back now, away from our main guns. They’ll most likely test us for weaknesses as they did with the perimeter wall. It’s only a matter of time before they break through.”

      “We’re devising plans for that now. Commander Burns and Colonel Hatcher are in discussion. We could do with your brother’s input when he arrives…and yours. You should come back here, Brie. I…I want you back here.”

      I shut my eyes, and firm myself up.

      “I will, I’ll come back soon. Just…take care of Zander for now. Patch him up. We need him back.”

      “OK. Be safe out there, Brie…as safe as you can be.”

      “I’ll do my best, promise.” There’s a short silence on the line. I can hear how hectic it is in the background, just as it is here. “Adryan…”

      “Yes, Brie?”

      “I just. I wanted to say…just in case…”

      “Don’t,” he says. “Don’t think like that. You’re going to be fine, do you hear me? You’re going to live long and happy when all this is done. You’re going to…”

      “I love you.”

      My voice cuts through his, my words drawn up through need. I have to say them. I need to. I may not get another chance. I may never see him again.

      Again, the background noise grows, and the radio goes quiet. And then I hear the words I want, the words I need.

      “I love you too, Brie,” he says tenderly. “Please…come back safe. Please…”

      I can hear his voice threatening to crack. And in doing so, my emotions start to swell. There’s so much in my head, too much. I have to get off the line.

      “I will. Promise,” I say. “I’ll see you soon. Adryan. I’ll see you soon…”

      I click the radio off, and plant it down hard on the flimsy table set up in the comms centre. The technician marches back towards me and snatches it back up, resuming his duties. I stand for a moment, lost and alone, not knowing why the hell I want to stay here amid this turmoil.

      I’ve done enough. Surely, I’ve done enough…

      Right above my head, the guns boom loudly. They do the same a little down the line. I hear voices calling.

      “More soldiers coming! Ready your fire! Give them hell!”

      I look up, and see our soldiers on the top of the wall, all firing once more as a fresh surge of men advance on our position. I act immediately, casting away my doubts and fears, and hurry up to join them, drawing my pulse rifle, now recharged, back into my arms.

      I drop into position behind the low wall at the summit of the battlements. I’m passed several looks, admiring looks, by the grizzled soldiers around me.

      “Glad to have you with us, Brie,” says one closest to me.

      Then he turns and starts to fire, his pulse rifle spitting green.

      “Good to be here,” I whisper back, as I start firing too.

      And I know, seeing these men, that I haven’t done enough. I’m still alive. I’ve got more to give…

      The wave of soldiers come, but not in great numbers. They’re testing us, as I thought they would, and perhaps offering distraction too. From this high vantage, I can see much further now, see the utter devastation that the streets ahead have suffered. The dead are already rising, many Cure soldiers lost as they pursued us towards the gate. But now, beyond, their main army has withdrawn, moving out of range of our primary guns.

      The fighting doesn’t last long. The men are few, and quickly eradicated. But just as they’re downed, a swell of noise spreads from the south, not too far away.

      “They’re attacking the wall!” comes the call. “To the south. We need to displace!”

      I look down and see men piling into trucks and cars and speeding to the south. I wait and listen, expecting to hear the fixed gun placements thunder and boom. They don’t. The wall has many vulnerable points, areas the guns can’t reach or defend. Instead, little explosions fill the air, fizzing missiles hissing as they punch into the rock and try to break it down.

      I hurry down, ready to rush off and join the fight further south. Then, more explosions pepper my ears, and I twist around in the opposite direction.

      “To the north!” someone shouts. “Soldiers to the north!”

      More men tumble into the remaining vehicles. This time, I’m with them, just another soldier amid the storm, rushed up the line to the sound of battle. We arrive within a minute, rushing out to find some of our soldiers pouring down from their positions at the northern gate.

      As we hurry up to the top of the wall to rain fire on the enemy, I shout out to one of them, “Is the northern gate secure? Did the Cure send reinforcements there?”

      “Er…no. It’s quiet there,” he tells me.

      It’s no wonder. They must be targeting the western areas, only going a little north and south. It’s where their army came from after all.

      Yet, as with the perimeter wall, they might just surround us and batter us from all sides eventually. Stretch us thin to ensure that, when they do make a breach, we won’t have our full count of soldiers amassed and ready to do battle.

      Upon the wall, I help to fight them off again. They come in larger numbers here than at the gate, apparently aware that our main guns cannot reach them. From behind the buildings of Outer Haven, they take cover, firing their explosive projectiles at us from various vantage points, ripping chunks from the wall as they did at the perimeter.

      I wonder whether they have more Elementals with them. Will one step forward, as he did beyond the southern perimeter wall? Will he draw up all debris and lay siege to the wall alone? Will he unleash his full charge, his full power, and split the wall apart, scattering our defence to the wind and opening a hole for his men to pour through?

      If they have such a man remaining, he will have little trouble here, or anywhere else along the line. This wall, splitting Inner and Outer Haven, is smaller, thinner, and less durable than the wall that protects us from the outerlands. It will not be able to hold them off for long, and that is a fact none of us can deny.

      So whether they have an Elemental or not, they will break through. It will happen soon, whether here or further to the south, or elsewhere along our lines. Their numbers have swelled as ours have been depleted. Our coordinated strike, which seemed to light up the embers of our impending victory, now seems a distant memory. Nothing but a minor delay to what appears, now, to be inevitable.

      But we fight on. To the last man, and the last woman, we fight on.

      So many here have families at the core. Husbands and wives, sons and daughters, mothers and fathers and brothers and sisters. Everyone has people dear to them, people they will die to protect. It is the collective will that will stay the tide, hold back the storm, for as long as is humanly possible.

      Yet we have our limits. The soldiers are growing exhausted. Our ammunition stocks are growing low. The sense of panic is brewing, so many unaccustomed to this sort of relentless bombardment and unable to go on. As we lose soldiers to death, others are lost to madness. We are fighting a war on so many fronts. And each minute that passes, our grip begins to falter.

      Moving along the line, going where the fighting is fiercest, I find myself passing the western gate once more. It’s quieter there now, most soldiers to the north or the south where the Cure can attack without fear of our main guns. I stop at the comms centre when I get a chance, desperate to hear news from the HQ.

      I manage to get on the line with a technician back at the command centre. He patches me straight through to my grandmother as soon as he hears it’s me.

      “Brie!” comes Lady Orlando’s voice down the line. “Get back here now!”

      “Why…what’s going on?!”

      “We need you here. Adryan told me you were staying out there. There’s no need, Brie. Outer Haven is overrun. The wall will not hold…”

      “I know,” I cut in. “I’m right here, grandma. I know what’s going on.”

      “Then…you know to return here right now. There’s no sense in you being there.”

      “There is,” I say. “I’m helping. What can I do there?”

      “You can survive. The fight will spread to the streets soon. We need to have our best soldiers here to protect the people. We will be setting the order to abandon the wall soon.”

      “Abandon the wall? We can’t give in like that!”

      “Brie! We have no choice. We’re not giving in. We’re trying to make sure as many people escape as possible…”

      “Escape? What do you mean?”

      “I mean, we’re going to plan B. The city is lost. There’s no hiding from that now. We need to begin moving the people out, and all convoys will need to be protected.”

      “Out…but where? There’s nowhere to go out there.”

      “There’s a world out there,” says Lady Orlando. “A whole world you don’t know about. Now come back immediately. Your brother needs you…”

      “My…Zander,” I whisper, my twin storming back to the front of my mind. “How is he? Is he OK?”

      “He’s looking good. His wound has been treated and he’s been given blood and fluids. He wants you back here, Brie. We all do. Please…please just return.”

      I look around at the hurrying figures, still moving north and south from the western gate, still heading off to try to fight the Cure from the walls. None of them are being called back. What makes me special?

      “I don’t want to leave the men,” I say after a pause. “I can’t abandon them.”

      I hear my grandmother taking a calming breath.

      “Brie, listen to me carefully. You are not abandoning anyone. The order to retreat is about to be set. There are several points along the wall that are about to fall. You will get your chance to fight again when the convoys leave. We need to draw the Cure’s attention away, to give the people a chance to evacuate. Now, do as I say, and get back to the HQ right now.”

      Her words stiffen as she speaks. She’s not messing around anymore.

      “But…”

      “No buts! Find a car, and return immediately. That is an order, soldier.”

      I hear the line click off. Her final command has given me no choice. I am a soldier, and I have to obey.

      I take a final look at the men and women I’ve been fighting with, hurrying to the nearest point of attack. And with my head bowed low, I start hurrying away, back to the core of the city.
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      I don’t find a car to transport me until I’m about halfway towards the HQ.

      For the first mile or so, I run, my Dasher powers now all but depleted, my body weighed heavy by weaponry and armour. I pass other soldiers, units beginning to take position back behind the front line along the major intersections through Inner Haven. As with the battle for Outer Haven, blockades are being manufactured to draw the Cure into the fighting. When the time comes.

      I get a better impression of the battle as I press further towards the centre of the city. Behind me is where the fighting seems to be. Along the western front, where the Cure’s reserve army came from, all of their soldiers now appear to have gathered. The east is quiet, to my ears at least. It may just give us a chance to evacuate while the Cure are drawn to our remaining forces.

      With my legs growing weary, I search for a vehicle to help return me to the HQ as quickly as possible. I see many of them, but mostly they’re heading west and not east, bringing any final reserve troops we have to the fighting, or otherwise moving soldiers from the quieter regions to where they’re needed most.

      At one point, I think I spot the sight of animal pelts through a window, and in my head the jingling of fang necklaces echo. I wonder how many of Rhoth’s tribe got caught in the recent fighting. I imagine they must have got back past the wall, and Drum too. But what’s happened to them since? Have they been defending the battlements towards the south? Have they moved further towards the interior of the city to take up position at one of the blockades?

      I look again at the truck as it passes, and hope that most of them are alive. And yet, I wonder too whether they know what they’re now facing. Have all our soldiers been told that the high command have determined the city to be a lost cause? Do they know that their job now is solely to draw the Cure’s army into a final bout, in order to give the civilians time to escape?

      Most likely, they don’t. But if they did, they’d take up position anyway. There are few cowards here now. All those still dedicated to defending our lines appear willing to lay down their lives.

      And Drum is included in that number. Ever since that fateful day in which he accidentally killed a man. A man who mocked him, and whose mocking words were given at such an unfortunate time. A time when Drum was so grief-stricken by the loss of his roommates, the deaths of Fred and Ziggy in the marketplace during one of the Fanatics’ attacks. Ever since that happened, and Zander and I saved him from death or reconditioning, he’s been living on borrowed time.

      He’s changed, no longer the quiet, timid, oversized boy from the academy. He’s a soldier now, happy to give his life to save others. He considers his life to be one of service. He believes his sole purpose now is to make up for the life he took. And out here, in this city turned to hell, I can only imagine that he’s making up for it many, many times over.

      And so, with thoughts of Drum and Rhoth, and West and the Fangs, and the many hundreds of other soldiers still holding the lines, filling my head, I press on. Away from them. Moving to the relative safety of the HQ, when all I really want is to be out there now, finding my friends, protecting them if I can, or else dying alongside them if I can’t.

      Eventually, I come across a jeep heading east, moving back to collect more soldiers from the other side of the city. I jump in, hitching a ride as close as possible to the core, before taking flight again by foot, hurrying fast from the battle, in a bid to return to it as quickly as I can.

      I reach the HQ as evening approaches, another hectic day passing by. I have little idea of what day it actually is now. Or how many days have passed since the Cure began battering our walls, enclosing us in this ever-tightening vice.

      Around the HQ, the streets are not as they were. The halls and residential blocks, giving refuge to the people, are no longer shut tight. Large trucks and buses and all available vehicles are gathering outside them. I see hundreds of caretakers and attendants, preparing to usher the people inside and drive them from the city. And there are soldiers here too, ready to protect them as they withdraw.

      It appears to be a huge operation, and gathering pace. I turn my eyes to Compton’s Hall and consider rushing in. I may not have another chance to see my friends there.

      But I don’t. I’m drawn straight on, time too short to deviate from my primary course, and instead make straight for the City Guard HQ. Moving inside, I find the place as busy as always. My eyes move straight for Adryan like a magnet, quick to find him amid the commotion.

      I allow myself the shortest of moments to hug him tight. There’s no time to do anything more, to kiss or reference our last conversation, the words we shared with one another. We merely hug, and then I leave him, heading straight for the gathering at the back.

      I see my grandmother, speaking with Colonel Hatcher and several other commanders. My brother is there too, the medics having hastily put him back together.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask him, interrupting a discussion with Commander Burns.

      He swivels, eyes like granite taking me in.

      “Better than ever,” he says gruffly, but with the outlines of a smile hovering on his lips. “How is it out there?”

      “Horrible. So what’s the plan then?”

      The conversation I interrupted was about just that. Commander Burns, on the other end of it, fills me in.

      “Full evacuation,” he says. “You saw what was going on outside? Well, we’re drawing the Cure to the west. Thankfully, they’re massing there naturally, pulling their forces out of the other regions. It will give us a chance to evacuate some of the people through the eastern quarter. We have a route that looks traversable…”

      “Sorry…hang on,” I say. “Some of the people?”

      “Yes, some,” says Commander Burns bluntly. “Time is too short to ensure all civilians escape the city. We have one run, perhaps two, with the available convoy of vehicles we have. The city will likely be overrun before we can account for them all.”

      “So, how many?” I question.

      “We don’t know exactly. We should be able to evacuate about twenty to thirty per cent…”

      “Twenty to thirty per cent?” I repeat slowly. “Is that…all?”

      “Like I say, Brie, it’s impossible to make accurate estimations. It could be much less. It’s unlikely to be much more.”

      “Oh my God…” I say, shaking my head. “What about…what about going on foot? They can walk, run? Anything if it means getting out of the city.”

      “That’s possible, yes. But we’ll have trouble protecting those on foot if the Cure choose to follow.”

      “Which they will,” says Zander. “They’ll chase us down wherever we go. I don’t personally think an evacuation is going to do us any good.”

      “You don’t?” I frown.

      He shakes his head solemnly.

      “There’s…nowhere to go. We can run, for a time. But we only have so much food stocked for this eventuality. You know the wilds, Brie. The outerlands will chew up just about anyone who leaves this place.”

      “You sound like you’re giving in?”

      “No. I’m just being realistic. This evacuation plan was very low priority. We’ve completely underestimated what we’ve been facing. I don’t feel like anything we do now is likely to help. Some will live on, yes. They’ll run and hide, and live for a time. But most…no. The people of this city do not know the outside world. They will fall in their thousands, and no evacuation is going to change that…”

      “Zander.”

      I turn to see our grandmother stepping towards us. Her eyes have narrowed, pinching tight. She shakes her head at him.

      “There’s no sense in speaking like that,” she says. “Do not lose hope. It’s all we have left.”

      “Hope?” says Zander, raising his eyes. “Honestly…I’m not even sure we have that.”

      He lets out a long breath, clearly still exhausted. It seems we all have our limits, even him.

      “I’m sorry,” he mutters. “I don’t mean to speak out of turn.”

      “It’s OK, dear boy,” says Lady Orlando. “But we all need to stay strong right now. The people look to you. You have to keep setting that example.”

      He nods slowly.

      “You’re right. I will try.”

      “That’s all I can ask for. When you try something, you invariably succeed,” smiles Lady Orlando.

      Zander stays quiet. I don’t like seeing him like this, so filled with doubt, his hope abandoning him. Most of the time, I get most of my strength from seeing him so determined, so dauntless. I don’t think I’m up to the task alone.

      “So, when’s the first convoy leaving?” I ask tentatively.

      There are questions on my mind now, so many questions. Some, I don’t even want to give voice to. It seems that some terrible choices now need to be made.

      “Within the hour,” says Commander Burns. “We’re setting the blockades in the west. The Cure are likely to break through the inner wall at any moment, at which point we’ll keep them busy in the streets. It will give us some time to mobilise the retreat.”

      I cringe as the next question trickles nervously from my lips.

      “And, how do you choose who goes, and who stays?”

      I look from one set of eyes to the next. All look uncomfortable, though Commander Burns, a stoic Savant as he is, needs to try to remain as dispassionate as possible.

      “The women and children will be prioritised,” he says. “We have soldiers to protect them…”

      “But there are thousands of women and children,” I say. “And…like Zander says, they won’t survive the wilds.”

      “They will have a chance, with protection. I’m sorry, Brie, but there are no easy decisions here.”

      I feel Lady Orlando lay a wrinkled hand on my shoulder.

      “Brenda, Tess, and the children from the academy will be taken in the first convoy,” she says, smiling comfortingly. “I assure you that they will be safe.”

      I shake my head.

      “I didn’t mean…” I start. “You’d prioritise them for me? But what about everyone else? Why do I deserve…”

      “You’d prefer others were taken instead?” asks Commander Burns, his eyebrows lowering. There’s a tension to his voice. He’s losing his patience.

      “No,” I say. “I mean, of course not. But…”

      “But nothing, Brie,” says Burns. “I know these sorts of decisions are almost impossible to make. But, do not question them when they go your way.”

      I recoil.

      “Go my way? What the hell does that mean?”

      “It simply means that Mrs Carmichael and your friends from the academy will be prioritised above others because of you. Their affiliation with you, due to your importance, will give them a chance that others won’t have. Don’t second guess that. If you want them to have the best chance of survival, then just accept it.”

      “Brie,” comes my grandmother’s voice again. I turn to her. “You know war isn’t fair. Life isn’t fair. This is a good thing. Listen to Commander Burns. We have so little time, and none can be wasted on questioning good intentions.”

      “I…I know. I’m just…I can’t believe it’s come to this. And I don’t understand why we’re waiting? Why not go now?”

      “Because it isn’t time yet,” says Burns sharply. “We have our best military minds on this, and will only transfer the people once we feel they have their best chance of getting to safety. We have to wait for the Cure to be fully occupied with our army, within the walls of Inner Haven, before we can sanction the evacuation.”

      His words are becoming increasingly firm. Yet I still have questions.

      “Anything else?” he asks, staring at me with those piercing blue eyes of his.

      “Well…the soldiers, in the west,” I ask diffidently. “What happens to them? Are they just going to be sacrificed?”

      Burns rubs his forehead, his agitation starting to show.

      “They will do what they must,” he says. “The longer we can hold back the enemy, the more people may escape. I’m afraid I have no further answers. And I have more work to do.”

      He steps away, marching off towards the centre of the room where Colonel Hatcher operates. To see a man like him so tense…it says it all.

      “It’s falling apart,” I mutter, watching him go. “How has it come to this?”

      The question is directed at no one in particular. I continue to stare out as I utter it, looking blankly over the bustling room, at all these people trying to arrange the evacuation of tens of thousands of people.

      I look at them, and I wonder which of them will survive. Will they stay to the bitter end, and be here when the Cure arrive? Will they leave with the first or last convoy, escaping into the outerlands to battle what lurks there?

      And a battle it will be. My brother is right on that front. I’ve seen the world beyond our borders, and I know how brutal it is. For those leaving the city, it’ll be out of the frying pan and into the fire. How desperate do we have to be to issue such a command? How awful have things become to force us into the wilds, to try to scratch a new home somewhere in the mud?

      I try to think back to where things went so terribly wrong, and in my head I always return to my grandfather, still in the REEF, probably quite aware of everything that’s happening. I imagine he’s waiting, licking his lips as the Cure advance on us. Hoping that our last stand against them is sufficient to deplete their numbers. Enough so that his new force of hybrids can step in and finish the job.

      I think of him, and the hatred burgeons. The memory of his face comes to mind, and my fingers roll up into balls, squeezing tight and turning knuckles white. My breathing quickens, and I grit my teeth, and all the while I stare blankly at a room filled with dead people, walking corpses with only hours left to live.

      And then I take a breath, and let my hatred cool so my rational mind can be heard. I ask myself a simple question…

      What does Artemis Cromwell most desire?

      The answer comes quick, without hesitation.

      To see the Savants flourish. To see his people live on.

      And with that answer, I realise that everything has changed. That he cannot wait for the Cure to attack us. That he cannot let them swamp the city and destroy us…

      “He needs us…” I whisper.

      “What was that, Brie?”

      The voice of Lady Orlando snaps me from my thoughts.

      I look at her.

      “Cromwell,” I say, still thinking ahead. “He needs us alive. He needs to save the Savants. He needs the city to stand.”

      Her expression suggests the thought has crossed her mind already. That it has already been under discussion. It dampens the swell of energy inside me.

      “We have tried,” she admits. “Tried contacting the REEF. We’ve been unable to get through. Even Colonel Hatcher hasn’t managed it.”

      “But, he has to save his people,” I say again, my fervour fading.

      She shakes her head.

      “There may be limits he’s willing to accept. And above all, Brie, Artemis has to save himself,” she growls. “This new army…I doubt even he saw it coming.”

      “So what…you think he’s just going to let us all die?”

      She nods.

      “If this secret force of his is real, then he’ll unleash it when the moment is right. We will hold back the Cure for as long as we can, and he may just swoop in and pick up the pieces. He’ll only attack if he believes he has the capability of winning. If not, he may just wait for the Cure to move on, before taking the city back for himself.”

      “What’s left of it,” I say. “And that will be…what? Nothing. There’ll be nothing left but ashes. Why would he let this happen?” My blood starts to boil again. “How could he let this happen?!”

      “Because it’s who he is,” says Lady Orlando. “It’s just who he is, Brie.”

      I take a step back.

      “No, that’s not good enough. I need to know. Woolf. She’ll have the answers. Where is she?!”

      “We’ve tried speaking with her already,” my grandmother says. “She won’t reveal anything, and her mind cannot be manipulated. Brie, listen to me. There’s nothing to think about now…not with him. We have to save as many people as we can, and that’s all. One way or another, we’re losing this city. Whether by the Cure, or by Artemis’ secret force, we can’t hold back the coming tide.”

      “And the Savants?” I say harshly. “There are…how many left? Hundreds? Thousands? Are we taking them with us when we go? Are they being prioritised? We should hold them to ransom…tell Cromwell we’ll kill them all unless he helps…”

      “Brie…” comes my brother’s voice. I look at him, and then hear myself, hear what I’m saying. Hear the awful things coming out of my mouth. “Listen to Lady Orlando,” he says quietly. “It’s over.”

      I shut my mouth, but my mind rushes on. There’s got to be a way. There’s got to be something we can do.

      “There isn’t,” says Zander, staring at me and reading my thoughts.

      I find my voice once more.

      “So…the Savants,” I say again, still needing answers. “You’re saying they come too? Are they going to be chosen over the Unenhanced, just like they’ve always been?!”

      “Brie,” says my grandmother, shaking her head. “I know you’re upset. But we set out to create a city of equality, where all Enhanced and Unenhanced live together, and have equal rights. If this is the first, and last thing we do as a united people, it will be giving everyone a chance to escape.”

      Her words draw up a feeling of shame within me. She smiles sympathetically, and goes on.

      “We have been drawing lots over the last couple of hours,” she says. “The distribution of different Enhanced and Unenhanced will be fair.”

      I hang my head, and go silent. She lifts my chin with a withered finger.

      “I’m sorry this had to happen,” she whispers. “But it has happened, Brie. We cannot control the whims of war. All we can do is try to survive the storm.”

      She withdraws her hand, cupping my cheek in the process.

      As she does, I feel my anger leave me, my stress fade away. She’s right. We can’t change what’s happened. We can only try to make the best of it.

      And my best isn’t in here, debating.

      It’s out there, fighting.

      Right alongside my friends.
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      “Brie, where are you going?!”

      Zander’s voice follows me as I march towards the back of the foyer, disappear through a door, hurry down a flight of stairs, and seek out the stock rooms. I reach the ammunition stores, and immediately begin setting about gathering grenades and magazines to fix to my belt, ensuring all my weaponry is fully locked and loaded.

      “Brie, stop!” says Zander, following me in. “You’re not going back out there.”

      I complete the job without acknowledging him. Only once I’m sufficiently stocked up do I turn and look him dead in the eye.

      “I’m doing whatever I can,” I say. “Like grandma said, we can’t change anything now. We can only survive the storm. And I’m going out there to help people do just that.”

      I begin moving back towards the door. Zander reaches out a strong hand and stops me.

      “Brie…you won’t make a difference. You’re just one soldier among hundreds. There’s no sense in it. You’ll be more help here, escorting the people out of the city. Think of Brenda and Tess…you can go with them, make sure they’re safe…”

      I shake the thought from my head. It has its appeal, but I don’t let it settle.

      “No, Zander. Drum is still out there somewhere. So is Rhoth and West, and the Fangs. I can’t stay here while they’re laying down their lives so we can escape. I won’t do it. I’m going back out. Stay here if you want.”

      I make another effort to pass him. He holds me back again, and this time slams the door shut.

      “You’re not thinking clearly,” he says firmly. “I’m not letting you out of my sight.”

      “Then you’d better damn well come too!” I shout. “What’s happened to you, brother? Why are you hiding here? The men need your leadership out there.”

      “I’m not hiding anywhere,” he growls. “I’m following orders from Lady Orlando…”

      “From grandma!” I say loudly. “For goodness sake, Zander, are you ever going to tell her you know? We’ve probably got hours left to live. You might not find a better time than now.”

      He goes quiet for a moment, suggesting he’s considered it. Then he shakes his head furiously.

      “There’s no time for that sort of thing. What the hell does it matter if she knows or not? Sentiment has no place here right now. It’s only about helping the people out of the city…”

      “But…you’re completely contradicting yourself! You said it yourself, there’s no point in this evacuation. Most people are going to die anyway. As far as I see it, we might as well go down fighting. That’s what I’m going to do.”

      I step by him again. He moves in front of the door.

      “Zander. Just move, OK. You can’t stop me, and you know it.”

      “I can,” he whispers. “If I have to, I can.”

      “You’d manipulate me? You’d deny me the chance to get out there and save people, save Drum? How dare you…”

      “Just stop, Brie!” he shouts. “Stop, and think. If you stay, you can help get some of your closest friends out of here. We can find somewhere, a new home. I saw how you were up in Kervan’s village. I saw how you looked at the Roosters, and their way of life. We can have the same. We can build a new community, far from here. You…and Adryan can be together…”

      The mention of Adryan’s name serves to calm the growing inferno inside me. My eyes fall to my toes, and I feel Zander stepping towards me, his voice growing softer.

      “We can go far from here,” he whispers. “All of us. Adryan, Brenda, Tess, Abby…our grandmother. Surely…that’s better than going out there to die? For what? You can still have a long life, Brie. There’s still that chance.”

      His words settle, fading into the room before all goes silent. I feel the energy draining from me, a terrible choice at hand. I look up into his eyes, hazel, identical to mine, and see them pleading for me to agree, to relent.

      But, somewhere inside me, something still stirs. I think of all our soldiers out there, fighting on, giving up the same chance to live beyond this day. I think of their faces, harrowed by it all, but determined to take one more life, to save one more life. I think of how guilty I felt when I left them barely an hour ago, when I retreated, hurrying to safety when they had no such chance.

      Can I abandon them all again?

      Can I abandon Drum, and the Fangs, all drawn to this fight against their will, to such an awful fate? Could I live with myself if I stayed here, knowing the sacrifice that others have made? Beckett and Freya and Magnus and Rycard…all dead already. All lost to this war.

      I consider the question, and my instincts inform the answer. Again, that need to fight swells within me. That need to get back out there, to help where I can.

      I look again at my brother, and my voice is calm when I speak.

      “I’m sorry, Zander,” I say. “I have to go back out there. I have to find Drum. I have to fight. I have to…”

      He lifts a hand to cool my tongue. His eyes lower, and his chin dips into a single nod.

      “I understand,” he whispers. “Then I’m coming too.”

      “No…you don’t have to…”

      “Brie,” he says, cutting me off. “You’re right. I just…I’ve always wanted you to be safe. I searched for you for years, and ever since I found you, I’ve put you in terrible danger…”

      “Zander…”

      “Please, let me finish.” He clears his throat. “I know, with everything that’s happened, you’d have been in danger anyway. I know that full well. But still, it pains me every time we go into a fight. Every time, I grow terrified something will happen. So now, here you are, so brave, wanting to go out there and help. And here I am, terrified again. But, I also know that you’re right. We can’t stay here, not when our men are out there.”

      He smiles, and steps to the side, scooping up a couple of grenades to fix to his belt.

      “We’re going to go out there, and give them hell one final time,” he says, his voice growing firm and decisive once more. “We’re going to do whatever we can to delay them. We’re going to find our friends, and hold back the storm. And when the time comes, we’re going to escape this damn city before it comes crumbling down.”

      He returns to me, fully loaded, and sets his gaze to mine.

      “I’m not going to let you die today, Brie. We’re going to kill as many damn Cure as we can. And then we’re going to save as many of our soldiers as we can too. Now, how the hell does that sound to you?”

      He smiles bright, a keen glint in his eye. I fix my eyes to his, and begin to nod.

      “That sounds just about perfect,” I say.

      “Good. Then let’s get this done.”

      We return to the hall, armed to the teeth, emerging from the back. I find our grandmother’s eyes swaying towards us, what remains of her grey eyebrows pinching together at the sight of us fully armed and set for battle. Zander marches straight for her, back to his decisive best.

      “Brie and I are going back out there,” he says defiantly.

      Lady Orlando’s lips part, her eyes wishing to deny us. Zander stops her.

      “Please, Cornelia, don’t speak. We are going, because we must. Continue with the evacuation as scheduled. We’ll make sure as many soldiers as possible escape from the lines.”

      He takes a long look at her, and then steps in and kisses her cheek tenderly.

      “We will see each other again,” I hear him whisper. “I’ve always thought of you as a mother. But now I know…who you really are.”

      He smiles softly, holding her withered hands between his. Her eyes widen, tears gathering. I watch as her lips try to croak out some words, but they stay caught in her throat, unheard.

      He steps away, and her eyes follow. Then they swing to me as Zander moves off into the room.

      “He…he knows?” she finally croaks.

      I nod.

      “He found out several days ago.”

      I see her eyes chase him down again, crinkling in worry. I draw her gaze back with soothing words, and take possession of her hand.

      “He isn’t angry,” I whisper. “He understands why you never told him. He…he loves you dearly, grandma.” I smile. “And so do I.”

      Her visage threatens to collapse, to fully break down. The gathering tears slip from the corners of her eyes, meandering down through the wrinkles of her cheeks.

      “Don’t go, Brie,” she croaks. “You don’t have to go.”

      I shut my eyes and nod.

      “We do. We have no choice, grandma. None of us have a choice now.”

      I step backwards, her hand slipping from mine.

      “We’ll see you soon,” I smile. “We’ll see you soon.”

      I turn, my own emotions fraying, before she can speak again. I mute her voice as it calls for me, and hurry away towards my brother. He’s speaking with several technicians, hearing the latest updates, and informing Commander Burns of our plan. I hover nearby, Adryan off to one side. He’s busy on the radio, looking the other way.

      I take a half step towards him, and stop.

      I can’t bear it now. To hear him try to ask me to stay. To say goodbye for what might be the last time. I can’t, I just can’t.

      I turn away from him, and look towards the door. The night is gathering pace, darkness storming forward. The last night, leading to the long night. I may never see the light of day again.

      I hear the conversation with Commander Burns ending. My brother calls me over, and I step over to join them.

      “You’re brave beyond measure, Brie,” says Burns. “Please accept my apologies if I was short with you earlier.”

      “No…no apologies necessary, Leyton. I should apologise for questioning you.”

      “Not at all. You have a heart of gold, and a mind for helping people whenever you can. I think you’ve proven that enough.” He smiles and pulls me into a hug. Again, the contact forces my emotions to crack further, the fissures growing wide. “I hope to see you again, dear Brie.”

      I withdraw, sucking in a long breath, and turn to Zander.

      “We should go,” I whisper, desperate to get out before I crumble completely.

      He nods, and shakes Burns’ hand, and together we stride straight for the large double doors. I’m ten paces away, when through the din, I hear my name being called out.

      “Brie…Brie, where are you going?!”

      I don’t stop. I don’t turn.

      Zander slows, but I hurry faster.

      “Don’t,” I say. “I…I can’t.”

      He seems to understand, and marches quicker to keep pace. The fresh air of the street outside fills my nose, and the drums of war, away in the distance, beat louder.

      As they do, Adryan’s voice, still calling my name, fades away.

      And stepping beyond the HQ, a tear finally slips down my cheek.
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      “Are you all right?” Zander asks me as we climb into a jeep.

      I nod, cough, and brush the wet from my cheek.

      “I’m fine,” I tell him.

      He knows better than to follow up with further questioning. When you’re emotionally tender, someone asking if you’re OK is usually sufficient to break the dam. Right now, I need to set my complete focus on the job at hand.

      Zander is aware of this, and so changes the subject immediately.

      “I got some updates from Commander Burns,” he says as he kicks the car into gear, and we begin shooting up the road. “The Cure are just about to break through to the south of the western gate. I have it on good authority that Drum is with his unit at one of the blockades, and that the Fangs are there too.”

      “Really?! They’re alive?”

      “Apparently so. Now let’s try to keep them that way, huh?”

      “Yeah…definitely,” I say, my rate of breathing stepping up a notch, and my emotional fragility suddenly hardening. “Do we have any idea how many people we have left out there?”

      “Almost a thousand covering the western front,” says Zander. “All have been gathered from the other quarters. We’d have more, but we need plenty covering the evacuation.”

      “Doesn’t sound as bad as I thought.”

      “Until you hear that the Cure have several times our number. And refreshed soldiers, up against Con-Cops and exhausted City Guards, and not to mention our untrained reservists. It’s not a fight we can win, Brie.”

      “I get that,” I say. “But still…”

      “I know. I guess we’ve beaten worse odds before, right?”

      He looks at me, driving blind for a moment, and smiles. It’s so good to see him back, his head back in the game. Zander, fully fit, accounts for an untold number of soldiers alone, and the effect he has on our own men cannot be measured.

      I look again at his side, now covered in combat gear and with the bandaging out of sight. It makes me feel better not being able to see the blood gradually staining his clothes.

      “So, are you all better then?” I ask. “As in, enough to fight properly.”

      “Good as new,” he says. “They gave me blood and fluids, so there’ll be no more passing out.”

      “As long as you’re sure.”

      “I am. Don’t waste energy on worry.”

      We press on, the civilians now being gathered in the army of vehicles filling the core of the city. If we had more time, and more stocks of weapons, so many of them could be put to the defence of the city too. I imagine many would prefer it, rather than being shipped into the wilds. It’s hardly much better out there than here, at least in the places I’ve seen.

      I turn my eyes on Compton’s Hall as we pass it, eager for a glimpse of my friends. I barely have a chance before it’s out of sight, the occupants of the hall only just starting to seep from inside.

      Then, we’re away from the core, moving down side streets between the spirals. We encounter no soldiers at first, the roads bare and empty. When we venture further towards the wall, however, the roadblocks and blockades appear, hastily erected and bolstered to slow the Cure’s inexorable march.

      Soldiers gather now, a mixture of our own loyalists and Cromwell’s. I see many City Guard uniforms, and many Con-Cops too. I spot the black cloaks of Stalkers, more obvious now as our forces gather into a single grouping, as the fighting shrinks to this single part of the sprawling city. It doesn’t surprise me to see that there are quite a few remaining, their supreme fighting abilities, and the almost unfathomable depths of their energy stores enabling them to battle on and on, hour after hour, dispatching so many enemy soldiers to their graves.

      Looking upon the various units, now gathering several blocks back from the wall where the roads tighten and allow for a more close-quarter defence, I see a united army. Amid the rush, amid the madness, all concerns about Cromwell’s loyal soldiers turning against us have been forgotten. When the devil is at your door, you hardly care if there’s a wolf taking refuge in your home.

      We press on, moving along the lines towards the southwest. The breach is imminent, a fact made clear before we left HQ, and now clearer still as the air vibrates, and the explosions rattle from several blocks away.

      “Are there any men still there?” I ask. “Have all moved back from the wall?”

      My brother nods as the jeep slows.

      “The wall is lost. Now we hold them in the streets, just like before.”

      The car comes to a stop, and we step out to a deafening roar. More pounding explosions signal a crumbling wall, and then the world grows loud with an endless hollering, the Cure’s war cries splitting the night sky as they venture through the opening.

      They’ll be here soon, in minutes only. And when they come, the final stages of the battle for Haven will be upon us.

      So we run, Zander leading me to a specific blockade, down a specific street. He calls down the radio as we go, informing Commander Burns that the Cure are through, and for the evacuation to begin as soon as possible.

      Then, I see them. Together, as if by luck, or perhaps by design and ordered here by my brother, I see them. Drum, along with Rhoth, and West, and a grouping of Fangs still in the fight. All stay hidden, silent and behind barriers, waiting to stand and unleash hell when the enemy come charging down the street.

      I hurtle towards them, the clock ticking fast, and slip in right alongside.

      “Space for one more?” I ask, moving right between Rhoth and Drum, side by side here in this blank corner of Inner Haven.

      Both smile, one with giant tablets for teeth, the other with yellowed fangs that, once, were quite frightening to behold. No longer. Now, I see a dear friend, and his tribe at his back, right alongside a boy of 16 who I count as family. All now are family. And family stick together.

      Zander moves in right alongside us, and pats Rhoth on the back.

      “Hey, big man. You didn’t think we’d miss the big finale, did you?”

      “Oh my boy, never!” growls Rhoth. “It will be my pleasure to die alongside you, Zander of the Nameless.”

      “And you, Rhoth of the Fangs.”

      The two men, with such a storied history, share a smile of great mutual respect. And in the background, the rumble of hundreds of voices begins to grow, echoing through the streets as they hunt us down, probably wondering just why the wall has been abandoned.

      In my ear, I hear a whisper.

      “Do you think…I’ve done enough?”

      I turn to see Drum’s big brown eyes looking at me. There’s a solemnity to them, his expression etched in guilt.

      “Done enough?” I whisper.

      He nods innocently.

      “For the man…the man I…killed.”

      I feel my heart breaking at the look on his face. I reach up and hug him.

      “Of course, Drum. You’ve done more than enough. You’ve done so much more.”

      I let go, and find him drawing some strength from my words. It’s as if he had to hear them before the end.

      “I hope so. I’ve tried…”

      “You’ve succeeded,” I say firmly. “And you’ll have many more years of good, Drum. A lifetime of good. We’re going to survive this. I promise you. We’re going to get out of here, and live long and free.”

      I kiss his cheek, and force him to smile. Then, together, we turn our eyes back down the street.

      And the rumbling grows louder.

      Along the line, down so many streets, so many sets of eyes now watch. No one speaks, not even a whisper. All frames cower low, hidden, preparing the ambush.

      The Cure know we’re here. They know we’re waiting. They have gathered their full force now, preparing to beat us into submission, crash through our lines and eradicate all who dwell within this city.

      Their roars signal their presence. They have no interest in secrecy. They know we’re on the ropes, down to our bare bones. They are coming, charging like a herd of wild beasts, ready to trample whatever lies in their way.

      I steady my heart-rate in those final moments, and make sure my breathing is calm. I stare, my Hawk eyes creeping through the night, seeking the flowing mass of bodies, approaching from the west. I can feel Zander doing the same, his finger hovering on the trigger of his pulse rifle. He slowly, gently, lifts the barrel of the gun, and lays it down atop the barricade. All along the line our soldiers do the same, me and Drum and Rhoth and all the rest, preparing to fill the streets with fire.

      And down all other streets, the rest follow. Behind a hundred barriers, watching a dozen roads, our thousand troops wait as one. And when the first gun goes off, the western front, this otherwise quiet portion of Inner Haven, will light up like lightning and boom like thunder.

      I can’t tell who is first to shoot. It comes from somewhere down the line, some nervous soldier with an itchy trigger finger, too eager to send this foul horde to hell. The result, however, is a domino effect. From one barrier to the next, hundreds of weapons go off, pulse rifles and machine guns and sentry guns, all bursting to life within seconds of each other.

      It isn’t Zander who fires first down our street, but one of the Fangs. His old firearm begins spitting lead at the black shapes in the distance, too early to draw them into the bottleneck. I feel Zander’s frustration, his perfectionist nature in all things battle and war angry that we didn’t lure them closer.

      But it matters not now. He shoots like all the rest, and so do I, all of us firing into the murk. We shoot for a long, unending burst, perhaps driven by anger, perhaps fear. Then, Zander begins to roar for us to cease fire, and the order spreads to the other blockades, their commanders doing the same.

      The dust, drawn up by the commotion, begins to float down the streets and alleys. The shapes beyond go still. I look ahead once more, our positions now given away.

      “What are they doing?” I whisper. “Why aren’t they attack….”

      My sentence is never completed. More gunfire rattles from nearby, and then to the other side, several more units do the same.

      “Incoming!” I hear someone cry.

      And then, they come.

      Right ahead of us, firing as they charge, that black mass separates into individual figures. The clanging of bullets against metal barriers fills the air, and I instinctively grab Drum and pull him down, ducking right for cover. Locked out of sight, they still come, growing ever nearer.

      “Fire back!” shouts Zander. “We have to halt the charge!”

      Shooting blind, we lift our guns over the barriers again, and fire. The barrage of bullets down the street lessens a little, suggesting we’ve taken several out. It gives us a chance. Kneeling again, we rise up and take better aim, all of us, as one, shooting at the soldiers as they pour towards us.

      We drop them like flies, a dozen, two dozen, three dozen falling right before my eyes. Zander continues to roar orders, and we continue to fire, and I forget about any other street, any other barrier. There’s only ours now. And it needs to be plugged.

      But the horde continue to come. They lose dozens, but don’t seem to care. They keep on coming, hunting us down, getting ever closer.

      Soon enough, some of our men are falling, hit by one of a thousand bullets that spread from the darkness. Each loss to our number hits hard. We cannot afford it as they can.

      As they get into range, I hear Zander call out, “Grenades!”

      I’m quick on the draw, sending several down the street. They rip through the enemy ranks, lighting up the road for a moment and giving some form to what we face. My eyes grow stark as I see them, a force too large to count.

      I share a look with my brother. He saw what I saw. And in that moment, we know we cannot hold the line here. Within minutes, they will overrun us.

      It was always going to happen, but perhaps not this fast. The contingency plan was to move back to the rear blockades, to keep retreating further towards the core as the enemy advance. We were meant to hold them here for longer. That doesn’t appear possible now.

      “We move back,” Zander calls. “Right now! We move!”

      I grab Drum’s arm, and we begin to displace, working towards one of the rear positions. The rest of our unit follow, and down the other streets, I see the entire defence force doing the same. Covering fire is given, grenades are thrown, but many still fall, those without sufficient armour suffering gunshots to the back as they’re forced to withdraw.

      We work east, stopping down other streets, trying to halt the enemy advance as the fighting starts to break up. It won’t be long before it becomes a mess, before the Cure break through the lines at one position or another. When they do, they’ll flood that channel, encircle us, and that’ll be the end of it.

      I have little time to think amid the maelstrom, the entire western side of Inner Haven now beginning to burn and smoke. I stay next to Drum the entire time, firing from cover, doing what I can, yet always with an eye to making sure he stays safe.

      I hear Zander on the radio again, shouting wildly to Commander Burns. I don’t hear the words, but I get the impression. One convoy is all they’ll manage. They won’t have time to return for a second.

      The rest of the civilians will need to go on foot, running, hiding, escaping in any manner they can. Mothers will need to carry their babes in their arms. Fathers will have to protect them. Children too young to fight will need to take up what weapons they can. Knives from the kitchen. Wrenches from the toolbox. Broken legs from tables and chairs. Anything that could conceivably cause damage must now be taken in hand.

      And here, we must hold. We must give them some time. We must kill as many as we can, keep the Cure’s eye on us until all have slipped from their gaze.

      So that’s just what we do. We hold, we retreat, and we kill.

      And all the while, we lose more men, brave souls staying too close to the front, caught as their luck runs dry.

      It isn’t like before. This is nothing like the fight in Outer Haven. There, the battle was even, spread in pockets all over the vast city. For days we fought, holding them off, the light at the end of the tunnel beginning to burgeon as we gradually wore down their army.

      Only today, a number of hours ago, we were hunting victory, perhaps even expecting it. We tempted fate, and now we’re suffering the consequence. We accused the Cure of hubris, and that’s just what has befallen us.

      I can’t quite believe it’s come to this. How this fight has escalated so fast, our resistance finally broken, that light at end of the tunnel now quickly extinguished.

      And all is going dark.

      Now I begin to wonder how brave I truly am, how willing I am to stay here and die. I sense a cowardly part of me trying to claw to the surface, begging me to give in to my fear and run. To take Drum with me, take Zander with me, to take Rhoth and West too. To gather them up and make for the east. To do as Zander said in the store room, and escape into the wilds with the friends I have left, to find some peace somewhere far from here.

      The prospect grows in appeal as I see Drum beginning to become overcome by terror. His massive frame, a mighty target, no longer shoots from behind cover. He stays down, his eyes stark and wild, his hands shivering as the reality of his impending death creeps up on him.

      I want to save him more than anything. I want to free him from this nightmare.

      I turn to Zander, still in charge, still doing what he’s done all his life. Nothing will phase him, nothing will stop him. He will be the last man standing if he has to be, not leaving until all hope is gone.

      I flash over to him, the world going dark and filling with smoke. His eyes are fierce when they find mine. Yet I know mine aren’t the same. They show a panic that’s rarely imbued me. A debilitating realisation that the end is nigh.

      He inspects me, and knows.

      “Go,” he says. “Take Drum and go.”

      The fighting spirits flow through him. He turns straight back and continues to fire, his pulse rifle downing several more soldiers as they slip from a side alley. I turn back to Drum, up against a wall, fiddling nervously as he tries to change a magazine on his gun. He’s having no luck, his senses abandoning him as his body becomes overwhelmed by terror.

      I feel Zander spinning me around.

      “Go, Brie! Get the hell out of here while you still can!”

      His eyes are as bright as flame, fire dancing within him. His stare compels me to act, and somewhere in my head, I hear his order spreading through me.

      Go…get out of here…take Drum with you and go!

      The command is powerful, his full strength returned. I feel myself struggling to battle against it, my weakened state too feeble to overcome him.

      I take a step away, tears forming in my eyes as I see him turn immediately back, and continue to fire. Around him, the dead are piling. Few soldiers remain standing here now, many dead and many others afflicted as Drum is, conquered by their fear.

      My legs continue to drag me from the front, and straight towards Drum. I grimace hard, blinking the tears away, the mist and smoke now coating the streets and obscuring my vision.

      I see shapes, but little more, still shooting from cover all through the streets. I no longer know if Rhoth and West are still alive. I no longer know how many of our men have fallen, how many remain.

      All I know, all I can see, is my brother.

      He stands, refusing to give in, his body regularly lit with each new blast of his rifle. A hue of blue surrounds him, lighting up his bared teeth, his face one of fury and defiance as he tries to hold back the storm alone.

      Alone, without me. Yet I can feel him still, his rage and anger. I can feel the emotions coursing through his veins, the fearlessness that tells me he won’t take a backward step. He will never leave this place. And it was me who forced him here…

      I can’t bear it, can’t bear the idea. I can’t watch him fight, and not help. I must be with him to the bitter end. My brother. My blood. My twin.

      I fight against his command, and through need and desperation, I dispel it. My eyes change, flushing the panic away, and filling with fire just like his. I shake the shroud from my head, and hurry over to Drum. I grab his ample cheeks, and force his eyes to mine.

      Slipping into his mind, I spread the order deep.

      Stand up, run east. Join our soldiers and our people. Protect them. Protect Brenda, Tess, Abby…protect them all. Go now!

      I withdraw, the order spoken once, and once alone. It’s all I need.

      Drum’s eyes glaze, and the terror leaves them. They go big and brown once more, and with a robotic motion, he stands up to his feet, turns his gaze towards the east, and begins to run.

      And knowing I’ll never see him again, I watch him go.
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      I watch Drum disappear into the mist until I’m satisfied he’s safe. Then I turn and dart straight back to Zander’s side. His eyes craft into an angry frown as he sees me appear beside him.

      “What the hell, Brie! I told you go take Drum and go!”

      “Do you not know me at all?” I ask him. “I’m not leaving you, Zander.”

      “But what about…”

      “He’s gone. I sent him east.”

      He shakes his head.

      “You should have gone with him, Brie. Why didn’t you go with him…”

      I don’t answer. I don’t need to. And frankly, there’s no time for it.

      Another grouping of Cure soldiers emerges from the mist ahead. We both see them easily before they come, and spring into action, firing too fast for them to react. Five more men are blasted apart, coating the alley in blood. There’s a pile of torsos and limbs now that has my brother’s fingerprints all over it.

      We duck low again, taking cover as more bullets seek us out from hidden vantages. The Cure are now working through our weaker positions, cutting straight through buildings where they can and avoiding the bottlenecks of the streets. It’s becoming impossible to determine whether the line is holding, and how many of our men are still alive.

      A flash of movement behind us has us quickly turning. My heart thuds as I see the shapes shifting through the mist, a unit of soldiers working across the street behind our rear position.

      I lift my gun and prepare to fire. Zander pulls the barrel down just as I unleash a round of blue flame into the concrete.

      “They’re ours!” he says.

      How he can tell so easily is beyond me. To my untrained eye, they look like shapes of people and little more. Zander whistles, and they turn towards us, hurrying over to join what remains of our unit. I see several City Guards, a few rugged Nameless, and a Stalker among them.

      “Where are you headed?” asks Zander, as they take cover behind our barricade.

      “Sir, we were called south on the radio. The northern streets are falling like flies.”

      “They’re through?!” rushes my brother’s voice.

      “Almost, sir. We managed to block off some of the streets with explosives. We buried a whole platoon under a building. Some routes are impassable. With any luck they’ll work south as well.”

      “Good work, soldier,” says Zander. He looks left and right, counting the numbers we have in our little team. “OK, let’s move back. We’re being enclosed right here.”

      More gunfire from various angles confirms his concerns. Any minute, the Cure are likely to find a position from which to rain fire down upon us. We immediately move back, offering covering fire first to shield our retreat, before slipping down a side-street to the east, right in the same direction that Drum went.

      As we turn off to the right, moving to where the fighting appears to be loudest, I spare a glance down a longer street moving towards the core, zoom in, and think I see Drum off in the distance, his heavy frame still lumbering off as I ordered him to do. The sight gives me a little bit of relief to see that he, at least, may survive this.

      I have no such hope for the rest of us.

      The night is black now, the skies covered in a layer of smog and clouds above. The artificial lighting here in Inner Haven, so sickly and unappealing, and yet bright, no longer operates as it should. Many buildings have seen their power cut, now nothing but towering shadows looming overhead. Others are lit only in places, a cool white glow emitting from random windows, or else from street lamps that haven’t yet been completely destroyed.

      The sparse light gives shape to the battle, and as we move further inwards, and then for our stronger positions a little to the south, I see larger units of our men still in operation. They fire in groups of a dozen or more, quite a number of them still defending a square that branches off into a network of streets in all directions. The fact that they’re firing both west, south, and even towards the north, suggests that the Cure are closing in. And there’s nowhere to go but back, straight for the core which is now growing ever closer.

      We move for the square, and I begin to realise that, right here, we have to make our stand. If we retreat any further, the enemy will quickly be upon the central streets of the city, and the civilians yet to leave will be caught in the crossfire. They need more time. And this is where we give it to them.

      Zander knows this, and perhaps that’s why I do too. It may be that our link is so strong that his interpretation of the battle is seeping into my own thoughts.

      We rush straight into the square, moving down one of the rare streets that hasn’t yet been sucked into the fighting. I see a place that will, soon, be overrun from all sides. I see a dead-end from which there will be no escape. If we enter, I don’t see us ever getting out.

      But we go in anyway, Zander’s bravery filling me, filling us all. We charge for a largely unattended position, the square still fairly well lit by lanterns and lamps, and our little troop noticed by the many others defending it. They see my brother, and are infused with more hope, more energy.

      “Hold the lines!” he calls out as he goes. “Hold them off here! We hold the bastards off right here!”

      I have little time to look around, little time to do much more than defend the little space assigned to me. There are streets now to watch, and doors, and windows too. Hundreds of possible points of attack that an enemy soldier might find.

      Yet every minute is a boon now to us. Our currency is our lives, and we will spend them to buy time. Time for others to escape, to give them a chance. And yet, caught in this square, with the enemy closing in around us, I doubt any of us will be among them.

      My brother promised I wouldn’t die today. I think he’s going to have to break it.

      In the maelstrom and fury of battle, however, you realise just who you are. Some will lose their faculties, be overwhelmed by the noise and smell of blood and burning, and the constant, unceasing threat to their lives. Others will hold firm, and fight until the end, turning their minds from the threat of death, refusing to think of their loved ones and those they’ll leave behind.

      They will follow their duty, walk confidently towards their fate. They will never back down, never surrender. They will die on their feet, compelled to battle on despite the tremendous pressures, the tremendous fears.

      They will fall, and yet be remembered. As heroes.

      Now, here in the square, I’m surrounded by them. Only the brave remain now, only the strong. Some of our finest soldiers, still battling until the last, defiant until the very end.

      And among them, I see Titus. His frame is impossible to miss, a towering, gigantic figure. Fitted with a suit of thick armour, and carrying dual miniguns on his flanks, he holds a street almost to himself, every inch of him constantly flashing white and yellow as bullets fly off the metal that surrounds him. A colossal man, roaring in fury and impenetrable, cutting down the enemy as they foolishly pour towards him.

      He is a sight to behold. One of many.

      And he’ll see his brother soon.

      I begin to lose perspective of time, and of the numbers of men I kill. They are an endless horde, streaming without fear. Some appear as though brainwashed, programmed to act as kamikaze soldiers. They rush through, firing wildly, or else fitted with explosives that detonate as they reach our men.

      I hear a deafening boom, and nearby see an entire street wreathed in flame, a dozen of our soldiers caught within the blast. They are hit and miss, these suicide soldiers. Many times they fall without taking a life themselves. But when they do hit, they can be devastating.

      They continue to come now, and we continue to cut them down. But for every one of them we dispatch, half a dozen more take their place. And behind those who rush in without fear, the more discerning soldiers take position. They fire from safety, picking people off, skilled snipers with ocular enhancements capable of finding the weak points in our armour.

      Each time I spare a glance back into the square now, I see more of our men dead. The streets branching off are filling with corpses, ours and theirs piling up together. Our numbers are weakening fast, each passing minute speeding towards our end.

      And again, I start to wonder whether all is lost.

      Zander is near, always near. I still feel our connection, and he can feel mine. I spot him turning to me, and his eyes tell me that he can feel my growing fear. He ducks low and dashes towards me, moving like lightning through a dark grey night.

      “Brie…” he says, taking my shoulders. He looks around at the devastation. We won’t be able to hold much longer. “It’s time for you to go. There’s still a chance,” he says, lifting his eyes to a final, unattended street heading east. A final way out.

      My fears are shaken from me again.

      “No,” I say. “I’m not going anywhere without you.”

      Zander looks around once more. The square is now breaching, flame and smoke holding dominion all over. Shapes still fight from their positions, firing until their guns give out.

      I sense my brother’s thoughts. He won’t leave them now. I know he won’t. These are men he’s fought with for years. He cannot leave. He cannot abandon his ship.

      He looks back to me.

      “Brie…please. Just go, before it’s too late.”

      He tries to set an order in me once more. I deny him this time, shutting my eyes tight.

      “I’m going nowhere, Zander! I’m staying with you to the end.”

      He attempts to persuade me again, but down the street we defend, a new flurry of action snatches away our attention. A great clamour begins to grow, and I know that this is it. This is the end.

      I’m grabbed on the arm as I see the swell of bodies coming. I’m dragged across, away through the square, my legs struggling to keep up as Zander hurries me to safety. I trip and take a tumble, an errant limb catching my foot. I slip from my brother’s grip and go piling into the accumulating filth of body parts and blood and scattered debris.

      Behind us, and from various streets, the roar grows louder. I’m lifted straight back to my feet, and we continue to charge away, heading for the unwatched road to the east. I see other soldiers now, moving for it too, those near enough seeing that the end has come.

      A sudden burst of fire halts us as we near. It spreads from another street, a booming explosion ripping the world apart. It knocks us back, and I find myself thrown to the floor once more, slipping and sliding as I try to gather my bearings amid the fire and smoke, and terrible noise.

      I blink the dust away, my eyes watering and ears ringing. I see bodies everywhere now, some crawling, others crouching, few running for cover. A spread of wind flows across my face, whipping through the streets, and ahead I see the Cure charging from the alleys to the west.

      But not all are firing in our direction. Not all are running face forward. Some are moving backwards, hurrying in reverse, firing the other way. My brow crinkles as I see it, before I feel my body lifted again.

      “Come on, Brie! On your feet!”

      Zander’s by my side once more, pulling me back as the Cure advance. But again, I watch in confusion as they come, spreading like water down channels, emptying into the open square.

      Then I see the fear. I see the eyes, widening as they run. And behind, I see black shapes, forms of men flashing through the fog.

      I continue to be pulled away, until I finally get to my feet. My legs are weak, my knees rattling and head spinning. I spare a glance back once again, the square filling now with the advancing enemy. An enemy, hurrying away from something, firing in confusion as they try to turn and take positions of defence.

      And I know, in that moment, that Cromwell has come.

      The black shapes take form in my mind, and I see the Stalkers, draped in black armour, cutting through the enemy as they pour from the west. Super hybrids, more powerful than any other, dozens upon dozens of them, finally unleashed.

      My spinning head loses focus, and I feel my legs threatening to give way. I look back, the street to the east so near now. I take a breath, my lungs gasping and heart racing, and hurry along with Zander by my side.

      Then, a barrage of bullets rips at our feet, and I feel a heavy thud clatter me in the back. I’m thrown forwards once again, and Zander goes with me. I gasp, trying to fill my lungs, winded. Turning back, I see a group of Cure men still in pursuit, firing at us and trying to shoot through our armour.

      The alley is close now, metres away. I reach out for it and try to crawl. Then, suddenly, I feel my body thrown, Zander summoning his strength and tossing me behind the safety of a thick brick wall. I hit the dirt again, my chin scraping, the air still refusing to enter my lungs. More bullets come after me, but merely rip into the wall now, tearing off chunks of brick.

      I get onto all fours, ready to run. I look to my side, but Zander isn’t there.

      A strike of panic, like burning lightning, cuts through me. I turn around and see my brother in the open, on his knees, panting as he tries to stand and come after me. We link eyes, and time seems to slow, and over his shoulder, I see the enemy come.

      I reach quickly to my sides, pulling my pistols. I raise them as fast as I can, aiming them at the soldiers hunting my brother down. I fire as he staggers unevenly to his feet, so unlike himself. The bullets go right past him, plunging into the pursuing men who drop heavily to the floor.

      But not all. I can’t see them all.

      Zander’s body, wearily rising, blocks the path to one. I move left, trying to get a shot. I see an opening and pull the trigger, but I see it too late.

      The man keeps coming, right up to Zander’s back. My brother doesn’t seem to notice, his focus shaken. I take a final shot, my aim true, and send a bullet cutting through the soldier’s forehead. He falls, knocked backwards by the force, and all around him, the square burns.

      I lift a weak smile, faint hope burgeoning.

      And then I look again into my brother’s eyes.

      And my heart stops.

      They’re stark, fading. Their fire is going out.

      My breath holds itself in my lungs, and I see him slowly drop to the floor.

      And then I see it, the blood. It seeps from his body, through his combat gear and armour.

      Emerging from a wound, caused by the knife dug deep in his back.

      I work back onto my feet, and begin to move forward. Moving from the alley, a new burst of bullets peppers me from afar. I’m forced back into cover, slipping to the ground once more. I scrape myself off the floor and look at my twin.

      His hand is now outstretched, reaching out across the dirt. His palm is open, his fingers splayed. He shakes his head weakly, his eyes beginning to droop. I see his lips moving, but can’t hear his words above the din.

      And then, in my head, they rise up, echoing through me from the depths.

      No, Brie, he says slowly, softly. Stay there. Stay…in…cover…

      I stare into his eyes as the words spread through me. I can feel his pain, feel the life in him slipping away. I move again for the edge of the wall, screaming his name now. I can’t even hear my own words, so loud has the world become.

      But as I reach the edge of the alley, I feel myself held back. His eyes remain on me, and with his final ounces of energy, he holds me firm where I stand, where I crouch.

      I press against his will, the tears gathering, spilling, flowing. Our connection begins to fade, his presence within me starting to disperse. I cry out his name again, but there’s no use.

      And I hear him again in my head.

      Go, Brie. Please…

      I shake my head, and shut my eyes, squeezing the tears away. I dismiss his hold over me by force, by need, and open my eyes up again. The square is now filling with more death, the black shapes spreading and storming through the enemy ranks. I don’t spare them a thought. I spare no one, nothing a thought, but Zander.

      I run, covering the short space of ground to where he lies. I see his eyes begging me to stop. I drop to my knees before him, and try to lift him. His legs hang limp, the knife forced through his armour and into his spine.

      All around, the world falls into chaos, but I just hold him there. I pull him to my lap, trying to haul him to his feet.

      “Come on, Zander! Please! Please, get up!” I cry.

      My words aren’t heard. They’re swallowed by the din.

      He shakes his head, a single tear building in the corner of his eye. He looks up at me, and bit by bit, I see his hazel eyes losing their light, their life. They glaze, gradually turning to pebbles. I shake him, shake him hard.

      “Zander…no!”

      He blinks once. The tear falls. His eyes link with mine, and a weak smile curls up on his lips.

      Be happy, my beautiful sister, comes his voice in my head. Be happy, my beautiful twin…

      And looking at me, his face held in that final expression, I feel our connection die.
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      I hold my brother’s dead body, unwilling to ever let go.

      The noise of war batters my ears, but I don’t hear it. The flashing of guns light up the world, but I don’t see them. Bodies spread, black forms hunting, but I don’t care for them.

      I kneel, holding my brother, just waiting to join him.

      Waiting to die.

      I look into his face, and all else fades. The tears flow, blurring my vision, the edges of the world black and murky, and only his face caught in the light. I stare until I can’t bear it anymore, and shut my eyes tight.

      And still, I wait for some bullet to find me. For some knife to cut me. For some explosion to tear through me or fire to engulf me.

      I wait, and wait. And nothing happens.

      I don’t even realise it when the noise starts to fade. When the guns stop rattling, and the pulse rifles stop fizzing. When the explosions cease, and the screaming ends. When the pounding of footsteps freeze, and the dust and smoke begin to settle.

      I’m unaware of it all, locked there with my brother like a statue, the blackness enclosing me in a comforting blanket. I think I feel something, some pressure on my shoulder. And a voice, a deep but pleasant sound, filtering into my ear.

      “Brie…” it comes. “Brie…you must let go.”

      The pressure tightens, and I feel fingers squeezing. The voice clears, and I creak open my eyes. Zander’s face appears before me once more, still staring up at me as he was. For a second I forget, as if waking from a terrible nightmare.

      My heart breaks all over again when I realise that this is all real.

      “Brie…”

      I slowly twist my neck, and see sharp eyes looking at me. Keen but tender.

      They look at me, and then down at Zander, filled with sorrow and grief.

      He looks back at me.

      “You must let go, Brie.”

      The grip firms, trying to coax me to my feet. I hold on tight, refusing Rhoth’s mighty strength. He doubles his efforts, prising me from my brother, all the while whispering, “You have to let go.”

      He eventually succeeds. I feel a coldness unlike any I’ve ever felt as my brother’s body is taken from me. My knees are gravel as I’m hauled to my feet. Standing up against Rhoth’s towering frame, I’m overcome by a fresh agony, working up through every part of me.

      I bury my head in his chest, emptying of all the tears I have left. He holds me tight, whispering softly, rubbing my back, stroking my hair.

      “It’s over,” he says. “The battle is over, Brie.”

      I don’t even hear him for a time. I just hold him, unwilling to open my eyes and look upon the square. Slowly, my ears begin to realise that all is quiet now. New sounds begin to rise, that of shuffling feet, and quiet whispers. That of words of grief being shared, and of bodies being checked for life.

      I manage to summon some final shreds of courage, and turn my head to the carnage. Lit by the lamps, and with the smoke now clearing, I see the soldiers of the Nameless gathering. And standing with them, the Fangs who remain, and the City Guards who saw Zander as their leader in these days of war. They stand around him, around us, many wounded and bloodied, and covered in soot and the grime of battle. They look at him, and bow their heads, honouring a young man who gave his life, like so many others.

      I see Titus among them, his armour so battered and scarred. And West, his young face crinkled by the horrors of what he’s seen, what he’s faced and done. And the hatred too that still lingers. Hatred for the Cure, for the people who killed his family, stole the life he might have had.

      I gradually let go of Rhoth as I see them all, and then my eyes work away, towards the other side of the square. And there, I see black. I see dark armour and dark eyes, dozens of Stalkers lined up together as they watch over the quad.

      They stand, unmoving, their guns fixed to their flanks or hanging at their backs. I look at them blankly, expecting them all to suddenly open fire upon us, to finish the job once and for all. I expect it. I want it. A large part of me wishes for it now.

      But they do nothing but stare, fixed in position and awaiting orders. I see others, old Stalkers not part of this new batch, their cloaks torn and singed, their eyes weary from days of battle. They look at their brethren, but don’t join them. The few of them that remain merely stand alone, as if lost to their thoughts. But no one attacks.

      A tension hangs in the air, but it’s overcome by a smothering layer of grief and exhaustion. The ending of the battle has left behind a calm, the sparse soldiers who remain taking in the wreckage, trying to compute it all in their minds. And as they look upon Zander, they look upon others too. Dear friends and family, loyal comrades and commanders.

      So many lost.

      So many dead.

      A rumbling then sounds, and I lift my eyes to the distance. The Stalkers part, creating a channel through which I see an armoured vehicle come to a stop. My chest tightens at the sight, and from the car I see my grandfather emerge. He comes forward, through the gap and into the square, surveying it all, passing his eyes from his men to ours, looking upon the terrible suffering the people and city have endured.

      I have little energy left in me, my emotions drained by grief and agony. My hatred for my grandfather echoes from within as I see him, pristinely dressed, entering the battlefield like some victorious commander. An urge strikes me. A desire to press towards him, to cut him down. To lose my life right here, right now, but take his with me. To join my brother, to see him again.

      Oh how I miss him already.

      Dry tears are summoned. My body shivers, and I stare forward, ready to take my gun and fire. My hand trembles, hovering as his eyes sway and then land on me, and the lifeless frame at my feet.

      He steps forward, his motion unusual. He doesn’t stroll like he always does. His old legs work harder, moving him fast. A contingent of his men come with him. He lifts a hand, and I hear him croak, “Stay back.”

      He ventures towards me. And my allies, surrounding us, stiffen. He leaves his slaves behind, drifting towards us, unprotected. His eyes, like his step, seem alien to me. They hold a depth of feeling I’ve never seen from him.

      He approaches Zander, and merely stares down at him. Lines grow strained on his face. His forehead crinkles, and his eyes slowly shut. He takes a breath, and then opens them again. On creaking knees, he bends, reaching out gently to my brother’s face.

      “Don’t touch him!” I shout, my voice cutting through the silence. “Get away from him!”

      I try to free myself from Rhoth’s grasp, but he holds me firm. My grandfather stops mid-motion, and stands up straight once more. He looks at me, and his lips part.

      “I…” he says quietly. “Brie…I’m so sorry.”

      His eyes are layered, deep. The blank dispassion they’ve always had is gone, replaced by something more human, more natural.

      I quiver as I look at him, and feel Rhoth’s arm lay down over me.

      “Sorry?” I say, barely able to look at him. “You’re…sorry.”

      I turn my eyes again to Zander, and I begin to break. Inside, I feel half a person, my soul ripped out of me.

      I feel myself drawn back by Rhoth.

      “Come, Brie. You don’t need to be here now.”

      He glances away, and a Fang steps forward, undraping the animal pelt from his frame. He gently kneels down, and lays it over Zander’s body.

      “No…” I say, trying to escape Rhoth’s grasp.

      “It’s OK…it’s OK,” he repeats, holding on tight, not letting me go.

      My breathing comes in bursts now as the pelt is pulled over Zander’s face, covering his beautiful smile in darkness. I shut my eyes, unable to watch, and turn away. A rush of nausea begins to boil inside me, and I bend over, ready to throw up.

      Nothing comes.

      Rhoth stands me up straight again, and in my head I hear something echo. Something deep inside, some memory.

      Be strong, says the voice. Be strong now, Brie.

      I turn, as if the words are spoken by Zander, as if I’ll see him rising from the earth. But I don’t. I see the pelt, covering his body. I see stillness and nothing more.

      But then, I let the figures around him take shape once again. Others, stricken by all they’ve seen and done, all the people they’ve lost. Right beside me, Rhoth, who’s lost so many of his people. And West, who saw his family die, who accidentally killed his own mother and saw his brother taken by a Shadow. Titus, who’s own brother has been lost, and so many others who have suffered such tragedy.

      I look at them, and they give me strength. We are all bound here by death and grief. I am one of many, brothers and sisters connected by this terrible war.

      I dry my eyes, and firm my quivering chin. Then I look upon my grandfather again, whose eyes stay pained. He looks at me, and lowers his gaze to the floor.

      “We got here too late,” he whispers.

      Then he turns, and his voice speaks out across the square.

      “Help them,” he calls. “Help them all. Tend the wounded. Cover the dead. Bring food and water. Now!”

      His Stalkers immediately spring to action. The black mass at the edge of the square separate, and those that have been fighting alongside us begin to do the same. And my grandfather himself moves away, hurrying as quickly as he can towards the rear, arranging for cups of water to be handed out.

      I watch in silence, just standing there, and the black boundary of my vision begins to close in once more. My head starts to throb loudly, and a heavy feeling of fatigue spreads through my limbs. And as my legs give way, and I collapse to the floor, the last words I hear are Rhoth’s.

      “Medic! We need a medic here!”
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      I wake from the shroud in a room coloured white.

      My eyes peel open, and through the gaps I see the form of a sickbay take shape. All is quiet but for a low humming. A thick scent of disinfectant creeps up my nose.

      A shadow looms right before me, appearing from one side. I feel my hand grasped and squeezed, and blink hard to draw in the light. Then a voice, whispering gently, issues from the shape, and gradually the face of Adryan comes into view.

      “Brie…can you hear me, Brie?”

      I blink again, and a wave of deep sorrow washes over me. The tears begin to wet my eyes once more, and Adryan bends straight down to hug me tight.

      “I’m so sorry, Brie,” he whispers, again and again.

      I allow the purge, the cathartic release, weakened by the sight of seeing my husband here. It’s a mixture of grief, so profound in me now, and relief at seeing him alive. I can’t quite explain the cocktail of emotion that is poisoning my body.

      For a few minutes, I cry in his arms, before he slowly pulls away and I take command of my emotions once more. I look into his eyes, and see that they’re wet too, glazed with tears at seeing me here, safe, and yet so heartbroken. They lift, and work to the opposite side of the room. I follow them and see the old shape of my grandmother, sitting quietly in a chair.

      “Grandma,” I whisper weakly.

      She works up to her feet, and steps forward. I see the look on her face that reflects my own. Heartache at losing her grandson. Joy at seeing her granddaughter alive.

      She hugs me, and kisses my cheek, and I forget all need for secrecy now. My mind fills with a thousands questions, and yet they don’t flood from my lips. I look down at my body, lying beneath a blanket, and wonder how I got here, why I collapsed.

      Adryan answers the question before I can utter it.

      “You’re OK, Brie,” he says, drawing my eye. “You’re just fine. A couple of broken rips, a bad concussion.” He smiles sympathetically, and squeezes my hand again. “We’re in the HQ. We’re safe now.”

      My eyes are half buried beneath a frown. I think of the last images I can recall.

      “What…what happened?” I ask. “Cromwell. He…”

      “He’s here,” answers my grandmother. “He’s right outside.”

      I lose air from my lungs at the thought.

      “What? He’s here?”

      I sit up, my head throbbing and chest aching. A bout of dizziness engulfs me.

      “Don’t move about too much,” says Adryan, settling me. “You need your rest.”

      I nod, and turn my eyes to the door.

      “Why is he here?” I look at my grandmother again. “Has he…taken charge? Has he taken back the city?”

      She shakes her head gently.

      “No. He…he saved us, Brie.” She frowns, thinking to herself. “He never attacked. His men, his Stalkers…they came for us, for the convoy. The Cure were hunting us down. Hundreds of them. We were caught before we could leave the city. We were being slaughtered. And then…his people came.”

      “But the Cure were attacking us, in the west?” I say.

      She nods.

      “Yes, most of them. But they sent others east to kill us. Artemis’ men stopped them, just like they did with you.”

      I lower my eyes.

      “It makes no sense,” I whisper to myself. “We heard…we heard those guards at the REEF. These Stalkers were meant to kill us, not save us. Zander and I…”

      I shut my eyes at saying his name. Behind my lids, in the blackness, I think I hear an echoing voice once more.

      Be strong, Brie. Don’t cry…

      I open my eyes, my calm restored.

      “I just don’t understand,” I whisper.

      A silence falls. Then, my eyes open wide, sending a fresh pulse of pain through my head at the sudden flow of light. I look at my grandmother, and then at Adryan.

      “Brenda. Tess. Abby…” I start.

      “Shhhh, it’s OK,” says Adryan. “They’re safe. They’re all safe.”

      “All? All the kids? And…and Sophie? Leyton? What about Drum?!”

      Adryan smiles.

      “All of them,” he says. “Drum found us. He told us what you did for him.”

      My pulse rate begins to soften and slow again. Some streak of joy cuts through the curtain of my mind, lighting the darkness. I allow myself a smile before I withdraw it. As I think of my dear friends, tears of relief threaten to gather, quickly overtaken by the face of Zander once more. And those tears of relief turn to tears of pain.

      I blink hard, and take a long breath.

      Then I look at my grandmother.

      “It’s my fault,” I croak, my eyes sunken. “I made him go back out there. If it wasn’t for me, he’d still be…” I shake my head and grit my teeth. “I’m…so sorry, grandma.”

      I fee my grazed chin softly touched by leathery fingers. My head is gently tilted up. I see tears trickling down my grandmother’s face as I meet eyes with her, ashamed.

      “Zander was always the hero,” she says. “He would have gone anyway, my darling.”

      “But, you don’t understand. I persuaded him to go. And…out there, he saved me. He saved me so many times. It’s my fault…”

      “No.” Her voice is loud, a thunderstrike in that quiet room. It cuts my words off at their source. She takes a second, the tears on her cheeks quickly drying. “Don’t ever blame yourself, Brie,” she says. “Never, not once. If there’s someone to blame, it’s me. I should never have allowed either of you to be put in harms way so often.”

      “You had no choice,” I say, shaking my head. “You…were trying to save the city.”

      “And failing,” she says. “It was Artemis who saved it in the end…”

      A quiet dawns again, the thudding in my head a constant burden. I want to sleep, to forget. I want to lie here, alone, and return to my nightmares. Maybe, somewhere in there, with all the demons and spectres, with all the people I’ve killed and seen die, my brother awaits. Only in my mind can I see him again now. Only there, somewhere in the darkness, can I find him.

      As though he knows what I’m thinking, Adryan breaks the silence.

      “You should rest, Brie,” he says. He looks across the bed. “Lady Orlando, I can tell Director Cromwell that Brie needs more time.”

      She nods sombrely, and he stands. He takes a step towards the door, and she bends down to kiss my forehead.

      “Sleep now, darling. We will talk again later.”

      She unbends her old body, and I look again at Adryan, reaching for the handle.

      He’s out there now, right outside. My grandfather, who killed so many, saved so many. I don’t understand him. I don’t trust him. I need to know what he wants.

      “Stop,” I say.

      Adryan turns to me.

      I sit up a little higher on the bed, hiding the grimace of discomfort that wants to express itself on my face. I set my eyes firm, and draw a breath.

      “It’s OK,” I say. “I want to see him now.”

      My two companions share a querying look.

      “Are you sure?” asks Adryan.

      I nod, my pulse rate spiking.

      “I’m sure.”

      They hesitate for just a moment, before moving for the exit. Adryan opens the door up, letting a flow of noise spread inside. I catch sight of black armour, guards standing outside. My grandmother offers me a final, comforting look, before she passes the threshold, followed quickly behind by Adryan.

      I wait now, my breathing short, my fingers fidgeting. I feel the hate boil in me again, and look left and right, inspecting the room. Searching for some tray of utensils and tools. A surgical knife or scalpel. A sharp object of some kind. Anything that could be used to end this man’s life.

      I see nothing, the room bare but for a few pieces of medical equipment, and a couple of chairs for visitors to sit on. I turn back to the door, left ajar, and hear a short conversation take place. I’m sure I catch my grandfather’s tone within it, the sound causing a sharp breath to enter my lungs.

      Then, the talking fades, and I hear several footsteps as a figure comes near. The door begins to open gently, and standing there I see him. He looks at me briefly, his eyes hooded. Then he steps inside and shuts the door tight, blocking out the flow of sound.

      Now, there’s no noise but for my breathing. It’s thick and slightly laboured as I try to get ahold of it. I stare at him as he stands there, his back to me, taking a moment to himself. Then he turns, and as I did in the west, I see a show of pain in his eyes.

      “Brie,” he whispers. “How…how are you feeling?”

      I don’t know how to answer the question. I don’t even know what it means. Does he want to know about my physical state? My mental wellbeing? Does he really think I’m convinced by this? That he actually cares?

      I look away, and don’t answer. Through the corner of my eye, I see him nodding.

      “Stupid question. I’m sorry.”

      He ventures closer, too close.

      I glare back at him, and he stops in his tracks. He lifts a single hand in apology, looking so awkward, so lost, as if he has no idea what to say. I inspect him, and feel a portion of my anger subside. Can this be an act of contrition? Can this be…real?

      I choose to break the silence myself.

      “You wanted to see me?” I ask.

      He turns his eyes to me again.

      “I did, yes. Do you mind if I sit down?”

      I frown, and look at the chair to his left.

      “Go ahead.”

      He does so, moving the chair a little so its close enough to me, but not so much that I’ll lash out again. He settles his hands on his lap, his feet planted to the floor, his back straight. His posture is perfect, and typical of a Savant. Yet there remains far more to his face, to his expression, than I’ve ever seen.

      He takes a breath, still struggling to look directly at me. When he does, his eyes penetrate me deep, searching beyond mine, seeming to look back into the past.

      “I’ve…done terrible things,” he whispers. “Unforgivable things…”

      A memory stirs in me as I look upon him. A memory so recent, and so stark. That of the Stalker who died before my eyes, who seemed to realise what he was at the moment of his death. I saw the pain in him, thinking of the terrible things he’d done, flooding him as his final, fleeting seconds came and went.

      And now…now I see something similar in my grandfather. His words croak out with great guilt and shame. His eyes carry the frame of deep sorrow.

      “I know you will never be able to forgive me,” he says. “I will never be able to forgive myself. Your mother, and your father…I wish things were different. Yes, Brie,” he says, seeing my eyes dilate. “Yes, I know who you are. My daughter’s child. My granddaughter. I am so sorry for what happened to Zander…”

      I squeeze my eyes shut.

      “Don’t,” I growl. “Just…don’t.”

      “But I…I have to. I have to explain.”

      “There’s nothing to explain,” I whisper harshly, my eyes still shut. “My family…my family are dead because of you.”

      “Not…all of them,” he says hesitantly. I open my eyes, and glower at him again. “You have your grandmother,” he adds.

      “And you?” I say, grinding my teeth.

      He shakes his head.

      “No. I know I could never…”

      “No! You couldn’t!” I shout. I slam my eyes shut, the pain throbbing through my head again. “Why are you here! Why!”

      The sudden noise causes the door to open. I hear Adryan’s voice, and open my eyes.

      He’s looking right at me.

      “Brie…are you all right? Do you want Director Cromwell to leave?”

      My grandfather sits there quietly. I stare at him, and shake my head.

      “It’s…OK,” I say. “I’m OK.”

      “Are you sure? I could stay, if you want?”

      I lift a hand.

      “No, Adryan. Please, it’s fine.”

      He drifts out of the room again, casting a suspicious eye over Cromwell. As soon as the door shuts, I shake my head and huff.

      “Director…” I say. “Is that what you want? You want to be Director again? Are you here to get us onside, so you can betray us down the line?”

      He looks horrified by the suggestion.

      “No, no of course not. I understand my position, Brie. This city has seen so much bloodshed. It won’t see any more.”

      “Yeah…bloodshed. And yet, you came just in time, didn’t you,” I say sarcastically. “Just in time to save the day, when we were about to be destroyed, when all of us were about to die. What perfect timing for you. And now, here you are, back at the HQ, with all your brand new Stalkers…oh, it’s only a matter of time before you take control again.”

      He listens carefully, letting me vent. I spit venom at him, hating him. Wishing I’d never saved his life, that his Stalkers had never come. That I could have been taken by the Cure as well, along with my brother.

      “I understand how you feel,” he says once I’m done. “I know you doubt me. Of course you do, after everything that’s happened. But I came as soon as I could, as soon as my men were ready, as soon as the odds were in their favour to end this threat, once and for all. Thousands, tens of thousands of civilians were saved. And hundreds of soldiers too. No more will die. The war is done.”

      “Done,” I nod. “And you’re the hero…”

      “No. I am far from that,” he says. “You and your brother are the…”

      “Don’t pander to me. Don’t speak of him,” I snap. “You should have got there earlier. You should have saved him…”

      The room falls into silence, and I cringe in pain again. He seems to consider his next words carefully. And as he does, I glance into his eyes, and pass into his mind. The landscape within is vast, and though it sends a horrible ache through me to enter, I see no deceit in him. I see no lie. I see, instead, a throb of anguish, a deep sorrow.

      I withdraw, hating what I see, what I feel. Hating that I may believe this is real for even a second.

      I turn away from him, looking to the other side of the room. I hear him rise from his chair and inch towards me.

      “I never got to thank you for saving my life,” he whispers. “Not properly. I…I remember the river. I remember the water. And…drowning. I remember the light, growing, as I stepped towards it. Then…it faded away, and I saw his face. Your brother. My grandson. He brought me back, Brie. I was dead, and he brought me back.”

      I find myself turning to him slowly as he speaks. I watch him recount the story, his eyes telling it all on their own. I snipe into his head again and see the memory of it. I see it play out from his consciousness. I see the darkness consuming him, the rushing water. And then the light, burgeoning, beckoning him forward. I see it as he did, fading, changing as Zander’s face takes shape. My wonderful brother, refusing to let him die.

      I see it all, untampered with, unchanged. A pure memory, a clear memory, so powerful now among his thoughts. It has changed him, his temporary death rewiring his mind. As with Adryan, losing his wife. As with my grandmother, finding and then losing her daughter. As with that Stalker, his humanity set free as his life was taken away.

      Such events can change a Savant. And my grandfather has been changed.

      I retreat from his head again, and see now his eyes. They’re wet, covered in a sheen of tears. He’s close to me, so close. I look at him and feel a weakness overtaking me, my hatred for him being overwhelmed by something else, something I can’t explain and don’t understand.

      I shift away. I want to hate him still.

      “I watched you die,” I say. “I wish he’d never brought you back.”

      My grandfather takes a half step backwards, the space between us growing again.

      “I know. I know you do.”

      “He did it because of your lies,” I go on. “He didn’t care about you. He did it because he thought your death would unleash your men.” I shake my head. “What sort of man holds innocent people to ransom like that? What sort of man could do such a thing?”

      “A terrible man,” he breathes. “A blind man. I only thought of my people, of the Savants. I have had my eyes opened, Brie. And I see now what I was, everything I did. I see it…and I feel it. I cannot express how sorry I am.”

      He sinks again into his chair, no longer perfect in his posture, but splayed out. He leans his elbow to the armrest, and places his forehead to his palm, shielding himself, hiding away. He takes a breath and regains his composure, and looks up at me again as I speak.

      “So you heard from your guards at the REEF?” I ask, more softly now. “They overheard us speaking about you being our…grandfather. They told you. That’s how you know?”

      He nods.

      “I think I knew…I knew something before then. But, it wasn’t me. It didn’t register. After the drowning, I was taken to the REEF by my men to recover. They told me you’d been there. They said you’d overheard them speaking about the Stalkers.”

      “The secret force,” I nod. “That was going to be used to destroy us.” I think back, recounting what happened. “We…were chased away,” I say. “But they never followed. It makes sense now…”

      “Yes. I didn’t want you chased or hurt in the confusion. I was confused myself. I can’t explain it, the change. I’m filled with…regret.”

      He looks at me again, his old body tightening up.

      “My own daughter. I had my own daughter killed…”

      His voice cracks, and I feel a horrible instinct to move from the bed, to lay a hand on him for comfort. I resist the urge, and try to imagine all this as lies. Try to think that he’s just acting, just manipulating me. I try my hardest, but it’s not enough.

      I know full well that this is real.

      The room falls silent. I look at him with a crinkled brow, and then turn away. I think I’ve heard enough. I don’t want to hear anymore, think anymore.

      “I think you should go,” I say.

      He hangs his head and nods.

      “You’re right. You need to rest. I just…”

      He looks at me again and takes a short pace forward.

      “What is it, Artemis?” I ask blankly. It’s as though I’m now the Savant, cold and detached, and he’s the fragile, emotional being, the sort he never cared for, always trampled upon and used for his own gain.

      “I know you will never forgive me,” he says. “I know you will always hate me. But…I just wanted to explain. I needed to explain. I…”

      “You have,” I say, cutting him off. “You’ve explained yourself. I understand. And now, I need to rest.”

      He tries to raise a smile, an expression that’s never been natural for him. Now, it remains so, yet unnatural for a different reason. He’s trying to show me he really is different, that he really does care. Maybe he is. Maybe he does.

      But I’m the same. And I don’t care about him.

      And never will.

      I stare at him until he leaves, until he opens the door and shuffles through, just an old man in a white suit. A man who has ruined so many lives, and will now have to live with that burden. What will happen to him now, I don’t know.

      And right now, I don’t care.

      I just want to rest. I just want to sleep. I just want to enter my nightmares and seek out my brother, somewhere in there, waiting for me.

      And as he shuts the door, and I’m left in silence, I lie there, numb and unmoving. Staring at the door. Empty.

      Until I fall asleep.
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      I spend much of the next two days alone.

      I sleep intermittently, my head aching each time I wake. When I do, and I feel a presence in the room, Adryan or my grandmother, or someone else come to visit me, I pretend I’m still asleep. I let my eyes flicker, before fading shut again. Only when I know I’m alone do I open them fully.

      I think a lot as the hours pass. I think of everything I’ve been through, all that’s happened. I think of how simple life was for me, for so many of us, before the world turned upside down, before the fires began to spread and engulf us.

      I think of my friends, of how grateful I am that so many of them survived. I think of those that didn’t, and how sad I am that they’re gone. But most of all, I think of Zander, painful as it is. It is a pain I endure, and one that will live with me forever. I know, now, I will never be whole again.

      It’s on the second day that I wake, alone again, to find a note on the bedside table next to me. I pick up the envelope, and see Adryan’s handwriting.

      “I thought you might want this back,” it reads.

      I open it up, and inside I find something that renews my tears. The picture of my parents, Maxwell and Elisa, that I thought had been lost once more. Last I remember, it was in my jacket pocket, right next to my heart as I fought beside my brother. They were there with us, at all times. My parents, and their children, all together.

      I guess I forgot about it when Adryan changed my clothes. He must have found it, dried it out and kept it safe, ready to give back to me when the time was right. That time is now, and I hold it close to my chest again, looking into their faces as I have so many times. Now, Zander is with them. That gives me some solace, knowing he’s at peace.

      As those days pass, and my mind twists and turns in all directions, I begin to realise that I can’t stay here. It is a courtesy, me being allowed this room. So many others have suffered real injury, and yet are being kept in larger hospitals, hastily erected around the centre of the city. I know I need to give up this space. I know I need to re-enter the world, to see my friends, to realise that, whatever happens, life goes on.

      I cannot hide here any more.

      So, I dress, and I place my parents’ picture into my jacket pocket, and I step towards the door and out into the corridor. It’s busy, as it always is, so many needing constant attention and monitoring. No one spares me a second look, or a second thought. I’m not important anymore.

      And that’s just how I want it.

      I wander down the corridor, glancing through doors at the stricken men and women, fighting for their lives. I see friends and family, grieving and desperate. I see them as I must have been when Zander fell, when the grief was so fresh and raw.

      Wandering along, I hear my name being called.

      “Brie…Brie you’re up!”

      I look up to see the gorgeous face of Sophie beaming as she spots me through the rushing bodies. She hurries towards me and swamps me with her arms.

      “I came to see you, several times,” she says. “You were always asleep. I…I wanted to say how…” She stops, her words faltering. “Zander…I’m sorry.”

      I nod. I’ve heard it enough, and don’t want to hear it again. Everyone means well, but it only serves to prolong the pain.

      I look at her, and see the sympathy. But I know she must feel even worse.

      “It’s me who should be sorry,” I say. “I’m in there, hiding. And you…you’re stronger than me, Soph. I can’t imagine how you must feel right now, losing Rycard.”

      She frowns. It’s not the expression I expected.

      “Losing Rycard?”

      “Yeah. I…I saw him by the western gate. He was…” I stop. “He’s not…dead?”

      “Dead? Heavens no,” she smiles, looking to a door nearby. “He’s recovering well, just taking visitors. I’ve been with him most of the day. I think he’s getting sick of me actually.”

      She smiles, drawing a tiny grin to my face.

      “Would you like to see him?” she asks.

      I look at the door, hesitating.

      “Are you sure he’s up to it? I saw his leg.” I frown again and shake my head. “I really thought he was…gone.”

      “He, um, got lucky. Please, go in. He’d love to see you.”

      She nods hurriedly, and ushers me towards the door. My hand shivers as I reach out to take the handle, and Sophie’s fingers come down to do the job for me. She opens it up, and I look inside to see Rycard on a bed, his left leg lost above the knee.

      “Darling, you have another visitor,” says Sophie.

      Rycard’s good eye meets mine. It’s weary and weak, yet shows the same expression I see in everyone else’s. Sympathy. Pity. I want people to stop looking at me like that. I don’t deserve it. So many others have lost people too…

      “I’ll leave you two to it,” says Sophie.

      She hurries me through, and shuts the door, leaving us in silence. I creep towards Rycard’s bed, looking over his crippled frame. He follows my eyes as I look at what remains of his left leg.

      “No right eye, and now no left leg,” he murmurs with a hint of humour. I find his good eye hardening. “I’m one of the lucky ones.”

      He knows better than to reference Zander directly. Rycard has always had a good sense for such things.

      “Please, sit down, Brie.”

      I meander towards the chair, already set by his bed. When I sit, it’s warm, kept so by Sophie.

      “She’s been worried about you,” he tells me, looking towards the door. “We all have.”

      I shake my head.

      “No need. I’m alive, uninjured. It’s not me people should worry about.”

      “There are different types of injury, Brie. Some of them don’t show. I won’t ask you how you feel. Just know that we’re all here for you. We’re all here for each other.”

      He reaches out and takes my hand, and smiles to comfort me.

      I stay quiet for a little while, and Rycard doesn’t force anything. He just lies there, waiting, giving me a chance to speak if I should want to. I look at his leg again, so convinced before that he was dead.

      “I thought there was a curse,” I whisper suddenly.

      He frowns.

      “A…curse?”

      I nod.

      “The High Tower. I thought that everyone involved in destroying it were cursed. Kira, Beckett, Freya, Quinn, Astor…all dead.” I look him in the eye, before continuing. “I saw you out there at the western gate. I thought you were dead too. And…Zander. I knew something was going to happen. I kept seeing things. Imagining him dying…” I trail off, my voice a mumble, and shuffle my position in my seat. “I’m just being stupid.”

      “No, you’re not at all. It’s natural to try to make sense of things in such tragic circumstances. But, there was never a curse, Brie. It’s just…war. War is a curse on all of us.”

      I look at him, and see the light shining in his left eye.

      “Yeah…I guess you’re right.”

      “Don’t you know it,” he laughs lightly. “You should listen to me. I’m wise.”

      I smile and lower my eyes, wondering how he can stay so positive.

      “Brie, listen,” he says, reaching over and shaking my hand gently. I lift my eyes again. “Zander was a special young man. And…I can’t imagine how it must be losing him. Your connection as twins, and the powers you shared. It will take time for you to feel like yourself again. But you will. I promise you that. You’ll be happy again, some day.”

      “Yeah. Happy…”

      “My words are hollow. I know that. But we’re in this together. The entire city is in mourning, but we have survived. We survived because of people like Zander. You should be proud of him, and everything he did…”

      I find myself nodding quickly.

      “I am, I am. I’m so proud to be his sister.”

      “And he was proud of you. He’d want you smiling, and being happy. You have Adryan. You have Brenda, and Tess, and the kids, right? And me and Sophie, and Drum. There’s a lot to be thankful for.”

      He taps his eye, covered in its patch.

      “I thought, when I lost my eye, the world was over. I defined myself as a Hawk. I lost that, and I didn’t understand why. But I moved on, and did what I could.” He looks at his missing leg. “And now…I’ve lost another piece of me. But I’ll tell you this, Brie…I’ll have to lose a whole lot more to stop me from moving forward. From smiling. From loving Sophie and Maddox. From helping rebuild this city in whatever way I can. We get chipped away, piece by piece, but the core of us remains, right here,” he says, tapping his chest.

      He looks at mine, and draws a breath.

      “Your heart is broken right now, but it will mend. In time, your wounds will heal. And like me, my leg and my eye, there’ll be pieces of you missing…but just pieces, Brie. You’ll go on, and you’ll live long and happy, just as Zander wanted. I saw how he cared for you. He’d have done anything to see you come out of this alive. Wherever he is right now, he’s happy, Brie. He’s happy to see you here, breathing free air. And he’ll be with you, always.”

      He reaches out and touches my temple, my cheeks already wetting with tears. He wipes them away, and lifts my chin.

      “Now smile, Brie. Show the world that beautiful face of yours. It’s what your brother would have wanted.”

      I draw a long breath into my lungs, and breath it out. Then, despite it all, I smile.

      “Good,” says Rycard. “There she is.”

      And with that, I leave the room, feeling a little brighter, and a little better. I find Sophie outside, waiting nervously. She pounces on me as I come, my smile still holding, but only just.

      “Well…how was it?” she asks quickly.

      My smile lifts a little higher at seeing her enthusiasm.

      “You knew he’d have the right words for me, didn’t you?” I ask.

      She shakes her head innocently.

      “No…what do you mean? So you feel better?”

      I draw her into a hug.

      “I’m getting there,” I say.
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      I stand outside of the city, in a field of grass, alone.

      At my back, hidden within a gathering of rocks, a tunnel spreads far beneath the earth, working towards the northern quarter of a now desolate place. The north was always a forgotten maze of dark roads, of tall, unoccupied tenement blocks and old industrial ruins. Now, it is a festering heap of rubble. As so much of Outer Haven is.

      I turn to the west, and see more debris. The old town of the Nameless, and their headquarters at the church, is now gone. Only black ruins remain, sitting atop earth scorched by fire. All over, the lands are the same. Like the city itself, they have suffered so dearly, and will need time to regrow.

      That rebuilding process is already underway. Away in the distance, the streets of Inner Haven are being cleared, the walls remade. The people, from both sides of the divide, now gather only at the core, Enhanced and Unenhanced living together, as my grandmother always wanted. Outer Haven, stricken by so many days of war, is devastated. It may never be occupied again.

      Days have passed now since the Cure’s army fell, since my grandfather’s soldiers put them to the sword. Those days have been difficult and long. I have found myself seeking solitude often, and yet yearning for comfort too. In Adryan’s arms, I’ve found it. And in the company of dear friends. Slowly but surely, like the city itself, I am returning to the girl I was.

      I have chosen to stay clear of discussions of the future. I observe and listen, but don’t speak. My grandfather’s fate, once of such importance to me, now makes me feel numb. The passionate hatred I had for him has been replaced. I feel pity now, and an unending emptiness when I think of who he was, who he now is or seems to be. In my mind, Artemis Cromwell is already dead. The man who now lives within his skin is a ghost.

      One I never want to see again.

      I was with Brenda and Tess when the news came, several days ago now. The fate of Artemis Cromwell has been a great talking point within the city. Some called for his head, for his crimes to be punishable by death. Others said he deserved to be spared, even praised, for his part in saving so many thousands.

      My opinion, of course, was asked. My input was considered important, not least by my grandmother, who continues to lead the city in these dark and difficult times. In the end, my own mind was split, just as public opinion was. I had no answer to give. I merely said that I wanted to be kept out of it.

      And so, as I sat with Brenda and Tess, the news came. It was Adryan who brought it, himself a growing voice in such matters. He entered and looked right at me.

      “Banishment,” he said. “Artemis Cromwell is to be banished.”

      The feeling barely caused a reaction in me. It’s hard for much to stir me now, given all that’s happened. I merely nodded, as Brenda and Tess exclaimed loudly that justice wasn’t done. I didn’t say a word.

      It turned out, however, that banishment was my grandfather’s own plan. To leave the city and never return. To live out his days in the REEF, that cold place of such inhumanity. To live his remaining years alone, tortured by the memories of what he’d done.

      His soldiers will stay here, given new orders to protect us. The REEF itself will be stripped of what it once was, the cells and labs burned and destroyed, leaving only shells of buildings behind. And there, he will live alone, a prisoner of his own past. His role in the city of Haven, and the lives of the people, is over.

      And now I stand, looking at his family.

      My family.

      Ahead of me, a simple gravestone sits, dug into the dirt. Beneath it, a coffin lies, holding the body of my dear twin. We buried him a mere week ago, shortly after the war ended. I chose to bring him here, to do a traditional burial like our ancestors. I didn’t want to see his body burned. Somehow, I needed to keep some physical part of him here, where I can visit. Where I can feel his presence still.

      I stand there, as the breeze ruffles my hair, just looking at the gravestone. It was out here where he lived so much of his life, where he became the man who led armies, who inspired thousands. Here, where the Nameless began the journey to where we all stand now. Here, in the outerlands, where Zander felt most at home.

      I step forward, and kneel, and from my jacket pocket, I draw out the picture of my parents. I look upon their faces, and more than ever, I see Zander staring back. I see his eyes in my father. I see his mouth in my mother. I see them all, the parents I never knew, the brother whose time with me was so fleeting, and know that they’re together now.

      And one day, I’ll see them too.

      Reaching out, I place the picture down against the grave.

      “They’ll stay with you now, brother,” I whisper, my voice carried away on the light wind.

      I stand, and step back, drawing in a breath.

      And before I turn, and head back through the tunnel to the city, I say one final thing.

      “Oh…and Zander,” I smile. “Happy birthday.”
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      I return to the city several hours later, the journey through the tunnels, and the desolate streets of Outer Haven, taken at a stroll.

      I ignore the stench of corpses, and the flattened buildings that litter the streets, and reach the northern gate to Inner Haven with the afternoon light beginning to wane. The gate opens for me, and I pass through into the only habitable part of the city that remains, casting my eyes over the many Stalkers now protecting the outskirts and perimeter.

      They’ll take some getting used to, for me and everyone else. Yet now, under the command of my grandmother, they will help make this city safe again from any threat from the outside world.

      Passing through the gate, I’m greeted by a friendly face, though her expression looks slightly strained. I spot her, waiting nervously beside a car and regularly checking her watch. As the grinding gears of the gate catch her attention, she spots me, and relief floods her face.

      Tess walks over to me at a brisk pace, shaking her head.

      “Where have you been!” she says. “Wandering out there again? Don’t torture yourself, Brie.”

      I shake my head.

      “Just visiting Zander,” I say.

      Her rebuke is quickly drowned, and a flinch of grief lifts in her eyes.

      “Oh…right. Sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” I smile sympathetically.

      I know, though she barely knew Zander, his death has been felt by her too. She liked him quite a lot, and it seemed to me that they had romantic feelings for one another. I suppose now, we’ll never know.

      “So, what are you doing here, Tess? How did you know I was out here?”

      “A hunch,” she says. “I don’t like the idea of you wandering out there alone.”

      “It’s fine. I need it sometimes. You know, the solitude.”

      “I understand,” she whispers. “But enough of that now. Let’s go home.”

      Home, now, is an apartment, or series of apartments, within a fairly centrally located block at the core of Inner Haven. It may only be temporary, but for now it’s giving refuge to all of us from the academy, as well as Adryan.

      We live together, the two of us and Tess, with Brenda across the hall, and the kids all bunched together behind several more doors. So far, they’ve been rather enjoying the change from the musty halls and dorms of the academy. It lights my heart to see them beginning to emerge from all this mostly unscathed.

      Getting into the jeep, we begin driving back through the streets, the north mostly unaffected by the fighting. Tess, newly acquainted with driving stick, has a little trouble getting us there smoothly.

      “I’m still learning,” she says as she stalls for the fifth time.

      I merely shake my head and smile, enjoying the rather erratic ride.

      By some miracle, we reach the central streets without suffering any minor bump, and Tess pulls up outside the block. We get out and step into the foyer, and standing in the centre I see two men who look quite out of place within the blank and pristinely polished interior.

      Side by side, Rhoth and West stand, dressed in their full regalia of pelts and furs, and with necklaces positively weighed down by a new collection of fangs from recent conquests. They step towards me, as if they’ve been waiting, and both of them smile wide.

      “Well, about time,” says Rhoth with a grin, looking towards Tess.

      She shrugs.

      “She only just got back. What was I supposed to do, go out there and find her?”

      “I’m merely teasing, girl. We are happy to wait for Brie.”

      I look at Tess.

      “You’ll get used to Rhoth’s ways,” I say. Then I look at him. “You’re waiting for me? Why?”

      He steps closer, and takes my hand. Opening my palm, he places an object to my skin. He withdraws his hand and I see a necklace, just like his, with several claws and teeth attached.

      “For you, Brie,” he smiles. “All true warriors of the Fangs need one.”

      I clench the necklace tight, and look upon the teeth and claws, those of wolves and bears and other such beasts. I look up at him, and then over to West, whose eyes swerve from me to Tess, so shy in the company of girls.

      “I…I don’t know what to say, Rhoth. Thank you so much. Thank you both.”

      “You are one of us now, Brie. You are Brie of the Nameless, and of the Fangs. You will always be welcome within our tribe.”

      He bows his head, and takes a little step back. I feel that this is more than just a visit to drop off this wonderful gift.

      “You’re leaving?” I ask.

      Rhoth nods.

      “It is time for the Fangs to return to the wilds. We do not belong in this city.”

      I feel a pinch of sorrow.

      “Where will you go?” I ask softly.

      “To the mountains,” he says. “The fires spread far, and destroyed our woods, but they will return in time. But for now, we go to Kervan and the Roosters. The flames never reached that high.”

      “So they’re safe? Their village is OK?”

      He nods.

      “They are untouched, and welcome us. You, of course, are always welcome too. You and your friends,” he smiles, looking at Tess.

      Again, I notice West’s eyes drop a little as Tess looks at him.

      “You could stay,” says Tess, to both of them. “Stay a little while.”

      Rhoth shakes his head.

      “The road to the mountains will take time. We must leave now, before night comes.”

      He steps towards me and draws me into a long hug.

      “Always welcome, Brie,” he whispers. “Always.”

      He pulls away, and West tentatively steps towards me.

      “You will…visit?” he asks.

      “Of course, West. I’ll come visit soon.”

      He smiles, and I pull him into a long hug too, his furs soft to my skin. Then I release him, and with a final bow, both men, adopted father and son, move back out of the hall and into the afternoon light.

      Tess returns to my side.

      “They’re nicer than they look,” she says. “It’s a shame they couldn’t stay a bit longer…”

      I turn to look at her.

      “So that’s why you came to get me? So we could say goodbye to each other?”

      She half nods, half shrugs, and then takes the necklace from my hands. She inspects it before reaching around and tying it behind my neck.

      “Brie the Fang,” she whispers. “It kinda suits you.”

      I look down at the shiny new teeth and claws, hanging on my chest.

      Yeah…it kinda does.

      We head for the lift, and click the button for our floor, most of the way up towards the summit. We share the building with many others, a good mixture of people displaced from their homes. It is my grandmother’s vision come true in a microcosm. Only time will reveal whether the entire city will follow suit.

      We reach our floor and move down the corridor, chatting casually as we go. It’s nice to relax with Tess again, to spend time with my best friend. We even manage to laugh as we speak of old times, growing more skilled by the day at sidestepping topics that will only lead to tears.

      Sometimes they come, from me or her, but we’re always there together to get each other through. And I have Brenda too. And Adryan. And Drum and my grandmother, and many others besides. I am, in so many ways, one of the luckiest girls I know. And despite the horrors, I have to count myself blessed.

      Our apartment is simple, as all such abodes in Inner Haven are. Yet already, Tess has taken to adding colour and her own embellishments. I tell her we may only be here temporarily, but she doesn’t seem to care.

      “A day, a week, a month, it doesn’t matter,” she always says. “However long I live here, it’s going to look pretty.”

      She’s done a good job, the place far more pleasant than our room at the academy, or anywhere else I’ve spent time since.

      As we enter, I find Adryan absent. That’s no surprise, busy as he’s been lately as he continues at my grandmother’s side. His role in the war, though important, will pale in comparison to his task now. To help regrow the city, to merge its peoples together. His previous work in the High Tower, working in the Institute of Human Relations, will now make him one of the most prominent figures in this new world.

      It will keep him occupied, too, his days long and our time together short. We spend our nights locked tight, sometimes whispering and sometimes in silence. But always, being in his arms helps shield me from my demons. And each day that passes, my love for him grows, helping to fill the void that exists inside me.

      I move straight for the kitchen, and pour a glass of water. Tess hurries off to her room before turning. She drapes her eyes over me.

      “Maybe you should take a shower,” she says.

      I look at my clothes, and see that they’re a bit grubby from my trek.

      “Later,” I say.

      I see her looking at me for a moment as I take a seat in the living room, falling into a comfortable chair. It’s a curse, sometimes, of my advanced peripheral vision. I never miss anything, even if I want to.

      “What, Tess?” I ask, turning back to her.

      “Oh, nothing.” She still looks at me. “Um…actually, there was one thing.”

      “Yes?”

      “Erm, Brenda, she wanted to see you. Something about…um, I forget.”

      “Something about what, Tess?”

      She crunches her brow and looks to the ceiling.

      “It’s slipped my mind. Best go see her.”

      Her eyes drop to me. I frown.

      “You’re being weird,” I say.

      “Brie…just go see her. Do us all a favour.”

      I sit back into the chair, and then manage to peel myself off it, though not on my own. Tess is right there, pulling me to my feet.

      “What the…”

      “She wants to see you, Brie. Don’t keep her waiting,” says Tess.

      I stumble to my feet.

      “Fine. Jeez…”

      I catch her smiling as we leave the room, and walk right across the corridor. I knock, shaking my head. I’m fairly sure I hear a shuffling sound behind, and a round of shushing, but can’t be sure. Then the door opens, and my old guardian looks at me, appearing slightly flushed.

      “Ah…Brie, what a pleasant surprise,” she says, her voice sounding somewhat artificial.

      “So, you wanted to see me, Brenda?”

      “Yes, yes, come this way.”

      She ushers me in. Tess follows. I enter the middle of the room, and the door shuts. And then, as I look back at Brenda and Tess, and see the grins appearing on their faces, a whole host of voices shout at once, and a crowd of figures leap from hidden perches.

      “SURPRISE!” they all shout.

      I feel my heart lurch inside me, and turn to see a bunch of people all flinging their arms into the air, and materialising as if from nowhere. My eyes scan as my pulse spikes and then quickly fades, and seeing my nearest and dearest friends and family, a smile works its way onto my face.

      There before me, I see Adryan, and my grandmother, and Drum and Abby. I see all the kids from the academy, including Brandon, and Sophie too, holding a plate of snacks. And next to her, standing on crutches, I see Rycard, his left eye winking, and I see Titus too, so large he dwarfs even Drum, and Commander Burns with a twinkle in his eye. I see so many people I care for, all gathered here for me, and once again, they all shout out, “HAPPY BIRTHDAY!”

      The greeting leaves me speechless for a moment. Speechless because of the gesture, and how lovely it is. Yet slightly paralysed too by thoughts of Zander, who should be here with me, celebrating his birthday too.

      As I stand there, stunned, Brenda comes forward, and a mingling of voices begins to spread through the room. She looks at me, drawing my eye to her alone.

      “I know it’s hardly the time to celebrate. I know you probably don’t want to right now. But you need this, Brie. And it’s not just for you. It’s for us all. We need to remember the lighter side of things.”

      A tear sweeps down my face at her words. Just one, quickly discarded from my body and joined by no more. I smile, and she cups her palm to my cheek.

      “You’re so beautiful, Brie. And still only just 19. You have a life ahead of you, a wonderful one. Let’s celebrate that. Let’s celebrate the fact that we’re all here, together, looking forward to a bright future.”

      Her words are quite rare for such a woman, embittered by her past and with such a strong streak of pessimism flowing through her. But sometimes, she just knows what to say. And above all others here, she knows me to my core.

      I hug her, and without speaking, she knows I agree.

      Then she lets go, and turns.

      “Now, let’s eat, drink, and be merry!” she calls out to the gathering.

      A round of agreement issues from the entire assembly, and drinks are passed around, and food is eaten. We talk in groups, and laugh where we can, and I watch people I never would have expected to meet, drawn together by a mutual desire to craft a positive future.

      The hours pass, and the night marches on. I laugh as Titus plays with the children, so many times larger than they all are. I smile longingly at Adryan as he joins in, so good with the younger ones, and think of how great a father he’ll make. I chuckle to myself as I see my grandmother and guardian, the two old ladies, sitting at the table drinking whiskey, the two becoming fast friends and sharing old war stories.

      I look upon it all, and imagine that this was all I wanted. When everything was falling apart around me, I often got through it by imagining such a scene. And though my brother isn’t here, and other friends have been lost, I can only think how fortunate I am, we all are, to be here together.

      And as I watch it all with a smile on my face, Abby comes to my side. She looks up with her sweet face, her backpack held in her arms.

      “Hey, Abs, what you got there?” I ask.

      She smiles and reaches out.

      “It’s for you,” she says sweetly. “I had no wrapping paper. So I just used the bag.”

      I frown and take hold of it.

      “Aw, Abs, you got me something? You shouldn’t have, sweetheart.”

      She nods hurriedly as I begin to unzip the bag. I look inside, and find a pad, and pull it out and before my eyes.

      I look at Abby, who gazes up at me in hope, and then my eyes scan the front of the book as they begin to go misty.

      I see her wonderful art, and know she’s been hard at work on another comic. I see me, made to look like a hero, but this time it’s not her alongside me, but another.

      A man, who looks so similar, standing beside me as we strike heroic poses.

      And at the top, above the picture, it simply reads…

      Queen-Brie and Zander the Mighty…the twins who saved the world.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

        

      
        But not quite…

      

        

      
        Continue overleaf for details

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Next Up - The Enhanced: Awakening

          

        

      

    

    
      Well, we have reached the end of this particular journey. Thank you so much for coming along for the ride. I dearly hope you enjoyed it, and if so, I’d love for you to leave a quick review, telling me your thoughts. Feel free to spread the word to family and friends too if you think they’d enjoy it.

      
        
        SEQUEL NOW AVAILABLE - THE ENHANCED: AWAKENING!

      

        

      
        Tap here to buy

      

      

      Yes, that’s right - the story continues into a new, epic adventure. This one follows Brie shortly after the end of the war, as well as Kira who…well, if you haven’t yet read her story, then I won’t talk about that!

      All you need to know is that there’s more going on with these characters, and that the follow up is told from the dual perspective of Brie and Kira!

      Grab your copy here!

      

      OR…

      

      If you haven’t yet read Kira’s spinoff - The Warrior Race - then you can pick that up here. It’s definitely best to read her trilogy before getting started with The Enhanced: Awakening. The joining together of the two heroines leads into an even larger adventure further down the line, so don’t think this is the end just yet!

      

      If you want to find out more about the ENHANCED UNIVERSE, and the recommended reading order, my website is the place to go…

      

      Check it out by clicking here, where you’ll also be able to download a FREE novel by joining my VIP newsletter.

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Facebook:

      You can also like my Facebook Page by clicking here for the latest news, updates, discounts, and more!

      

      I’d also really appreciate it if you’d leave me a review for this book. As an independent author, reviews can make all the difference for me, and help me hone my craft and write better stories and characters. So, I’d appreciate just a few words to let me know your thoughts.

      

      Thanks for reading!

      

      Toby
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