
        
            
                
            
        

    
ELITE NATION: 

BOOK 1







CHAPTER ONE

It was past midnight and as Arielle sat in her quarters, waiting for her friend to return from her latest task, she grew restless, realising something must be wrong.
Curfew was at midnight at the Holly-Oaks Centre of Beauty and Wellness. Service wenches, as the Elites that attended this establishment often called them, had a strict routine, and being in their quarters by midnight was part of it. Breaking curfew meant punishment. Arielle had heard of the many ways in which the service men and women were punished in The Republique, and more often than not, those that were punished were never to be seen again.
Arielle glances at the clock above her bed. The time ticks closer and closer to one in the morning.
Where could Kaley be?
She glances towards the door. Outside, she knows all too well the labyrinth of white walls and floors, leading to the many rooms in this building, where the Elites undergo restoration of their youth. For as long as Arielle can remember, she and Kaley have lived and worked here, serving the Elites, as was their destiny in life - to serve those above.
However, she and Kaley were different to the other service girls, having power to heal and restore youth to those who were ten, even twenty times, older than they were. That was their destiny, said Matron to them every morning. They lived to serve the Elites with these gifts they were so lucky to be born with. But despite being unique and somewhat revered amongst the other service men and women, staying out past curfew would not go unpunished.
Arielle glances towards the clock and then to the plain-silver door again. If she could just slip out and quickly search the grounds of the Centre to try and locate Kaley, then she might find her before the guards do.
But if they're both caught..
Making up her mind, Arielle jumps off the hard-mattress with a small creak of the springs. She must find Kaley, before it’s too late. Something must be wrong. Kaley’s never been one to break curfew.
However, Arielle recalls she did seem quite distracted most of the day. Whilst they were both working on restoring youth to the Elite couple Monsieur and Madame Chavez, Kaley seemed distant and vague. Arielle had noticed her eyes blank and staring on more than one occasion and many times she didn't register the disgust she usually would when Monsieur Chavez placed a hand on her, inappropriately. When asked about it by Arielle in the mess hall earlier tonight, she shrugged it off, saying she was just feeling ‘off’ and ‘not quite herself’.
As Arielle slides open the silver door, she slinks past the quarters of the other girls’ rooms, barefoot, trying to make as little sound as possible. Staying close to the walls, her white night gown blends into her surrounds. She catches a glimpse of her reflection in the glass window to the Cryobath Chambers - shaved head, dark full arches framing her almost black eyes she always thought were almost too big for her petite face. Her usual rosy cheeks were wan and pale in the low light of the Centre, making her look almost ghost-like.
Good, she thought. She needed to be a ghost to avoid getting caught after hours.
Muffled voices come from up ahead, and Arielle quickly dashes into the pitch-black chamber of the cryobaths, crouching below the tinted window. Two male guards slowly pass by. One has jet-black hair, and small beady eyes, the other a bald head and reddish-brown beard. Both wear the National Guard uniform of The Republique - charcoal tunics and slacks, with dark blue starched collars, and cuffs of blue and white. Polished black boots rise to their calves, not a speck of dirt on either. The insignia of The Founding Family sits emblazoned above each man’s heart - a crest of white with a blue-green serpent positioned in a circle, the head swallowing it’s own tail. The Uroborus - a symbol of the New World Order that came to be after the end of the Old War that left the world in a post-apocalyptic state. The Elites see themselves as breathing new life into the world with their power, money, and various talents carrying on from the Old World.
‘Did you catch a glimpse of what happened to that service-wench?’ laughs the bearded guard.
‘Which one?’
‘The pretty one with the blue eyes. The Healer girl. That Elite, Chavez, had his way with her in the warehouse. She's ruined now,’ he laughs. ‘Taken to The Incinerators. It’s such a shame.’
Arielle can’t believe what she’s hearing. Surely they weren’t talking about Kaley? As the guards saunter away, Arielle slowly creeps out of the Cryobath Chambers and down the hall from where they'd emerged. She had to find The Incinerators and find them fast.
Surely Kaley was not going to be ‘destroyed’ because of what happened to her?
Maybe she already had been and that’s why she never returned to their quarters.
Arielle blocked this thought out of her mind and feeling more desperate than before, heart racing in her throat, she starts to run, not caring who hears or sees her as she tries to find The Incinerators before it’s too late. She comes across a stairwell, and just about loses her footing as she flings herself down the stairs, taking two at a time. Arriving at the foot of the stairs, she comes across a heavy metal door with a large yellow and black sign that reads: ‘Incinerators. Authorised Personnel Only.’
There is a small square for a thumb print, adjacent to the door.
Arielle tries her own thumb, knowing before the words ‘Access Denied’ flash upon the screen, that she wouldn’t be able to enter. But she tries and tries again. She pushes hard against the warm blackened metal door, desperately trying to get it to move even an inch.
It doesn't budge.
She pounds, kicks and pushes on the heavy door. Continuing, for what seems an eternity, tears streaming down her face, she cries out for her friend.
But no one answers.
Slumping to the ground, hugging her bare knees close to her body, she rests her head against the warm metal of The Incinerator Room door.
She failed her.
She failed Kaley.
If only she’d gone looking for her sooner, she might’ve saved her.
Saved her from that evil Elite, Chavez.
Saved her from her fate in The Incinerator…




CHAPTER TWO



It’s 5 a.m. and the morning routine starts.




It’s time for the service men and women to emerge from their quarters and go about their usual duties. Some will work down in the basement, cleaning and sorting through the linens and various towels and robes used in the Centre. Others work in the Greenhouse, cultivating the flowers and herbs made into the many concoctions and serums utilised for preserving the youth of the Elites. They are, after all, ‘the only hope for the New World’, but since The War, though hundreds of years have passed, most of the Elites were affected to the point of failed reproduction. Many being barren, and not being able to continue the line of their families, resorted to the next best thing – attempting to live forever.
Hence, the Uroborus of the Founding Family - not only representing the new life they are breathing into The New World, but also a symbol for their strive for a life of eternity.
It was the discovery of the Fountain of Youth flowers, invented by generations before; through the melding of different plant genes that truly made their wish come true.
However, soon this new genus of flower only belonged to one family, with the heir being Matron. Seeing this as an opportunity to further her longevity and status amongst The Elite crowd, Matron set up the Holly-Oaks Centre of Beauty and Wellness almost a hundred years ago, where those from around the world could travel to in order to try attain immortality.
Looking up at the white ceiling above her bed, tears now dried down her face after crying all night, Arielle slowly sits up. She avoids looking at the bed across from hers with its perfectly made blankets. Like a robot, going through the motions of her usual routine, she washes her face in the small sink of the annexed washroom. Staring into her own unblinking face in the mirror, she wonders how will she carry on with her day after knowing what happened last night?
Her usual routine of restoring youth through the healing of cellular DNA to only those Elites of the highest status would be much harder today without her one and only friend by her side. They arrived here together, she and Kaley and although she could not recall any part of her life before coming to The Rebuplique, she knew that what she had endured could have not been possible without her friend. They were almost revered by their own co-workers and even the Sub-Elite guardsmen, many vying for their affections, of course, behind closed doors, and never under the scutinising eyes of The Matron.
◆◆◆
 
The mess hall is quietly abuzz with soft chatter as the service women sit on one side of the room and service men on the other.
A separate table at the head of the room, a sea of blue and charcoal, is for the Elite’s guards - also known as Sub-Elites, having been told their destiny is also to serve those above, but having the added privilege of leaving these walls and venturing out into The Rebuplique.
As Arielle walks over to get her usual breakfast of dehydrated fruits, oats and reconstituted water, from the corner of her eye, she sees the two guards from last night. They laugh and smack each other and their fellow guards on the back. Fury, like burning fire, courses through Arielle’s veins at seeing this jovial display. The bastards were probably reminiscing about her friend’s demise. Usually she would keep her head bowed and sit at her usual table, without looking at the Sub-Elites or even the other service men and women. But this morning, she refuses to follow her usual routine. Instead, she scowls as she observes them - how dare they laugh and joke about her friend’s misery - only to be interrupted by Matron.
‘Ari’, she says in her dulcet tones, ‘Why do you linger by the food station?’
Ari looks up into the swollen face of the Matron. Her eyes, a dark shade of green, bare into her soul, unblinking. Eyes duller than emeralds, Ari thought, reminding her of something she had seen before – in the Greenhouse outside. Green and dull like.. moss.
Matron’s moss eyes are squinted upright at the ends, where she has had thousands of needles over the years to hide her true age. Her forehead is set in a frozen state, as she tries to raise her eyebrows in a furrow, to drive her point home. Her mouth, lips tight and fish-like, hardly moves as she spits out her words. Ari notices a few wrinkles starting around the corners.
Strange, she thinks to herself. Matron would never be seen in public with any signs of ageing.
‘Ari-elle,’ she says again. ‘To your seat.’
With one more scathing glance towards the guards, Ari turns on her heel and takes her usual seat towards the far right corner of the mess hall. She sits near an empty space - one she would usually save for Kaley. Tears start to well up and she blinks them away.
‘Did you hear?’ her neighbour whispers to no one in particular.
Ari hardly listens to the conversation happening around her.
‘Kaley was taken away last night’.
Her ears prick up and she looks around for whoever mentioned her friend.
‘Is that true, Ari?’ asks one of the other service-girls. ‘I mean you two shared the same quarters right?’
‘I.. ,’ Ari is lost for words. Does this mean Kaley survived?
‘Yes,’ whispers Ari’s neighbour with the orange eyebrows, like flames burning atop her grey eyes. ‘She was taken away by one of Madame Trousseau’s people. I heard she was to be punished.’
‘Madame Trousseau?’ Ari has no idea who she is talking about.
‘She owns a brothel, south of here,’ says the girl, eyes wide, knowingly. ‘It’s not a very noble profession for an Elite or should I say Sub-Elite, but someone’s got to do it. Anyway, Kaley was being taken to The Incinerator when Madame Trousseaus’ buyer stepped in. And lucky he did or she would have been-’. The girl gestures with a finger across her throat.
‘But why was she bought?’ Ari asks, still trying to process the news that her friend may still be alive.
‘Because,’ whispers the girl. ‘He offered Matron a pretty penny for her.’
‘As if Matron would need a Sub-Elites money,’ scoffed another service girl, dark-skinned, with bright yellow eyes.
‘The Elites are running out of money,’ argues the flame-browed girl. ‘I heard about it from..’ Her words stop in their tracks, as she realises she may have given away too much, as she looks over to the Elite Guards table catching the eye of the broad-backed blonde male she had been sneaking around with.
The other girls laugh at this and deny how the Elites could ever run out of money. They are after-all, the Saviours of the New World, and achieved this status with the riches they have.
Ari stopped paying attention after she heard her friend might actually still be alive.
For the first time she felt hope for her friend.


◆◆◆
 
Sitting alone in the Cryobath Chamber, Ari waits for her client to emerge.
Madame Chavez climbs out of the bath, arms splayed like the revered one she is, waiting for her robe. As she is cocooned in the white lambs wool with gold silk threads, she glides away, with the grace and air of the nobility she holds, towards The Healing Bay.
She and her husband frequent The Centre almost daily, being amongst those of the highest status of The Elites in The Rebuplique, with their Weapons Factory. Since the war, the Chavez family have manufactured and supplied weapons to The Founding Family’s armoury and The Republique’s military forces. They have even had shares in the Uranium mines, with much of their weaponry running on nuclear power, a source of energy made so readily available since the all out nuclear war almost two hundred years ago.  Lucky for Ari, her Healing power meant she would never be shipped out of The Republique to slave away in the mines. She always wondered, though, whether anyone she knew in her past life was subject to that life underground.
Madame Chavez disrobes and lays on the gurney, without a word to Ari. Elites do not speak to those below them, except occasionally for their Sub-Elite employees. She closes her eyes as Ari starts her healing - hands inches above her body, starting from her head and working her way down. Despite the fillers and various skin tucks she has had over the last hundred years, Madame Chavez was starting to look more worn than Ari remembered. Moving her hands down her body her energy flows from deep within, through her veins and out through her fingertips, towards the decaying body before her.
The energy continues to flow and heal the dying cells of the hundred-year-old woman, detecting and modifying the DNA errors embedded in each cell’s nucleus. Errors that seem to have doubled since the last treatment she had had only days ago.
Suddenly, the energy ebbs and abruptly stops.
Panicking, Ari looks to both her hands. She tries to force the energy to flow.
Nothing.
Madame Chavez suddenly wakes. Her unforgiving eyes stare into Ari’s as she sits bolt upright, golden locks swinging about her small shoulders and sagging breasts.
‘What are you doing?’ she demands in her husky voice.
‘I.. I don’t know what happened,’ Ari stammers, still trying to force the healing energy out from her hands.
‘You haven't finished,’ hisses her client.
‘I.. I can’t continue.’
‘But you haven't finished!’ Madame Chavez throws the nearby canisters and vials of healing serums to the floor in a fit of rage.
At the sound of breaking glass, Matron comes charging into The Healing Bay. ‘What is going on?’
‘This bitch is refusing to treat me!’ yells Madame Chavez, poking a frail finger with a long purple talon-like claw, into Ari’s chest. ‘How do you allow such behaviour to occur amongst your service wenches?!’
Matron glares at Ari with a look that would usually leave her quaking in her scuffed boots. Yet, somehow, she was not afraid today.
‘She has had many clients recently, Your Eliteness,’ Matron tries to explain. ‘It.. It must have depleted her energy stores.’
‘Well, don't you have two of them?!’ asks Madame Chavez, voice shrill, finger still boring into Ari’s chest.
‘Not anymore,’ admits Matron. ‘The other was.. defective and could not be restored.’
‘Well clearly they both are! You’re going to lose business,’ shrieks Madame Chavez. ‘If you don't get another.’ She stands, naked, and storms from the room, without her robe.
Matron looks to Ari, eyes still chastising. ’Go to the Restoration Unit at once. I expect you to be fully functioning in an hour. Or you, too, will be punished - just like your friend.’ She turns on her heel and leaves.
Ari looks down to her hands once more. This had never happened to her in all her years at The Centre - could it be the stress of losing her friend?
Or was something else going on?




Chapter THREE



The Restoration Unit sits outside the Holly-Oaks Centre walls but within the grounds.


It is a small building off the path amongst the many gardens that thrive beneath the glass dome that encloses the Centre and Grounds. Outside the domes that house many of The Republique's buildings and flora, plant life cannot survive. Since before The Old War, vegetation started to die off with the change in Earth’s climate. Then with the nuclear fallout, the plant-life that did survive were all but wiped out.
Ari follows the white brick path, flocked by manicured hedges, and small statues of creatures that once lived before The Old War, to the Restoration Unit. The brass double doors are closed, each with a handle attached to a knocker - a feature from the Golden Era of the Old World, that Ari had heard of but had never actually seen anything from this time before.
White marble statues of two women, wearing gossamer, flank the doors on either side, erected on white marble pedestals, surrounded by dense green hedges and white and pink orchids. One poses with healing hands outstretched to the guests that enter with a soft face, caring and welcoming. The other stands with an air of authority, tablet in her hands with the words: ‘With the Elite Reign, Only then can The World Survive. So Pledge Your Loyalty to The Elite.’ An Uroburos of the Founding Family sits above the inscription.
Entering the heavy brass doors, Ari is met immediately by two service girls who seem similar in age to her. One is much shorter than the other, shaved head with almost invisible blonde eyebrows and lashes. Her skin looks almost transparent, like she has never set foot outside the walls of this building. The other, taller with mouse-brown eyebrows and freckles across her small nose and cheeks, greets Ari by name as they usher her inside. Both have cold dejected eyes that stare at Ari, unblinking.
As far as she can remember, Ari does not think she has ever been here, yet she has a sense of déjà vu. The white walls and floors, though not the same crisp white as inside the Centre, seem somehow familiar.
Slowly, she is led to a padded chair in a room towards the back of the building, sitting amongst a row of at least ten that are identical. As she is seated, the service girls immediately shackle her hands, feet and head to the padded chair. Ari’s heart starts to pound and she feels the need to break free, recalling what the other girls had said that morning about ‘defective’ service girls being ‘restored’ or ‘destroyed’.
‘Is this really necessary?’ Ari chokes out.
As if in response to her question, cold gel is applied to her temples and without warning both service girls point a metal probe to each side.
Suddenly, she is on fire.
Her head is exploding.
Her muscles and joints cry out in agony as her body tries to contort around the shackles that keep her strapped to the chair.
Just as quickly as it had begun, it stops.
‘Who do you serve?’ asks the transparent girl, her voice hollow.
‘What..?’ Ari does not feel her consciousness has been fully restored. She is confused. Wasn’t she coming here to have her healing powers restored?
The girls place the probes back to her temples, and again her body is on fire, head exploding, body arching and aching.
It stops.
‘Who do you serve?’ they ask again, in unison, an echo.
‘I.. I don’t understand. I’m here to get my healing power-.’
The probes set her on fire again, she feels she might not survive this. Maybe this is how people like her are destroyed in The Republique.
‘Who do you serve?’
An image of a woman with a tablet proclaiming servitude to those above flashes to the front of her mind.
‘..The. The Elites,’ Ari manages to spit out between gasps, tears streaming down her face.
‘And what of yourself, and others like you?’
‘I mean nothing. They mean nothing,’ Ari spits out. ‘It is our destiny to serve The Elites and only The Elites. This is the only way The New World can survive.’ The words roll off her tongue so easily, and though she knows she has said these words many times before, this time she knows she does not mean it.
The transparent girl straightens her white pressed uniform, turns from Ari and clicks on the Communicator on her wrist. ‘It is done,’ she says to person on the other end, ‘She has been restored to new.’
After a brief pause, she nods once and clicks the Communicator off. She nods to her taller companion who then unshackles Ari.
‘Do not let us see you too soon again, Arielle,’ says the taller girl, as Ari stands upright, limbs shaking, heart pounding. She keeps her face neutral, trying not to reveal the lie she just told.
As she leaves the Restoration Unit, it takes everything in her power not to run and hide herself in her Quarters. What just happened? Has this been done to her before?
Feeling violated, Ari glances once more towards the brass doors and white marble statues before taking in a steadying breath and heading back towards the Centre.


◆◆◆
 
As she sits on her bed in her quarters, Ari recounts the events at The Restoration Unit. Memories of the torture start to flood back. But these are not memories from today - these are memories, occurring countless times over the past years. What did they do to her? Why try erase her memories, her emotions? They were trying to get her to lose herself as an individual, serve only those of higher rank.
And they succeeded. For she cannot remember anything of her life before she came to be at The Holly-Oaks Centre and The Rebuplique. She knows she wasn’t born here. After all, only the Elites were born in The Rebuplique and other cities like it.
Does she have a family?
Do they know she is here, forced into servitude to The Elites?
Brainwashed and not knowing who she really is?
Are they still alive?
Are they also here in The Republique?
Thoughts continue to swirl and all of a sudden Ari feels she might lose her mind with the thousands of unanswered questions flooding her mind. She stands and straightens out her white uniform, deciding to clear her mind and walk down to The Greenhouse before heading to the mess hall for dinner. The flowers there always seemed to have a calming effect on her.
◆◆◆
 
Following the white brick path from the Centre, Ari stops abruptly. The Greenhouse is glowing bright in the night sky, under the flower dome.
Strange - at this time it is usually empty.
The Greenhouse is where the Fountain of Youth flowers are cultivated - but this only happens during the day, where the service men and women can be watched by the Guards incase any of them have the audacity to try and steal them. Ari finds they help her feel stronger, and must somehow add to her healing gift.
As she approaches the glowing glass, she slows down. Something tells her she should stay out of sight.
‘For five pounds of Fountain of Youth, I can pay you five billion bullion - that’s one billion per pound,’ a male voice croons amongst the golden flowers.
Most of the sweet-smelling flowers have opened, stamens bright blue and glowing in the iridescent light of the moon. Amongst the Fountain of Youth, sit other blooms, not as sought after but still beautiful to Ari - pink and white orchids, orange lilies, red and yellow roses. Many are used in the making of the various beauty and youth balms used at the Centre and some are even used in medicine concoctions sold at the Pharmacies near by.
Ari quickly ducks behind a bubbling fountain - tall and broad, copper almost completely oxidised to green-blue, including the figure of a naked woman holding a vessel spilling water into the recesses below.
‘They are not for sale, Monsieur Chavez,’ says Matron, as she sweeps past Ari, who crouches closer to the ground. Her robes tonight are gold like the flowers she holds onto so preciously.
‘I know you are in financial trouble,’ Monsieur Chavez says with a smirk, and a slight twist of the end of his greying moustache. Seeing his face fills Ari with a rage that she has never felt before. She imagines him hurting and defiling her innocent friend. He is the reason she was almost incinerated into ash and the reason she has been sold to a brothel.
Looking down at her hands clenched into fists, nails drawing blood from her palms, she closes her eyes and slows her breathing.
‘Be calm,’ she tells herself.
‘Everyone in The Republique is in financial trouble,’ shrugs Matron, ‘Especially with so many untimely deaths and the drying up of our precious resources.’
‘Some are doing better than others,’ smiles Monsieur Chavez, ‘Like me - given I supply the weapons to The Military of the Founding Family that keep us all in power.’
‘They are not for sale,’ Matron says again, this time with a more irritated tone. ‘If everyone suddenly had access to the Fountain of Youth, what use would my services be? Good day to you sir.’ She sweeps past the fountain, robes trailing behind her round frame, and ample bottom. Ari quickly ducks out of view, white uniform now completely covered in dirt.
Monsieur Chavez chuckles to himself as he smells the golden flowers in front of him, blue stamens tickling the end of his hooked nose.
Ari waits with bated breath for him to follow after the Matron.
But he doesn’t. He continues to linger behind, smelling the flowers.
‘What is your name?’
Ari freezes.
He knows she’s there. She sits still, thinking if she does not respond he may be talking to someone else. Someone she cannot see.
‘Service-wench,’ he calls again with a playful tone, ‘Why do you spy on me?’
Ari desperately looks around for an escape. The Greenhouse doors are only a few meters away. But Monsieur Chavez now stands between her and the doors.
She stands, fists clenched, ready to meet her fate. Her boot kicks something in the dirt. Looking down she sees a pair of large bladed secateurs half buried in soil. Slowly inching towards it, she keeps her eyes locked on the gangly man in front of her. His grey painted face is twisted into a slimy grin, as he looks her up and down, one hand in his left trouser pocket, the other fiddling with his bright yellow tie.
He looks out of place in the greenhouse with his manicured nails, painted face like a wax-figure, and purple pinstripe suit, down to his shiny green and brown shoes.
‘What is your name,’ he asks again, inching closer.
‘Arielle,’ she whispers.
‘I’m sorry, I didn't quite catch that, poppet.’
‘Arielle,’ she says again, this time with indignation.
‘Well, Arielle,’ he says, licking his pink painted lips. ‘What should we do with you? Spying.’ He clicks his tongue, ‘It simply cannot go unpunished.’
Lunging forwards, the horrid man tackles Ari to the leave-covered floor. Her head hits the cold dirt and for a second she is dazed, as he tries to hitch up the hem of her skirt. Without thinking, Ari grabs the nearby secateurs and plunges the blades into the body on top of her, eyes closed.
She yells as she picks up the blades and strikes and strikes again - blood splattering her face and body.
Everything is quiet.
The old man rolls off onto The Greenhouse floor.
Looking down to see her hands covered in blood, Ari is shocked, dropping the secateurs. She stands, body shaking, gazing on the scene before her.




CHAPTER FOUR



‘What have I done? What have I done?!’ She cries, as she looks upon the grey, sallow face of the man that hurt her friend, eyes staring, unblinking at the night sky above. 


His body, now appearing frail in bony decay, is slowly engulfed in a pool of thick, red blood.
Shaking, Ari runs.
She runs as fast as her shaking legs will take – unsure where to but certain she needs to get away from The Greenhouse. It is past curfew so most of the service workers will be in their quarters.
Running through the white halls, blood specks taint the floors.
Ari runs towards her quarters, head down, and is momentarily stunned, as she comes up against something in her path. Unable to steady herself, Ari falls backwards, hitting her head on the floor with a loud thud.
Dazed, she looks up to see a dark-clad figure standing above her, bow drawn. Slowly, she lifts her hands up in surrender. ‘I.. I didn't mean to kill him,’ she rasps, face now feeling stiff with the dried blood of her vanquished foe.
‘Kill who?’ asks the masked figure.
‘Monsieur Chavez,’ she whispers.
The dark figure keeps his bow aimed at Ari’s shaved head. ‘Who do you serve?’ he asks.
‘I..,’ Ari hesitates, not knowing how to answer but deciding on the truth. ‘No-one, I don’t serve anyone.’
The dark figure drops the bow. ‘Prove it. Prove he is dead.’
‘What?’ she asks, still sprawled on the floor, white uniform caked with dirt and blood.
‘Prove Monsieur Chavez is dead.’
Perplexed at this request, Ari nods, and the masked figure extends a gloved hand. He pulls her up off the floor. Feeling like this may be a trap, Ari looks around for the Sub-Elite Guardsmen.
All is clear.
‘They’re all dead,’ says the masked figure, in response to her unasked question, gesturing with a nod of his head towards the hall up ahead.
Without a word, Ari moves back towards The Greenhouse, the masked and hooded figure following close behind, bow and arrow trained on her back.
‘Do not try to flee,’ he says, ‘Escape is futile.’
She nods, body feeling cold and numb. This must be a dream.. a nightmare. She will wake up soon and it’ll all be over, she reassures herself.


◆◆◆
 
Before long, they come across the lifeless body of Monsieur Chavez, stiff and contorted in the now congealed pool of blood.
The masked figure kneels down towards the body, and with an ungloved hand, places two fingers to the neck of the dead man. He stands, and looks towards Ari.

‘Why?’ he asks.

Ari looks up into the piercing hazel eyes before her. ‘It was an accident,’ she implores.
‘It was rage,’ the dark figure suggests, eyebrows lifting.
‘He hurt my friend,’ Ari admits, no longer able to look the masked-man in the eyes.
‘You have friends?’ asks the dark figure, eyebrows rising higher into his hood.
‘What do you mean?’ Ari asks confused and slightly offended. Of course she has friends. Well - a friend.
‘Your kind,’ he tries to explain, ‘you serve The Elite. You are not allowed friends. You are not allowed emotions, feelings, memories. Am I wrong?’
‘I have emotions and feelings..’ Ari trails off, even if she’s only really noticed them since yesterday.
‘Clearly,’ says the masked figure, gesturing to the dead body in front of them.
‘Are you going to kill me?’ asks Ari, no hint of fear in her eyes. Arms and fists by her side. The masked figure chuckles but says no more. He re-sheathes his arrow and slings the bow over his shoulder. ‘Well, are you?’ Ari asks again.
‘Do you want me to?’ offers the masked figure.
‘I’d rather you get it over with.’ says Ari, stoically. The masked figure chuckles again, and turns on his heel to leave, leaving Ari staring at the body of the hundred year old on the ground of The Greenhouse. ‘Wait!’ Ari yells, following after the masked figure. ‘Where are you going?’
‘To continue the rest of my mission,’ he says, moving towards the edge of the flower dome, concealed amongst the foliage of the fir trees.
Ari continues to follow him. ‘Mission?’
‘Correct,’ says a voice amongst the trees.
‘That’s why you’re here?’ Ari asks, between breaths, as she struggles to keep up with the long strides of the hooded figure ahead of her.
‘I was sent here to assassinate Monsieur Chavez,’ he states. ‘As well as his wife and advisors at his Weaponry factories.’
Ari continues to follow him for a while in silence; the only sound the crunching of their boots on the ground below.
‘Why are you following me?’ he asks, without stopping.
‘I can’t stay here,’ explains Ari, ‘they’ll send me to The Incinerator for what I did.’
‘Not my problem,’ shrugs the dark figure, moving amongst the trees like smoke in a bushfire.
‘But I helped you!’ Ari shouts from behind.
The shadowy figure whips around, taking Ari by the arm, ‘keep your voice down,’ he seethes. ‘This place is patrolled by Elite Guards.’
‘But I helped you - with your..mission,’ she says again, whispering. ‘So, now I need you to help me escape.’
‘Escape to where?’ a disembodied voice says. Ari can hardly make out the figure in front of her this deep into the thick trees.
‘I don’t know - out of here.’
There is a long pause. ‘Fine,’ a voice whispers in the distance. ‘This way.’
◆◆◆
 
As they make their way to the edge of the trees, the shadowy figure suddenly stops and Ari almost slams into his back. He grazes his boot on the ground in front, clearing the bracken and leaves, exposing a small man-hole cover, glistening slightly in the moonlight above and reflection of the nearby edge of the glass dome. He bends down to lift the heavy cover and without warning, slips inside.
Staring at the tunnel now snaking underground, Ari hesitates, unsure if she can trust this person leading her away from the only life she's known. She looks back to the trees towards The Holly-Oaks Centre. Shaking her head, she follows after him, climbing down into the darkness below.




CHAPTER FIVE



The underground sewage system of The Republique is dark and dank with smells of rotting flesh.


Ari races after the hooded figure who is now meters in front, wading through the pool of water surrounding her ankles. She tries not to inhale, the smell making her nauseous and light-headed.
‘So, what’s your deal?’ asks her masked companion.
Confused, Ari replies, ‘What do you mean?’
‘People like you - you don't think for yourselves, you're forced into servitude to those Elite bastards.’ The masked figure stops at an intersection. Ari sure hopes he knows where he’s going.
 ‘I don’t know,’ she admits. ‘I just changed. I no longer felt the subservience they expected. And I started thinking for myself.’ They take the dark path to the right and continue on in silence for a while.
‘Maybe it has to do with you losing your friend,’ offers the hooded assassin.
Ari thinks on this for a while. It could be possible that the harm and loss of her friend changed the way her brain was being re-wired by those at the Holly-Oaks Centre. ‘What do you know about people like me?’
‘Well,’ the hooded figure has blended into the shadows and Ari can just make out his form in front of her as they continue wading through the brown thick sewage, ‘As far as I know people like yourself were taken by The Elites to serve them. Long after The Old War, when The Elites were forming the New World, and established such cities like The Republique, they took those that were seen as commoners to serve them.’
‘What do you mean took?’ Ari asks, horrified to think she might have been kidnapped.
They come to another intersection but this time they continue straight ahead.  A large furry object brushes past Ari’s ankle and she jumps, splashing sewage water over herself and the walls.
‘What part of staying invisible don't you understand?’ whispers the shadowy figure, suddenly closer than Ari thought. She apologises vaguely, as she peers into the darkness looking for other abhorrent creatures lurking in the murky water below.
‘Hundreds of years ago,’ the assassin continues, ‘They had to forcefully take slaves but in the last hundred years, or so, they've been given up willingly.’
At Ari’s silent realisation he explains, ‘Yes, many have gone willingly. Some volunteered with hopes of reaching an esteemed status in a better part of the world, others were sold into slavery.’
‘Sold?’ Ari is incredulous. How could someone contemplate selling another human being into slavery? Could she, herself, have been sold by her family?
Or worse, did she volunteer?
‘Don’t be so quick to judge,’ the masked assassin counters. They start climbing a metal stairwell to the blackness above. ‘Since the War of the Ages, populations have died out for many reasons - poverty, radiation fallout, decreasing resources. A lot of families didn’t have a choice. It was the only way they could survive.’
‘How do you know all of this?’ Ari asks, as they reach the top.
Slowly sliding open the man-hole cover above with the slight grating of metal on metal, he answers, ‘Because.. it happened to me.’
The two figures emerge into the night, moonlight beating down on them. In the pale light, Ari can just make out a bit more of the assassins face hidden beneath the hood and mask. His eyes, hazel with a rim of green, seem older than the person they belong to, having seen things beyond his years. His eyebrows are a lighter brown than hers, set in an olive complexion. He quickly and almost silently replaces the cover to the sewers below and without a word shifts back into the shadows of the surrounding buildings.
Looking around at the towering sky-scrapers, Ari is in awe. She had never imagined humans could construct such massive structures. The shadowy figure gestures for her to follow him into the reprieve of the darkness. She obeys and they continue their journey forward.


◆◆◆
 
The République buildings are numerous, with smaller annexed structures surrounding them. Some have glass domes extending from their bases, harbouring the plant-life that would not survive in the harsh conditions outside. The air Ari breathes is thick and stifling, not like what she was used to where she had spent most of the life she can remember. The roads are clean, with no debris or litter, leading outwards in a maze around each building and flower dome. The city is eerily quiet with the occasional sound of laughter or music, carried on the dense air, emerging from a restaurant or tavern.
Colossal figures move on screens above, with the text: ‘We are the Elite. We are the Saviours of the New World’.
Another with an old couple with the usual wax facies, slanting eyes and fish-like mouths, smiling down on the empty streets, holding onto a child, with an expression between reverence and fear, with the words: ‘The Future Generation needs You. What will you Provide to the New World?’ sprawled underneath, followed by a flash of a snake devouring its own tail.
Suddenly, The Chancellor of The Republique appears on screen. Behind him stands his top advisor. Chancellor Heston with pitch-black dyed hair and tanned orange-brown leathery skin starts to speak about the role of the Elites in the New World. He speaks of how the remaining population now thrives because of the sacrifices they have made these last hundred years. His stoney-faced advisor, the Vice-Chancellor, with grey-peppered hair, light-blue suit and orange tie, looks younger than the usual Elites. His face with less evidence of nip and tuck work, stares straight ahead, unblinking, and at times seems uninterested in what The Chancellor has to say.
‘This is where I leave you.’ A voice breaks through the Chancellor’s address, snapping Ari back to reality.
The assassin has taken Ari to a small square, nestled amongst smaller buildings than those on the other side of the city. Like the rest of the city, it too, is empty. A dried out stone fountain sits in the centre, a five-point base, with a circular tier and, above, a statue without a head. The decapitated figure holds a rocket launcher, directed towards the night sky. A brass plaque below reads: ‘The Saviours of the New World. We will Defend Our Right as Elites and Rulers of the Land.’
‘You can’t just leave me,’ Ari whispers, looking around for the exit to the square, ‘I have no idea where I am.’
The hooded assassin shrugs, ‘Not my mission - not my problem.’ He turns to leave the way they came.
‘But I’ll be killed,’ Ari races after him, ‘If I’m discovered. I’ll be destroyed.’
‘Again,’ says the masked man, ‘Not my mission - not my prob- get down!’ He yanks Ari down with him, crouching in the shadows of a derelict building, with a worn sign that reads: ‘Saloon’.
Lights in the distance approach, growing brighter as they near, cutting the thick dusty air. A black limousine emerges from the darkness, passing slowly by, inching forwards as if looking for something - or someone - lost. The shiny black body atop chrome spherical wheels looks out of place in this unsavoury part of the city. Ari tries to see into the pitch-black windows as it moves past.
Without warning, the assassin moves swiftly, tailing the limousine, keeping to the shadows of the dilapidated buildings. Ari follows close behind, trying to make as little noise as possible, but struggles to keep up with the long legged figure.
As they move further and further away from the city, the buildings are much smaller and appear to be more and more abandoned and run-down. Some have collapsed roofs and others with doors barricaded from an unseen foe. Alleys conceal relics of the world before, with bins full of decaying books, furniture and even bodies of the cars of yore - ones that ran on oil and moved with rubber tyres. Orb-like eyes peer out from the darkness of the rotting items from hundreds of years gone by, staring unblinking at the two figures that move in the shadows before them, tailing the limousine down the road.
The pair pass by numerous shop windows, blackened with dirt, cracked from years of neglect, some with faded signs, barely readable in the moonlight, ‘Costumes and Wigs’, ‘Laundromat’, ‘Small Goods’. They pass a small store with beads hanging in the windows, the words: ‘Psychic Readings’ peeling from the glass.
The Limousine comes to a stop outside a large old-style building. Columns support a porch and the roof covered in tiles, sprouts a tall chimney of red brick, something, Ari has never seen before. The windows draped in white and magenta, allow small slivers of light to escape into the world beyond. Music and raucous laughter can be heard, as the double wooden doors, carved in ornate flowers and birds with golden old-world handles and knocker, swing open to greet the limousine guests.
Looking on from behind the burnt out remains of an old-world car, Ari sees a woman with a mask of silver and gold filigree, hiding her cat’s eyes, emerge from the limousine. A woman she’d recognise anywhere, from the sleek white gold locks, cascading down her small back, to the blood red dress, corseted around her waist, with frills blooming around her ageing feet, housed in heels of silver nine inch platforms. Madame Chavez greets the woman who slips out of the wooden doors, directing a purple taloned hand towards her to be kissed. They talk for a brief moment, hands clasped together, before the woman ushers Madame Chavez inside.
‘Madame Chavez?’ Ari blinks after her, ‘What is she doing here?’
The assassin turns to find Ari peering behind him, ‘That is Madame Trousseau’s whore-house.’
‘Her what?’ Ari is finding it hard to keep up with this new found knowledge now her brain is free of her captors.
‘It’s a brothel,’ explains the assassin.
‘Kaley!’ Ari stumbles forwards, only to be grabbed backwards by her masked companion.
‘Wait!’ he hisses, ‘We can’t just go barging in there.’
‘But my friend was taken here,’ implores Ari, looking between the old but beautiful redbrick building and the hooded assassin.
‘I won’t let you jeopardise my mission,’ he says bluntly, ‘I am going inside and you are staying here.’
Ari shakes her head, buzz cut, catching the rays of the moon, ‘I can’t. I need to rescue Kaley.’
The masked figure looks into the big brown doe eyes begging him to concede. He does not know why, and he is sure it will be of detriment to them both, but he agrees. Ari smiles and he cannot think he has ever seen a more dazzling smile on a bald-headed woman before.
‘Before you go marching in,’ he says, ‘We need a plan.’
‘Ok,’ agrees Ari, ‘What’s the plan?’




CHAPTER SIX



‘I can’t believe I agreed to this,’ Ari huffs into the air, as she adjusts her wig.


Just hours ago, She and her hooded companion raided the abandoned costume store they’d passed earlier, finding dusty dresses from an era long ago, and powdered wigs of various colours. Ari chose a pink beehive, feeling it brought out her rosy complexion. Her emerald green dress sits snug around her small bosom, falling about her tiny waist, hiding her worn boots below. Her brown eyes are swathed in a bejewelled dark green, almost black, pointed mask with tiny jewels, like raindrops, around the edges. Her companion found dress robes of simple black with a deep purple tie. Hoping she might catch a glimpse of his face, Ari was disappointed to find him hiding half his face behind a white mask.
‘So do you have a name?’ she’d asked as they made their way back towards the brothel.
‘I cannot give you my name,’ says her companion, ‘For you to know my identity is a big risk to my mission.’
‘Your mission..,’ Ari says quietly, trying to figure out what her companion is exactly up to.
◆◆◆
 
They walk in silence towards the old building, standing alone on an open plain. Ari picks up the brass knocker in a white gloved hand and knocks once, twice.. and the doors swing open.
Madame Trousseau stands before them, black robes falling from her shoulders to her feet. Her face, Ari notices, is not as wax-like as the many other Elites she’s come to serve. Her hair is a natural silver-grey, swept up into a high bun. Her grey-blue eyes are surrounded by hues of lapis lazuli and her lips, less fish-like than most others, a deep red hue. ‘Can I help you,’ she asks with an air of superiority.
‘We’re here for the party,’ says the assassin.
‘And you are?’ Madame Trousseau does not seem impressed, as she looks between the man in front of her and Ari.
‘I am Lord Darius and this is my wife, Lady Chontay.’ he bows his head, ‘We are from the City of Secrets and we heard your masquerade parties are not to be missed, when one visits The Republique.’
Ari curtseys, nervously, as the Madame casts her knowing eyes on her.
‘I see.. I hope you plan to stay for the after-party,’ she grins, leading them inside.
‘Of course, Madame,’ smiles the assassin. ‘That is what we are looking forward to most, after-all.’
Crossing the threshold, Ari’s eyes are immediately drawn to walls and ceilings of this wondrous building. She has never seen anything like it. It was so different to the plain white of The Holly-Oaks Centre.
A baroque style of ornate artwork covers the walls, the floors, and the ceilings. A golden-yellow chandelier hangs low in the first room, casting the walls and its inhabitants in an otherworldly glow.
Below the chandelier, standing atop a round velvet magenta stage, is a beautiful woman with warm chocolate skin, white-blonde hair set in finger waves across her scalp, silver beaded dress draped over her lithe body. She sings to the crowd, eyes unblinking, staring into nothing, as her hands gesticulate and hips sway with the beat of the music composed by the men sitting with their instruments on the other side of the room. Ari has never heard such a beautiful melodic voice before.
‘Meet the other guests. Mingle,’ Madame Trousseau says, gesturing to the others, as she leaves to rejoin Madame Chavez up ahead.
The other guests lay on velvet chairs and futons, drinks in hand, others sitting in booths, separated from the rest of room by magenta silk curtains with thick plumes of intoxicating smoke billowing out from behind them.
Suddenly, Ari feels light-headed and distant.
Colours seem brighter and sounds louder.
The silks of her dress feel too coarse.
She needs to get out of this dress. Ari looks around, desperately, heart beginning to race, chest feeling tight. She feels she might start to panic and lose her mind. A hand gently takes hers. She looks up to find her assassin companion looking down at her.
‘Calm down,’ he says softly. ‘You’re doing fine.’
Ari shakes her head and tries to compose herself. She looks around the room once more as her companion leads her to the chamber beyond.
‘We need to follow Madame Chavez,’ he whispers, as he scans the next room.
Inside, sit Elite men and women, bright coloured dresses and suits, masks hiding their wax like features, some with plumes of feathers towering overhead, others with beads and jewels hanging by their eyes. Sitting draped on their laps, are girls with shaved heads and silk robes of white and maroon - shaved heads like Ari, but eyes that stare straight ahead, unblinking like the woman singing in the foyer. These girls sit amongst the Elites who laugh and smoke and spill their drinks over themselves and each other. Some lead their Elite clients away into the separate rooms beyond where they can continue their debauchery.
Ari looks through all the faces, searching for the bright blue eyes of her friend.
‘This way,’ says her male companion, following at a distance behind Madame Trousseau who leads Madame Chavez to the back of the brothel.
‘Why those are very interesting costumes!’ exclaims a drunken Elite woman, holding tightly onto a brothel girl, as she tries to stand up straight. She extends a gloved hand towards the assassin; ‘I haven’t seen you around these parts before.’  She looks him up and down and winks at him.
Trying not to shudder he says, ‘We are from The City of Secrets,’ and extends a hand towards the drunk woman. ‘I am Lord Darius, and my wife, Lady Chontay.’
‘City of Secrets, huh?’ The Elite woman says, slipping backwards and slumping back into her chair. ‘Never seen anyone venture out of that place before.’
As the assassin makes to leave the Elite woman pouts. ‘Don’t leave! Stay! Play with me. Both of you!’
Her cackles drown out into the music as Ari and her masked companion carry on forwards.
Still scanning the faces all around, Ari searches desperately for her friend. They stop abruptly, as they reach the room where Madame Chavez sits - another room of magenta velvet with curtained booths, the air thick with plumes of sweet-smelling smoke. The lighting low, the chandelier casts an eerie glow below. Just as an Elite man with a full-face mask in bejewelled tones evacuates the booth adjacent to the one Madame Chavez sits in to leave with a brothel girl, they quickly take the empty seats. Elite Guards stand outside Madame Chavez’s booth, keeping an eye on the partygoers all around.
A girl with bright blue eyes and white silk robe approaches Ari’s booth.
‘Drinks?’ she asks, voice flat and empty, staring at the space between Ari and the assassin.
Ari looks up and to her shock, sees the face of her lost friend staring back at her.
‘Kaley?’ Ari whispers to her friend. ‘You’re alive! You’re okay!’
She jumps up to hug her friend but Kaley does not register any familiarity with Ari, and continues to ask, ‘Drinks? Opium? Girls?’
‘Kaley,’ Ari begs. ‘It’s me, Ari - Arielle.’
Kaley’s eyes are blank and almost soul-less as she stares back at Ari.
‘We’ll have whatever’s the special on for tonight,’ the assassin says, looking to Ari with a hint of concern in his eyes. Kaley nods once and leaves.
‘Why didn’t she recognise me?’ Ari asks, more to herself.
‘They’ve broken her,’ says her companion, placing his gloved hand over hers.
‘We need to help her. We can’t leave her here.’
The masked assassin looks into Ari’s face for a short while before he concedes, ‘But first,’ he nods towards the booth with Madame Chavez.
Madame Trousseau enters the booth and she and Madame Chavez start to talk in hushed voices. Through the sound of the jazz music, Ari can barely make out the words, ‘Husband..murdered..’ Starting to panic, she looks desperately around for the nearest exit. Her companion takes her hand again, and slowly shakes his head. He listens carefully, and with his acute hearing can hear every word, clearly.
‘They found my husband, at The Holly-Oaks Centre. He was murdered in cold blood,’ cries Madame Chavez. ‘Do you think it could be linked to that girl that was brought here?’
The head of the brothel disagrees, ‘who would care so much about a common wench as to murder for her? No, I believe it must be linked to the other deaths we’ve heard of around The City.’
‘But this is different,’ implores Madame Chavez. ‘The others were killed stealthily - made to look like they had died of natural causes. Not like my Herbert, who was obviously stabbed multiple times!’
‘I believe the enemy we are looking for are one in the same person,’ whispers Madame Trousseau, ‘and I believe they are closer than you think.’
The assassin looks at Ari’s face. She had not heard as much as him, and looks back into his concerned eyes with confusion. He places a forefinger to his lips, and silently gestures for them to leave. Slowly, they rise from their booth, and start to emerge from the silk curtains. Madame Trousseau is standing nearby, flanked by her Elite Guards.
‘Leaving so soon?’ she asks with a sly smile.

‘It is late,’ explains the assassin, pushing Ari slightly behind his larger frame. ‘We must venture back home in the morning.’
‘But you promised to stay for the after-party,’ Madame Trousseau chastises, and as if summoned by her words, two girls emerge with drinks in hand.
One of the girls is Kaley. They each place a fluted glass of the golden liquid into Ari’s and her companion’s hands.
‘Drink,’ Madame Trousseau demands, gesturing to the glasses.
‘It’s late,’ the assassin starts but Madame Trousseau won’t have it.
‘Drink,’ she says forcefully, and in synchrony, the girls place a hand on the bottom of each glass and tip the contents up into the mouths of their guests.
Ari feels the liquid, warm in her throat, coarse throughout her chest and spread to her limbs. Soon her mind feels light, and she sways on her feet. She looks around and the faces before her blur together, the voices are long and high pitch in places. She looks for Kaley, but she has suddenly disappeared. Before she can register her missing friend, she sways once more and then.. blackness.




CHAPTER SEVEN



The sound of a bubbling brook. 






Birds chirping nearby.
Grasses moving with the cold breeze.
The scent of bread baking.


◆◆◆
 
Head pounding, Ari slowly opens her eyes.
Cold-blue electric plasma-like bars come into view.
A dirt floor.
Eyes slowly adjusting to the darkness, Ari finds herself in a cold, damp cell. Closing her eyes again, she looks for the images of a world outside, a world she new before.
‘Are you ok?’ a husky voice from the cell nearby. The assassin.
Ari looks down to her arms and hands. She still wears the green dress but her pink wig is nowhere to be found, ‘Yes.. I think so. What.. what happened?’
‘She knew,’ whispers the assassin, more to himself, ‘She knew who we were.’
‘But how?’
Shaking his head the assassin moves closer to Ari’s cell, ‘We must have been followed. From The Holly-Oaks Centre. Or..,’ he trails off.
‘Or?’ Ari has a feeling somehow getting caught must have been her fault.
‘Or you might be tagged,’ says the assassin, peering through the cell bars, his face half covered in shadow. Ari looks down to her hands and arms. Surely she’d know if that were true.
The sound of jingling metal, the scraping of a door and then a sliver of light enters the dungeon room. Emerging from the shadows appears a tall, gangly man. His face is long and seems to be in a permanent scowl. His eyes, cold and unforgiving, cast over Ari as she sits in the corner of her cell. Behind him, stand two Elite Guards, phasers in hand.
‘You are worth a lot to us, Miss Arielle,’ he says, no hint of emotion on his face, ‘And you,’ he says, turning to the assassin, ‘Made a grave error befriending this one. We have been looking for you for some time. And before long, we will find your companions and bring them to justice as we will do with you.’
The assassin does not respond.
Without another word, the gangly man steps forward and unlocks Ari’s cell with the press of his thumb on a nearby panel - old technology from the world before. The cell bars disappear and the Elite Guards move swiftly towards Ari. Trying to fight them off, Ari yells, ‘Let me go!’ She kicks randomly, hitting one of the Guards to the crotch.
‘You bitch!’ he screams, grabbing her by the throat.
‘Enough!’ the gangly man yells. ‘Our buyer won’t wait for long.’
The guard releases his grasp around her throat and Ari falls to the floor, gasping and clutching at the burning around her neck.
Her voice comes out cracked and hoarse, ‘What do you want with me?’
‘You are being sold to the highest bidder,’ the gangly man offers. ‘Along with your Healer friend.’
Before she could protest, the other Guard places his phaser to her side and discharges the weapon. A bolt of electricity shoots forward, hitting Ari in the ribs, knocking her off her feet. She lays, stunned on the ground, eyes staring at the ceiling above. Her limbs are frozen. She tries to speak but nothing. She is paralysed. The Elite guards lift her into their arms and move ahead of their boss, exiting the dungeons.
‘Do not worry,’ the gangly man says to the assassin, ‘ You shall soon meet your fate.’
Ari is carried over stone stairs and up through a winding passage. She is blindfolded at the top and suddenly she is being bundled into a moving vehicle.


◆◆◆
 
After what feels like an eternity, the vehicle comes to an abrupt stop and the blindfold is removed. Ari looks around and finds herself outside a small grey domed, windowless building. Without warning, she is forced out of the car, and onto her feet, which, to her surprise, support her weight. She walks slowly forwards, held onto either side by the guards. Behind them walks the gangly man from the dungeon. They enter the building, an old abandoned warehouse from the world before. The air inside is musty and every surface is covered in inches of dust. Small caged lights hang from the domed ceiling, barely lighting up the scene below.
Standing at the far end of the building near a shiny black limousine, is Madame Trousseau. Sitting on an upturned container, hands bound behind her back, is Kaley. As the group holding Ari approaches, she looks up, eyes full of fear. She and Ari’s eyes meet and Ari sees the apology in her bright blue eyes.
‘Arielle,’ Madame Trousseau croons. ‘I knew your companion was not who he said he was.. but you..,’ she claps her hands together in glee. ‘To find out that the second Healer had landed on my doorstep.’
With a clawed hand, she lifts Kaley’s chin and looks into her eyes with reverence. ‘To think that I would be blessed to have both famed Healers come to me in such short succession,’ she smiles, and releases Kaley’s face. ‘And now to sell you both to the highest bidder.’
Ari looks to Kaley who refuses to meet her gaze, and it is then that she understands. She and the assassin were not followed or tracked. They were sold out - by Kaley.
‘Correct,’ Madame Trousseau smiles as she sees the truth dawning on Ari’s face.
 ‘Your best friend - your sister,’ she gestures towards Kaley. ‘Sold you out for a promise of a better life. But not to Ascension as she thought, no. But to be a Healer in the Founding Family’s army. And you both will earn me a pretty penny, indeed. And I will finally Ascend to Elite status.’
Just as she finishes, a limousine identical to the one in the warehouse drives through the opening. A woman with red hair slicked back into a long ponytail, emerges from the car, dressed in a black pencil skirt and blouse, her face young and not wax-like like the others. She must not be Elite, Ari realises, but a loyal servant to them instead. She must be the buyer sent by the Founding Family.
‘Hume,’ the redhead addresses the gangly man from the dungeon, ‘Madame Trousseau,’ she bows deep. ‘I understand you have the goods.’
Hume steps forwards with Ari, ‘we have what you came for, Maude,’ and he passes Ari to her.
Ari can finally speak again, “Wait, where are you taking me?’
No one responds and instead Kaley is forced up by the Elite Guards and moved forwards to the second limousine, without a word. Together, she and Ari are bundled into the back seat. Again, they are blindfolded. Ari starts to protest, but soon after finds her mouth is gagged and she can no longer speak.
‘The bullion,’ Madame Trousseau demands, curtly.
‘Of course,’ says Maude, exchanging a small metal canister marked with the Founding Family’s insignia, with Hume.
‘And my status?’ asks Madame Trousseau.
‘You will Ascend to Elite status by end of the week,’ Maude replies, as she turns and enters the limousine, sitting across from her kidnapped prize.
‘Excellent,’ Madame Trousseau says excitedly as she takes the canister from Hume. The limousine drives off and as she turns the lid to look upon her new riches, a fire bolt explodes from within.


◆◆◆
 
As the limousine drives on, Ari hears an explosion, too close for comfort.
The searing heat suddenly comes through the limousine windows.
Her blind-fold is removed and she is able to glance back to see the warehouse a ball of flames and thick-black smoke. She looks back to her new captor sitting across from her, smiling.
Maude is tall, with long limbs and an athletic build. Her deep red hair reminds Ari of rubies glistening, as the glow of the flames afar reflect off her sleek locks. She stares back at Ari and suddenly Ari feels guilty for staring so long at the woman before her. Maude winks then turns to speak to the driver in a whisper.
Kaley sits motionless next to Ari, blindfold also removed. Tears stream down her face, as she stares out the dark tinted windows. The limousine turns down an empty street and soon into a dimly lit alleyway. Before she can even register that they have stopped, the limousine doors are opened by another man, who seemed to have been waiting in the alleys shadows. He wears a dark hood, reminding Ari of the assassin she left behind in the dungeon, wondering what happened to be his fate.
Ari and Kaley are quickly pulled out of the vehicle, from either side by this newcomer and the driver of the limousine, hands still bound behind their backs, gags still in their mouths. Together, they are pushed into the back of a gunmetal grey windowless van, sitting atop shiny ball bearing wheels. Ari is just able to glimpse a white sign on the van’s side: ‘Republique Morgue Services.’
Before she could attempt to kick the double doors of the van to try and escape, they are locked inside the blackness and all is quiet.
Suddenly, the van lurches forwards, and Ari falls forwards, hitting her head against the metal - unsure which way is up, and then they are on the move.




CHAPTER EIGHT



The van suddenly comes to a halt and soon all is quiet.




Ari strains her eyes and ears in the dark, listening for any clue about where they might be and what might happen next. Her heart beats so fast in her throat, she feels she might soon cough it up. Nearby, she can hear the quickened breathing of Kaley.
‘Why did you do it?’ she wants to ask, but with the gag in her mouth, she sits silent. Without the gag, she does not know if she could ask, anyway, sure she does not want to know the answer.


◆◆◆
 
As the van drives through the empty streets, Maude, now dressed in full black leather, with a high neck collar, and zip down the middle of her back, sits in the front passenger seat. She turns to the driver, the hooded figure who pulled Ari from the limousine earlier, and nods once as they approach the dark alleyway less than a kilometre from the City Centre. The Limousine follows close behind, headlights off, so as to keep hidden in the low light of the dusk sky. The van is parked and in unison, both Maude and the van driver hop out of the car, Maude with a sniper gun and the driver with double blades strapped to his back. The limousine driver, now also wearing a hooded jacket, with pistols strapped to his hips, follows close behind. As they emerge into the open from the reprieve of the alleyway, they separate without a word, but move in the same direction, towards the sound of the crowd in the distance.
Maude approaches a skyscraper on the edge of the main city square – Raine Square. She agilely climbs the outside of the glass dome and then the towering structure with her hands and feet, gloves and boots electrified so as to allow her to stick to the surface like glue, sniper rifle hanging from her back.
Within minutes, she has made it to the roof, sun just setting beyond, and takes her place across from the commotion occurring in Raine Square. Slowly, she removes the sniper rifle from her back and sets it up on the ledge, looking through the attached scope. Standing atop a stage at the far end of the Square is Chancellor Heston and his advisor, Vice-Chancellor Chvostek. Elite Guards stand closely behind with more stationed around the stage and Square, looking out to the crowd beyond. Three men kneel at the edge of the stage, hands bound behind their backs, heads covered by black hoods. Sniper Guards are stationed around the Square, behind the windows of towers.
‘The New World is changing,’ addresses Chancellor Heston, voice amplified by a small device situated just above his larynx, to the crowd. ‘We are constantly threatened by new problems, including small pockets of Resistance Groups cropping up in the irradiated World beyond our borders.’ With these words, he gestures towards the kneeling figures before him. ‘Other problems we face include resource depletion,’ he gestures to the figures again, ‘And now we come to find our mortality is closer than ever.’
The crowd grows restless with his words, voices escalating until.. ‘Silence!’ Vice-Chancellor Chvostek yells, eyes hard as he looks out to the Elites before him.
‘Thank you,’ Chancellor Heston continues his address, ‘And to make sure we do not have further issues, we will make an example of these three.’
Three Elite guards step forwards, positioned behind each of the kneeling men, long sabres pointing to their backs. In synchrony, they remove the hoods of the three men, revealing their faces to the jeering crowd below. The guards activate their sabres and an electric force of purple light shaped like a curved blade emerges from the far ends of each staff.
Kneeling on the stage is the assassin, right side of his face marred by an old dark scar, extending from forehead to chin. To his right is an elderly man, pulled from one of the nearby towns that supply one of the many resources to The Rebuplique, head bowed but no sign of fear on his face or body. To his left is a younger man – actually just a boy - realises Maude, with straw-coloured hair, and dark brown freckles covering his face and bare arms. His whole body shakes with fear as he kneels in a growing yellow puddle. Maude wonders what his crime must be - perhaps not agreeing to slave labour with The Elites.
Just as Chancellor Heston is about to give the order for the kill, a red-dot starts to grow bright on his forehead.
Then there is a pop, a spray of blood, and he falls backwards, lifeless.
Screaming the crowd disperses in a frenzy, climbing over each other to escape the Square. The Elite Guards move to protect the Vice-Chancellor, swiftly moving him off the stage and into a waiting black Government car. The other guards scan the Square, searching for the sniper. Without waiting to see what happens next, Maude packs up her gun and quickly descends from the skyscraper, before the Elite Snipers on nearby buildings catch her out.


◆◆◆
 
Down below, the assassin jumps up as the shot is fired, head-butting the Elite Guard behind him, then falling onto his back, he kicks out his legs, tripping up the other Elite Guards, all before the lifeless body of The Chancellor hits the stage floor. The Elite Guards register what has just happened and before he could help them, the old man and young boy are sliced through with the glowing blades of the sabres.
The assassin, flips over a dazed guards back, somersaulting to the ground of Raine Square. Out of the shadows on either side of stage emerge two hooded figures. One removes the double blades strapped to his back as he runs forwards, taking a blade to the ropes bound around the assassin’s wrists. At the same time, the other removes his pistols, takes aim and with a flash of light the Elite Guards fall one by one as they are struck. The hooded figure with the double blades pulls a long dagger sheathed at his waist and throws it to the rescued assassin. They swing their weapons together, felling the guards around them. The Elite crowd has almost fully dispersed into the surrounding streets, screaming with fear as they run for their lives.
◆◆◆
 
Ari sits quietly as she waits in the cold, dark van. Before long, there is motion outside and the sound of scraping of metal on metal. Suddenly, light streams through the double doors at the same time the van’s engine roars to life and it starts forwards. Three figures throw themselves into the moving van and quickly lock the doors behind them. There is a quick click and suddenly the van is alight, as Ari sees Maude with a hand on a light switch, hanging from the van ceiling. Ari looks to the other faces to find the limousine driver - a darker skinned man with spiky black hair, and green eyes. He has a small pencil-thin moustache extending down from his lips to his small black beard. His nose is pierced with a small silver stud. He meets Ari’s stare with a wide grin. To Ari’s pleasant surprise sits the assassin she met, what feels like an eternity ago, at The Holly-Oaks Centre. For the first time, she sees his face clearly, not hidden in shadow or behind a mask. His hazel-green eyes are warm as they look upon her, his mousey-brown hair sticking up at the back of his head. The scar that marks the right side of his face, which she finds enhances his beauty rather than detracts from it, intrigues her.
‘Good to see you’re still alive,’ he says to Ari. ‘Arielle,’ he adds.
Ari feels a small thrill run through her at the sound of her name on his lips. She tries to answer but realises she is still gagged. Maude quickly removes the gags from her and Kaley’s mouths.
‘What happened to you,’ Ari asks, looking between the three companions in front of her.
‘I see you’re acquainted,’ says Maude, looking from Ari to the assassin.
‘I’m Maude Garnett’ she says to Ari, placing her gun in front of her on her thighs, as she pulls out a rag from her pocket and starts to polish the rifle.
‘Xavier Rodriguez,’ says the limousine driver, still grinning widely.
Ari looks to the assassin, finally learning his name. ‘Justin Carey,’ he says, quietly.
‘Why are we here?’ Ari asks, still not convinced she can trust these people before her. ‘Are you selling us to the Founding Family?’
Maude chuckles, ‘No, no we are not. Do we look like we work for the Founding Family to you?’
‘I don’t know what to think,’ Ari admits, quietly, looking sideways at Kaley.
Kaley keeps her eyes focused forwards, away from the three people in front of her and definitely not looking once at Ari.
‘We are the good guys,’ says Xavier jovially, pointing his thumbs towards his chest, ‘Don’t worry.’
‘Then why are we still bound like prisoners?’ Ari protests, wrists smarting on the ropes bound around them.
‘You can trust us,’ Justin says, quietly.
‘But..,’ Ari starts before Maude cuts her off.
‘Yes, you can trust us,’ Maude adds. ‘But we are not sure we can trust you two.’
The five of them sit in silence for a short while and before long the van starts to slow, as it turns a corner and comes to a stop. The doors open and standing at the foot of the van is the driver, small in stature, with dirty-blonde hair and drooping eyes. Without a word he opens the doors wide and leaves to the nearby abandoned building.
As Ari emerges, hands still bound behind her back, she looks around to find the van, parked in the dirt driveway of a dilapidated building with green-blue paint peeling from the walls, exposing the limestone brick beneath. A large sign sits, above the old-style dirty glass sliding doors, left side falling towards the ground. The words painted in white, scrawled on the faded blue: Republique Morgue Services.
Scattered in the distance, amongst other abandoned buildings are the carcasses of old vehicles, rusted over hundreds of years. One such vehicle stands out to Ari - a long body, rusted to the point she does not know if it once had a colour, with empty windows, and multiple seats of metal set in two rows.
‘Quick,’ says Maude, as she ushers Ari inside with the others.
The mint-green walls of the Morgue make Ari feel slightly sick just to look upon them. The lights from beams above flicker on and off. Three large metal tables sit in the middle of the cold room, a row of metal doors on the far wall, and a trough on the adjacent wall. Ari shudders to think what sits behind the metal doors.
‘We stay here for the night before moving at dawn,’ Justin addresses his companions.


◆◆◆
 
Ari, still in her dirty Holy-Oaks uniform, sits on the floor on bedding she had found in a cupboard in a small room annexed off from the main morgue room. Sitting nearby, in her white silk robe, is Kaley, hands bound behind her back, head bowed and eyes closed.
Maude approaches them, still in her leather suit and takes a seat across from Ari. ‘So what’s your deal?’ she asks, gesturing towards Ari and Kaley.
‘We are Healers,’ Ari starts, ‘and we were working at The Holly-Oaks Centre.’
‘I already know that,’ Maude says, ‘I mean, what’s up with you two?’
‘I..,’ Ari does not know how to explain what has happened between her and her friend, but then something tweaks with what Maude had said. ‘What do you mean you already know?’
‘Well part of our mission was to get you two out of that City,’ Maude says, matter-of-factly.
‘What? You mean, Justin was at The Holly-Oaks Centre for me?’ Ari asks, feeling betrayed, for the second time that day.
‘Well, yes,’ Maude nods. ‘I mean, you’re both very valuable, to both sides, and we couldn’t let you end up in the wrong hands. That’s why I was feigning being a buyer for the Founding Family. I’d been playing that role for months now. And I played it pretty well.’
‘But why would Justin lie about it?’ Ari starts to feel the fury bubbling in her veins, like she did before Monsieur Chavez met his untimely demise.
‘There were other parts to the mission,’ Maude says, shrugging her shoulders, ‘And I suppose he didn’t want you to know that we needed you two, until we were in the clear.’
Ari continues to feel the bubbling rage inside her, and as her hands start to shake, her nails draw blood from her palms. Suddenly, there is a flash of light and her binds are melted away, freeing her hands. Everyone is suddenly keenly watching Ari as she looks to her hands, rage now subsided, eyes wide with wonder and fear. What had she just done?
‘How’d you do that?’ Justin comes around the corner, bow pointed towards Ari’s heart.
‘I don’t..’ Ari looks up to find herself face-to-face with Justin’s bow and arrow, and she starts to become angry again, ‘Why are you pointing that at me?’
Justin does not respond to her question, but asks again, ‘How did you do that?’
‘You can’t hurt me,’ Ari says indignantly, getting to her feet, ‘You said it yourselves - we are both valuable to you, as Healers.’
‘Yes, Healers,’ Justin elaborates, arrow still cocked and pointed at Ari’s heart. ‘How did you break out of your binds?’
Fists clenched by her sides, Ari shakes her head, ‘I don’t know.’
‘Tell us, Arielle,’ Justin insists. ‘What are you hiding?’
‘I don’t know,’ Ari says again. ‘I don’t know!’ She pushes her fists forwards towards Justin and he falls backwards, choking, face turning blue.
Ari is suddenly brought back to the scene before her.
What has she done?
She is a Healer. She does not hurt others.
Without thinking, she runs forwards, kneeling by Justin’s side and moves Maude and Xavier aside. She places her hands above Justin as he starts to gasp and fight for breath. Maude lunges towards Ari, thinking she is about to finish him off when Kaley yell’s ‘No!’
Everyone turns to look at the bald woman with the crying blue eyes, stunned to hear her finally speak.
‘Let her help him,’ she says, quieter, ‘Let her heal him.’
Ari concentrates as the energy flows like gossamer threads from her fingertips and into the dying body before her. She sees the damage she has done to the assassin - cells dying, melting. Her energy starts to make these cells whole again and, slowly, Justin’s colour returns to normal, his breathing slows and evens out. With a heavy sigh, Ari sits back on her haunches and looks down. Justin’s eyes flutter before they shoot open. He sits up abruptly and immediately places a hand to his head.
‘Damn girl,’ he rasps, ‘You have an arm on you.’
Ari looks back at him, sheepishly, ‘I’m so sorry - I don’t know what happened. I didn’t mean to hurt you.’
‘I know,’ Justin rasps, as he leans back on his elbows. ‘I know. But we need you to keep that power of yours in check.’
Ari nods hastily, ‘I promise to be careful.’




CHAPTER NINE



Night has fallen and Ari lies on old sheets, staring up at the ceiling of The Morgue.


Wearing a pair of sea-green scrubs she’d found in a linen skip, she listens to the slow rise and fall of breath from Maude who sleeps nearby. From the other side of the room she can hear the loud snoring of Xavier. She is not sure where Justin has disappeared. The other member of this unruly group, Guy LaRoche, has taken first watch outside. Ari rolls over to her side and finds Kaley is also awake, turned towards her, eyes sad.
They stare at each other, not speaking for some time. As Ari is about to roll the other way, Kaley apologises, ‘I’m sorry.’
Ari does not respond, but rolls onto her back, looking up towards the ceiling.
‘I felt I had no choice,’ Kaley continues, softly, ‘I did not know what else to do. I was getting these dreams.. these memories.. about my past. Our past.’
Ari looks back towards Kaley, knowing what she would say next. Kaley recounts the visions she had been seeing that day at The Holly-Oaks Centre - before everything changed. Visions of a life outside The Republique walls, near a stream, with grass and trees. They had been sold - she and Ari. Sold by their parents. She and Ari were sisters. The Elites had come to town and threatened harm on everyone unless they gave up the two Healers. Their town was one of the last to flourish after The War of the Ages, where radiation had killed off most of the Earth but not where they had lived. Promised money and Ascension to Elite Status, their parents sold them - Arielle and Kaley - to The Elite woman, whom they came to call Matron. Tears stream down Ari’s face, as Kaley continues to recount what had happened to the two sisters - after they were taken, their town was razed to the ground, fire set to all the homes, the town-centre, the market-place. Choking on the thick smoke, the two children, aged three and four, cried for their parents who had sold them into slavery, for money and status only to perish in the ensuing fire.
‘This is why I did what I did,’ Kaley admits. ‘I felt I had no other choice. Our own parents hated us. We were sold into slavery. What did I have to lose?’ She chokes back a sob, ‘Then I was harmed by that.. that Elite Chavez, and I was discarded to the brothel like a piece of trash. All my life, I’ve been treated like rubbish, forced into slavery, towards those people. I don’t want this life anymore.’
Heart breaking, Ari extends her hand towards Kaley, taking her hand in her own.
Her sister.
Somehow, deep down, she always knew they had a bond stronger than friendship.
A bond forged in blood.
‘We will be okay,’ Ari whispers to her sister, ‘I promise.’
◆◆◆
 
Daylight cuts through the dusty windows of the morgue, dividing the room into various sized strips of sunlight and shadow. Everyone is up and organising their next move. Ari and Kaley, both wearing scrubs from the morgue, finish a small breakfast of oat bars and dried fruit. A small television broadcasts an address for the new Chancellor, who was sworn into the position last night. As he takes the podium, Chancellor Chvostek talks about the future of The New World.
‘We have been facing tough times,’ he spits, ‘Tough times. And we need to make changes for the benefit of our future generations.’
Applause.
‘We must rid the Earth of the scum and breed a new type of human race - one who will not perish with the frailty of age or sickness, a Super-Human or Super-Elite, so that the human race may continue as a Superior species.’
More Applause.
‘The Elites in Power have let things slide for too long – they have allowed fringe groups to flourish, and allowed those like us, to fall behind and start to suffer, while they sit in their Palaces and revel in their fortunes. Resources are dwindling. Money is decreasing. Why? Because of the scum of the Earth-’
Ari turns off the television with a heavy sigh.
She and Kaley join the assassins, who are gathered around one of the metal tables of The Morgue, pouring over a digital map. The map hovers above the table, revealing the whole City from the centre to the abandoned outskirts, where they currently hide. Justin touches the left outer edge of the map and that area expands. He uses a finger to rotate it 180 degrees.
‘We travel via the Great Eastern Highway, to The Eastern Gate, where we’ll be met by Elite Guards, here and here,’ he points along the Highway, ‘As we move forwards, we leave the van at The Eastern Graveyard and head on foot towards The Abandoned Caves and then through to The Underground.’
‘The Underground?’ Ari joins the group, Kaley following close behind.
‘They are who we work for,’ explains Xavier, ‘The Underground are a resistance force that has been building for the last fifteen years.’
‘So we’re leaving The Republique walls?’ Ari continues, ‘But what about the rest of the mission? Madame Chavez and the Weapons Factory?’
‘Our new priority is to deliver you both,’ Justin gestures to Ari and Kaley, ‘Safe to The Underground. Then we continue with the mission to dismantle The Republique’s weapons industry.’
‘And how are we escaping without getting caught? I mean surely Guards will be swarming the streets after the assassination of the Chancellor,’ Ari asks the group.
‘About that,’ Maude looks sheepish, ‘I’m afraid you’re not going to like it.’


◆◆◆
 
The van travels Eastbound towards the Graveyard as planned and Ari lies quietly, shuddering from the disgust and the cold of the dead person lying on top of her. In order to smuggle the two Healers and three assassins out of The City, they have all hidden inside the body bags of the dead Sub-Elites they found in The Morgue freezers.
Xavier sits in the driver seat, disguised with a pair of thick-rimmed glasses and white lab coat with the insignia of the Founding Family on the right lapel. Even though Ari is currently lying under the corpse of a dead Sub-Elite woman, she feels Xavier got the worst end of the deal - having to go through two Guard checkpoints without getting caught.
The others lay quiet and still as the van comes to the first checkpoint, and the doors open. Ari hears muffled voices outside the body bag as the Elite Guards inspect the back of the van. Suddenly a voice becomes louder and clearer as the zip of her body bag is partly undone. Ari holds her breath as she stares ahead at the grey skin of the corpse on top of her. In what feels like an eternity, the Guard moves away and she is shrouded in darkness again as the zip is closed. She hears the sound of the van doors closing and soon the rumbling of the van engine before they are on the move again.
The next checkpoint is the same - van doors open, Guards inspecting the back. This time Guy’s and Maude’s body bags are opened. Ari still holds her breath, praying that everything goes smoothly. Again, she hears the doors close and the van continues on.
Hours later, Ari feels numb to her fingers and toes. She can see her breath curling in front of her in the slight van light, peeking through the zipper of the body bag. Hoping they arrive soon before she catches hypothermia, the van comes to its last stop.
They made it.
They have arrived at The Graveyard.


◆◆◆
 
Xavier drives through an unmanned booth, swiping the card he found at the abandoned morgue, identifying him as Doctor Lingard, a Pathologist with a delivery for The Graveyard, since the abandoned morgue is due for demolition. The van is ushered through an electric boom gate, which fizzles into the air as they are allowed through.
The van parks behind an old stone building scattered amongst multiple broken bricks and graves. Waiting for the sun to set, so they can move under the cover of darkness, Ari holds her breath again as the van doors open and the zipper of the body bag is removed. She exhales when she sees Xavier’s smiling face. They all emerge from their respective body bags and sneak out behind the back of the van.
Moving between the various headstones - some immaculate, white marble with engraved names and dates, others broken limestone and slate, with weeds around the edges - the group moves silently and swiftly. As they move around the perimeter of the fenced graveyard, they come across a flattened portion in the wooden fence, broken down over the years. One by one, they crawl through the small opening to the other side, ending up outside the Eastern wall of The City. A spotlight from a nearby sentry tower moves through the barren grounds, and the six of them stop in their tracks. The spotlight passes overhead, and they stand still, hiding in the shadow of the fence. Once the light has moved a safe distance, they continue towards The Abandoned Caves.


◆◆◆
 


The terrain is dry without a weed or plant in sight. Ari struggles to see exactly where they are going, often tripping over rocks and losing her footing in broad ditches. The moon is a sliver of silver in the sky, shedding almost no light on the travelling party below. There is no wind tonight and the air feels thick and dry in Ari’s throat as they run and run. She turns back to check where her sister is. Kaley has started to fall behind, struggling to keep up with the rest of the group. Ari slows and waits for her sister to catch up to her. They walk for a while in silence, whilst the others continue on in front.
‘How are you doing?’ Ari asks, peering ahead into the darkness.
Kaley shrugs, ‘I don’t know. I feel numb.’
Ari puts her arm around her sister and they continue on into the darkness.




CHAPTER TEN



After what seems like hours, they finally come to the mouth of The Abandoned Caves.


Maude, Guy and Justin each take out a glow-light, which they crack, illuminating the darkness with a bluish glow. They enter the cave with Xavier and The Healers on their heels.
The cave is cold and damp, with the smell of stale water. There is the echo of a drip, drip, drip in the distance, growing louder as they move deeper into the cave. The blue glow of the glow-lights illuminate the cave walls, revealing streams of water moving slowly towards the uneven ground. They continue deeper into the cave and stalactites and stalagmites start to appear, waxy white and yellowed, reminding Ari of the faces of The Elite Clients she used to serve.
The cave path winds around a large pillar of stone and waxy material, and ends in a small tunnel. One by one, led by Justin and finishing with Xavier, they enter, crouching low. Ari starts to feel claustrophobic as they reach the middle portion of the tunnel where it is at its narrowest point. Here, they have to move on their abdomens, dragging themselves forwards. Ari stops, breathing quicker and quicker and head starting to spin. Kaley looks back towards her and gives her an encouraging nod. Ari slows her breathing and closes her eyes briefly before she carries on.
They emerge from the tunnel and enter a larger recess in the cave. A small lake sits in the middle, like black glass, the edges glowing blue with bioluminescent algae. The reflection off the black lake casts moving shadows on the stalactite ceiling above.
‘We camp here for the night,’ says Justin, to Ari’s relief. She was starting to feel the exhaustion of the day’s events.


◆◆◆
 
As they unfurl their sleeping bags, from the small pouches from their hip pockets, they settle down for the night around the small heater - a glass cylinder with swirling blue gas, which when cracked, expels the heat of a warm fire. As Xavier takes the first watch, he lends his sleeping bag to Ari and Kaley who lay in it together. Kaley has already fallen asleep, exhausted. Ari emerges from the sleeping bag, despite feeling tired, finding it hard to sleep after everything that has happened the last few days. She approaches the glowing blue of the algae on the edge of black lake.
Her reflection stares back at her - she looks different somehow.
A new fire has replaced the hollowness of her eyes. She runs her hand through her buzzcut as she gazes at her reflection.
A ripple and a small creature breaks the smooth surface of the lake. Its beady yellow eyes stare up at Ari, before it dips back down below. The lake stills again and another reflection joins hers as Justin comes up behind her.
‘Can’t sleep?’ he asks.
Ari shakes her head, ‘A lot has happened - I don’t know what to think anymore.’
Justin nods, knowingly, ‘I had the same reaction when I was freed from the brainwashing of The Elites.’ Ari looks up at him with her brown doe eyes. He wishes she didn't have such big eyes he seems to keep finding himself lost in.
‘I was taken,’ he continues, ‘When I was about eight, from my mother. She was murdered in cold blood and I was taken to work in the uranium mines.’
‘I’m so sorry,’ Ari places a hand on his forearm in solidarity.
Justin shakes his head, ‘Anyway, a few years ago, I was found by Maude. She saved me.’ He looks over to the sleeping redhead and smiles, ‘I wouldn’t have known any better and I’d still be a slave to those Elite bastards, if it wasn’t for her.’
Ari starts to ball her fists up as rage courses through her body, ‘I want to make them pay,’ she says softly. ‘I want them to pay for what they did to Kaley, for what they did to you - to me.’
‘You can,’ Justin says, matter-of-factly, ‘Join The Underground and you’ll get your chance for revenge.’
Ari smiles that smile that makes him feel frozen in space and time. ‘Deal’, she says, extending a hand. He takes it and they shake, before, separating to their sleeping bags on the cave floor.


◆◆◆
 
The next day, the Assassins and the Healers move on towards The Underground, continuing through the passageways beneath the Earth above.
Ari is mesmerised by the beauty of the caves, despite being desolate and stark at times due to the radiation fallout that occurred hundreds of years ago after The War. She is amazed at how Mother Nature can continue to thrive in its beauty after such a catastrophic event that wiped out so much life on Earth. The cave walls glisten in the blue hue of the glow-lights, occasionally the light catching coloured stones embedded in the walls, rainbows dancing on the party moving below.
They come across a low ceiling and narrow walls, squeezing through slowly, wading through the black water at low tide before continuing upwards on a steep incline. Ari can just make out a well-trodden path ahead of them, understanding that this must be one of the main routes the Assassins have been using to get into The Republique walls without being noticed.
Another day passes and they make camp on a tall stone ledge, looking down into a deep crevice to the molten Earth below.
Sitting on the edge, legs dangling beneath her, is Kaley. Looking down into the blackness below, she closes her eyes thinking that if she just moves forwards a few inches, she will fall into the depths of the Earth and it’ll all be over. She holds her breath, willing herself to jump.
As if reading her thoughts, Ari approaches and sits nearby, silent. Together they stare at the far wall of the cave.
‘Do you think they regretted what they did to us?’ Kaley suddenly asks.
‘Who?’ Ari responds, but knows Kaley means their parents. ‘I don’t know if they had time for regret.’
‘I suppose they got what was coming to them,’ Kaley shrugs, before getting up to move towards her sleeping bag. She has purposefully moved it far away from the others, preferring solitude to the company of the five others in the group.
Ari continues to stare ahead at the far cave wall, wondering if their parents really did deserve perishing in a fire for selling them into slavery. As much as she wants to blame them for what they did, she decides she can’t - not without knowing the full story and understanding what it is like to have nothing. With a heavy heart she stands and moves to the sleeping bag with her sister, who she knows is not yet asleep.
She drifts off to the images of a small town with cobble stone streets, the sound of a stream flowing nearby. Her parents sit huddled at a worn wooden table, their faces turned away from her. She tries hard to see their faces but no matter how hard she tried to get a glimpse they stay turned away from her.


◆◆◆
 
The final leg of their underground journey is long but they finally come upon a flat surface with stone walls that are buttressed with red brick pillars. Caged lights line these walls, flickering on and off as they pass.
Continuing a few more kilometres, they come upon the heavily armed gate that looks like it belongs to a fortress. Justin leans forwards to look into a panel mounted nearby the heavy metal doors. A beam of light shines forth, into his right eye, scanning his retina.
‘Welcome Agent Carey,’ a disembodied woman’s voice says aloud followed by the sound of whirring cogs and wheels and with a loud thud and clank the doors begin to move outwards, revealing The Underground’s headquarters beyond.
The group moves through the heavy doors and Ari looks up to see the cave is now a fortified building - metal lined walls, floors, and ceilings. Heavy armoured vehicles sit nearby to her left, a number of people, young like herself, standing around them. To her right she sees a small cluster of glass rooms - the glass opaque and difficult for her to see through.
Finally, they stop outside a small glass room, a sign reading: ‘Colonel Duff’.
As they enter, the four assassins disperse, with Justin moving forward to a chair at the desk. ‘Colonel Duff,’ he addresses the black leather chair, ‘The Healers are here.’
The chair turns and facing them is a man with a deformity so gruesome, Ari has to look immediately away.




CHAPTER ELEVEN



Colonel Duff turns in his chair to face Justin, Ari and Kaley.


His face, is unlike The Elites Ari is used to. No wax-like features, with tight eyes or mouth in a permanent smile. Instead his left eyelid droops over exposed bone, the flesh beneath charred skin showing over his left cheek, with sinew exposed and the skull deep to the tissue. The surrounding skin is tight in places, pulling the left side of his face towards the charred neck and shoulder below. His left eye is cloudy; his right eye a dull grey-blue. He looks upon the newcomers and Ari tries hard not to stare.
The Colonel wears a dull green beret and matching uniform with a stiff collar of charcoal. His shoulders are flanked by gold stripes, and a badge of gold and blue sits above his heart, a small silver bird with wings splayed and spewing fire, on top. In front of him a digitised map of the world above. He clicks off the communicator on his wrist, as he stands and extends a hand to Justin.
‘Good to see you’ve made it back in one piece, Agent Carey,’ Colonel Duff says in a gruff voice. He looks to Ari and Kaley, and extends a hand to both as he greets them. Ari shakes his hand but Kaley keeps her hands to herself.
‘Welcome to The Underground movement,’ he addresses them both, ‘I suspect you are wondering why you were both brought here?’
Ari nods and he continues, ‘You two are in demand.’ He takes his seat, ‘The Founding Family are keen for you to be a part of their armed forces. With your ability to heal, you would be a great asset to them.’
‘And instead, you want us to be a part of your armed forces,’ Ari states, ‘which is why we were brought here, right?’
The Colonel smiles and the muscles of his face move and separate and Ari suppresses a shudder as the bones of his mandible and maxilla are revealed.
‘Of course.’ He looks Ari square in the face, ‘Do you wish to instead be left to your life of slavery in The Republique?’
Ari hesitates and looks at her sister before answering. ‘No. I wish to seek my revenge on my oppressors. I wish to make them suffer for what they have done to me and my family.’
‘Well then’, the Colonel clasps his hands together. ‘We are on the same page. You will train with our armed forces and when you are ready you will be let out into the field.’
They are dismissed and as they leave the Colonel’s office are met by a small woman, waiting outside the glass doors.
‘This is Jade Miller,’ Justin introduces the small woman to Ari. ‘She will help you and your sister get settled.’
‘Lovely to meet you,’ Jade says, bouncing on her heels, as she extends a hand towards both Ari and Kaley.
‘And you,’ Ari replies, taking her hand. Kaley still keeps her hands to herself and her mouth shut.
‘Well,’ Jade says, slightly flustered with Kaley for ignoring her. ‘Follow me then.’
Ari turns to Justin, ‘Will I see you again?’
He smiles back at her and his scar stretches, ‘Of course.’
‘Come, come,’ Jade ushers Ari and Kaley away.


◆◆◆
 
The sisters follow the stout woman, who wears a grey-green jumpsuit, tight around her round bottom and bosom, making her look like a bruised peach with legs. Her short brown hair hangs in curls around her cherub-like face. As they walk through the headquarters of The Underground, she points out various people and directions to so many different places Ari cannot even remember the names of them.
They reach a large gym and enter. It is empty. Across the room is a wall of weapons, housing swords, sabres, bows and arrows of various sorts, and daggers. The opposite wall houses guns and phasers, including a rocket launcher, which Ari cannot imagine would have a place indoors, let alone, underground.
‘This is where you will be undertaking your training,’ Jade explains. ‘You’ll be trained in combat so the first time you go into the field, you’re, you know, not killed.’
‘I see,’ Ari looks out at the vast gym. She wonders if the assassins had trained here over the years.
Kaley does not say a word, as she too looks out over the gym floor.
Continuing on from the gym, they pass a number of people walking in a group, all wearing the same dull jumpsuit as Jade. A few of them look at Ari and Kaley as they pass, curious about the new comers.
‘This is the mess hall,’ Jade states, standing at the doorway to the chamber beyond. A number of Underground citizens sit at the long tables, chatting and eating. Ari is amazed to see so many people a part of this movement. Where had they all come from?
‘Your quarters,’ Jade takes them to a small hall lined with recesses and in each a mattress and plain brown bedding.
‘The women stay in here,’ she gestures to the numerous recessed beds in the walls, stacked five high. ‘And the men stay down past the mess hall.’
She leads Ari and Kaley down the hall to the far end and points to two bunks side by side. ‘ This is where you two will be sleeping.’
Ari looks into the recess and finds a jumpsuit folded atop the mattress.
‘Meet in the mess hall at 6 a.m. sharp tomorrow,’ Jade says before leaving.
Ari turns to Kaley, ‘I suppose it could be much worse, right?’
Kaley does not say a word as she climbs into her recessed bunk and lays on top of the mattress without undoing the bedding.
Ari changes into her jumpsuit and after checking on Kaley, ventures out of the women’s quarters to explore more of The Underground’s headquarters.


◆◆◆
 
As Ari wanders the halls, she comes across more glass rooms - offices she realises. A man with glasses falling down his face quickly emerges from one, leaving the door open as he rushes outwards, almost bumping into Ari. He mumbles a quick apology before continuing on his way. Light comes steaming out of the room, catching Ari’s attention. As she peeks through the open door she sees a number of screens switched to different channels, some with leaders from different cities speaking to interviewers, others with various routes mapped in real time. One such screen intrigues her more than others and she moves forwards into the room, walking past a glass sign with the words: ‘Media Room’.
Chancellor Chvostek spits his hateful words to an adoring crowd, ‘In order to move forward and make The World great again, we must start anew. Our forefathers tried to do this with The War of the Ages, with all out nuclear war. But alas, they were not committed enough to the cause.’
Jeering from the crowd out of the camera’s view.
‘Yes,’ the new Chancellor continues, ‘They were too soft - they were unable to make good on their promise of a better world - a world where only those who deserve to live in The New World survive. Instead, their following generation grow old and fat, in their palaces, keeping their riches for themselves, not caring about you or I.’
More jeering.
‘It is time we take matters into our own hands,’ Chancellor Chvostek continues, voice growing louder over the crowd. ‘We must establish a new human race - a far superior race. We must expel the Earth of those who do not contribute and are only a burden. We must take back this Earth for ourselves!’
Loud applause and cheering erupts as Chancellor Chvostek looks into the camera with a crazed expression.
Ari is suddenly snapped back to the room she stands in the centre of.

‘Who are you?’ A voice calls to her. An older woman with a short blonde bob and purple pointed rimmed glasses asks again, ‘who are you? And what are you doing in here?’
‘I got lost,’ Ari admits. ‘And just came across this place.’
The woman stares at Ari for a while, ‘You’re that Healer girl aren’t you?’
Ari approaches the woman, sitting at a glass desk, screens open in front of her. ‘Arielle,’ Ari extends a hand, ‘Ari for short.’
‘Ari,’ the woman says, contemplating. ‘Julie Emdur, head media advisor to the Colonel.’
‘What does he mean,’ Ari asks, the Chancellor’s words echoing in her head, ‘about establishing a new human race and taking back the Earth?’
Julie shakes her head, ‘If you ask me, it’s just the empty words of a madman. The real threat is the Founding Family and their Elite followers.’
She peers intently at Ari for a few minutes, a quizzical look on her face.
‘Nice to meet you, Ari. I’m sure we’ll meet each other again.’
With that, Ari nods and takes her leave. ‘The empty words of a mad-man,’ she thinks to herself, ‘Perhaps.’ but for some reason Ari thinks there is more to it than that.




CHAPTER TWELVE



Its 6 a.m. and Ari and Kaley sit together at a long table in the mess hall, finishing their breakfast of bland rice porridge.


Last night, with continuing to wander, Ari came across a number of greenhouses, reminding her of the one she would frequent at the Holly-Oaks Centre. The greenhouses grew various vegetables like pumpkins, potatoes and suede, however, rather than the youth-preserving flowers at the Centre. Adjacent to the greenhouses were farms for wheat and barely, and rice patties. Ari was impressed to see so much had been established by The Underground to sustain their people.
Jade comes waddling across the mess hall towards Ari and Kaley.
‘Morning ladies,’ she says with a grin. ‘Time for the first part of your training. Follow me.’


◆◆◆
 
Entering the gym, Ari finds Maude standing with her back towards her and Kaley. Maude examines the bladed weapons in front of her. Her red hair is tied back tightly in a plait. She wears a deep green linen shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows and black pants, revealing the muscles of her legs. Her knee high boots are worn and faded in places.
‘You’re both late,’ she says, still staring at the weapons.
‘That would be my fault,’ Jade starts to explain before Maude cuts her off.
‘No excuses,’ Maude says, swinging around to face them, ‘You may take your leave.’
‘But really,’ Jade tries to explain, ‘I was the one that made them late.’
‘Leave,’ Maude says again, sternly.
Jade hurries away, looking back over her shoulder towards Ari and Kaley, with worry in her eyes, hoping the redhead takes it easy on them for their first day.
Turning to Ari and Kaley, Maude asks, ‘so what do you two know of combat?’
Ari and Kaley look to each other then back at Maude, faces blank.
‘I thought as much,’ Maude sigh. ‘It’s going to be a long day.’


◆◆◆
 


It is nearing lunchtime and Ari starts to feel her muscles have turned to jelly. The morning involved she and her sister learning how to perform hand-to-hand combat. Maude had put pads on her hands as she stood back, and taught the Healers how to punch, one hand at a time.
Ari caught on quickly but Kaley struggled. Ari knew it was not for lack of strength but more for lack of trying.
Her heart just wasn’t in it.
As she sits back and watches for what seemed like the hundredth time, Kaley swings punches towards Maude, she notices Kaley’s eyes start to tear up.
Ari rushes over to her sister, ‘Are you hurt?’
Maude looks up and rolls her eyes, ‘I didn’t even touch you.’
Kaley shakes her head, ‘I’m fine,’ but then the tears come more freely and she starts to sob, the sounds catching in her throat.
Maude stands, staring at the crying mess in front of her, unsure of what to do or how to react.
‘What happened? Tell me if you’re hurt,’ Ari asks Kaley again, this time giving a judging look towards Maude.
Kaley shakes her head as she removes her gloves and sits on the gym floor.
‘I was just thinking. What if we had learnt this stuff earlier? We wouldn’t be in this situation. We would have been able to defend ourselves. I wouldn’t have been attacked by that horrible man.’
Ari sits down next to her, placing an arm across her shoulders.
‘I know it’s hard. But we cannot go back in time. We can’t think about the past and how things may have changed. We are here now, found by The Underground.’
She looks up to Maude standing awkwardly nearby.
‘And now is our chance to fight. Now is our chance to make a difference.’
She stands and extends a hand towards her sister, ‘What do you say?’
Kaley looks at her sister’s hand for a few seconds, contemplating, before taking it in her own and standing too, ‘Okay. Let’s do it. Let’s fight back and make a difference. Let’s change the world.’
‘Great,’ Maude says, clapping her hands together. ‘And with that amazing pep talk by my girl,’ she winks at Ari, ‘I say it’s time for lunch. I’m famished.’


◆◆◆
 
The rest of the day involved learning how to escape an attackers grasp. Maude played the attacker, holding the Healers by the neck, the arms behind their backs, on the floor of the gym. Ari and Kaley, now with genuine interest in the activities, found the many ways to distract, injure and escape from the various holds.
Lying in her bunk at the end of the day, Ari stares up at the bottom of the bunk above. Most of the girls in the Quarters had already gone to bed before they had even finished in the gym. Despite feeling exhausted, Ari was finding it hard to sleep. Thoughts swirled around her mind – thoughts of her parents, the town that Kaley and she had come from, whether they had other family, and what was going to happen in the future. Drifting off to sleep, Ari is restless as images of shadows; waxed-faces and bloodied corpses fill her dreams.
She walks through a cave, towards a light flickering in the distance. Slowly, she approaches the light in the distance and enters the large recess of the underground cave. She stifles a scream as she looks down to find the ground covered in bloodied corpses.
But the faces of these bodies do not belong to any Elites.
The faces, instead, belong to her sister, Kaley, and her new friends, Maude, Xavier, even Guy and to her horror, Justin. His hazel-green eyes stare straight ahead, lifeless, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth.
‘No, no, no,’ Ari cries to herself, as her heart pounds in her chest, threatening to break free of her ribcage.
She turns to look for the exit of the cave recess only to find a towering figure with grey-black hair, blue suit and orange tie.
Chancellor Chvostek stands in her way, eyes wide and crazed, daggers dripping with blood in both hands.
‘I’ve been waiting for you,’ he says softly to Ari.
He lunges forwards but Ari ducks out of the way and before the dagger could hit its mark, she wakes with a start.
Heart pounding, covered in a cold sweat, Ari looks frantically around in the dark of her bunk, finding her bed sheets in a mess around her. Sighing heavily, she lies back down and stares into the blackness, trying to fall back to sleep. But sleep eludes her. After that nightmare, Ari cannot seem to will herself to sleep.
She gets out of her bunk and changes out of her bedclothes and into the grey-green jumpsuit and decides to go for a walk to clear her mind.


◆◆◆
 


Ari makes her way away from the women’s quarters and not paying attention to where she is walking, finds herself in a vast room. The walls and ceilings remind her of Madame Trousseau’s brothel in its beautiful baroque style, gilded with gold leaf and painted in white and green. The floors are wooden panels, placed in a zigzag pattern. The dim lights cast an eerie glow on the contents of the room.
Set in the centre, on a wooden pedestal is a large animal, which Ari had never seen before. Towering above her its grey hide, reflecting in the light, long snout and teeth extending from either side, ears splayed outwards from its enormous head, Ari looks up into the unblinking eyes of the animal. She reaches out a hand to touch the creature, wondering how such amazing creatures once roamed the earth with humans.
Behind this animal is another creature, slightly smaller with a larger head, and tiny ears, tough grey hide, and cone-like shape extending from its snout. Ari cannot think how an animal that looks as strange as this could also look so beautiful.
Sitting behind glass panels are smaller creatures, some of which Ari knows the name of, thinking she must have come across them some time ago, before they were wiped off the Earth.
The row above is of winged animals with feathers and beaks of all shapes and sizes. Ari is mesmerised by the colourful plumes of the birds in front of her. Their feathers remind her of The Republique’s Elites’ fashion.
 Below, are creatures she has never seen before. All stand on four legs, some with long fur, and others with short, spotted and striped fur. Crouching down to see the lowest row of water creatures, Ari looks upon large animals with leather hides, sharp claws and rows of chilling teeth.
Suddenly, Ari sees movement out of the corner of her eye. Before she could look up, she feels the electricity of the discharging phaser at her back, and she falls forwards, forehead hitting the glass cabinet with a clang.
Finding herself face down and unable to move, Ari curses Maude in her mind, about not learning how to escape from someone with a petrifying phaser. Her eyes are bound and mouth gagged, and Ari feels this is all getting a little old. Something sharp pierces through the right side of her neck and she feels a cold sensation seeping from the area, moving under her skin.
She finds herself feeling groggy and mind clouded, as she hears muffled voices nearby. Before she can make out what the voices are saying, her mind turns to blackness.




ChapteR THIRTEEN



Head throbbing, Ari wakes to find her blindfold and gag have been removed.


She stands upright, arms and legs bound by an invisible force, a blue light surrounding her frame. Ari tries to move her head to see where she is but finds she is still paralysed. No, not paralysed, she realises, but bound by this blue light, which keeps her head, arms and legs from moving. Moving her eyes from side to side, she can see she sits in a dimly lit chamber, floors, wall and ceiling all white. For a second, her heart skips a beat, as she guesses she has been taken back to The Holly-Oaks Centre to be destroyed.
Remembering The Centre, did not have the money for this type of technology, Ari realises she must be elsewhere. As if reading her mind, a door slides open and short figure enters in a floating chair. Wires emerging from his balding skull, plug into the chair, allowing the figure to control the chair with his mind. As the figure approaches, Ari glimpses his face – almost child-like but wrinkled with age, eyes black and beady and his mouth in a small tight smile.
‘Hello dear,’ he says, looking up towards his hostage floatingin the blue beam of light. Ari looking down upon the figure in front of her, tries to speak, to move but nothing. ‘Do not waste your energy,’ he says, ‘That is a plasma binder. You cannot escape it unless I give you the say-so.’ His smile grows wider as he clasps his hands together, looking upon Ari like a beast with a smaller creature in its grasp. ‘I am Eli,’ he explains, ‘Son of the first Founding Family.’
Before he could continue, a young woman wearing a uniform of black and white interrupts Eli. Like Ari, she appears to be a commoner, working for the Elite family. Unlike Ari, she has long black glossy hair, tied in a tight bun atop her head. Her almond shaped eyes look upon Ari with sympathy, before they return to the man in the floating chair. ‘You are not allowed in here, Master Eli,’ she says quietly, ‘Your Mother would be most upset.’
‘But I wanted to see The Healer,’ Eli whines.
The girl gestures to Eli to leave the room and as he does, she follows after him, without a glance back at Ari.


◆◆◆
 


‘Where’s Ari? Where is she? Where’s Ari?’ Kaley runs from room to room, down the halls and to the gym of The Underground headquarters, searching for her sister. She enters the mess hall to find The Assassins seated together a table at the far end of the room. Panting, she asks them if they’ve seen her sister.
‘What do you mean she’s missing?’ asks Justin.
‘She’s nowhere to be found. I’ve searched the whole headquarters’ grounds,’ Kaley explains, exasperated.
Maude stands, ‘When did you see her last?’
‘Just before bed,’ says Kaley, feeling desperate, ‘I don’t know how she could just disappear.’
‘We’ll check the security footage,’ Justin reassures her, also getting to his feet, ‘There are cameras everywhere – we’ll find her, don’t worry.’
Kaley nods, feeling slightly hopeful, as she follows the group out of the mess hall.


◆◆◆
 


Ari wakes with a start, and realises what she thought was a bad dream, was in fact, reality. As she floats, bound in the blue beam of light, she stares into the empty space before her. How long has she been here? Do the others know she’s missing?
Straining against the invisible bounds she struggles and struggles to move her arms and legs. Feeling exhausted after trying to escape for what seems like an hour, she finally gives up. The girl with the black and white uniform returns to the chamber. In her hand she holds a small syringe. Without a word, she approaches the blue beam holding Ari in place and places a thumb on the small keypad by her feet. Gradually, Ari starts to descend down the beam and suddenly she is face to face with the girl. Ari looks into the black almond eyes before her, imploring with her own for some empathy - to help her escape. The girl looks away, brows furrowed and instead, takes the syringe and plunges it into Ari’s neck. Unable to let out the scream building in her throat, tears stream down her pink cheeks, silently.
‘Nutrients,’ the girl explains flatly, before leaving the chamber, without a glance back at the Founding Family’s captive.


◆◆◆
 
Peering over Justin’s shoulder, Kaley’s slight inkling of hope from before, has all but faded. Justin sits in the security room at a screen, rapidly screening the hours of footage from the last 16 hours. The screen reflects a blue glow over Justin, as he inches closer and closer to the video, eyebrows knotted together.
Kaley stands behind, foot tapping as she feels she might jump out of her own skin, frustrated with waiting and wishing she could help find her sister in some way. Maude, Xavier and Guy are scattered around the room, pouring over hours of footage from around the Underground Headquarters. Seated at other screens are the Underground security officers, keeping track of the occurrences within and outside the compound – cameras pointed towards the entrance to the Headquarters and The Abandoned Caves. Kaley notices a screen with images of The Eastern Graveyard, realising they were all being watched since they arrived in The Morgue van. For some reason, unbeknownst to Kaley, she feels slightly unsettled by this. 
‘I think I found something,’ Guy utters in his dulcet tones. The others rush over to him and Kaley’s heart sinks at what she sees.
Ari walks into a vast room, decorated in the Old World style and filled with various creatures that once roamed the Earth. She pauses at the two beasts in the centre before moving to the glass cabinet of smaller animals at the back of the room. A figure enters – face covered by a black balaclava – and pauses momentarily in the camera’s line of sight. The figure slowly turns its head towards the camera before pointing a hand in its direction and the footage is lost. Static now fills the screen.
‘What? What happened?’ Kaley asks, desperate.
Without answering, Justin leans over Guy and moves the mouse, rewinding the video back to when Ari enters. They all watch the footage again, in silence. ‘The Zoo,’ Justin finally answers, ‘She was taken from The Zoo.’
Starting to tremble, Kaley can barely get out, ‘By whom? How is this possible? How could anyone have gotten in here?’ Her voice getting louder, ‘Isn’t this place protected? Aren’t we meant to be safe here?’ Maude places a reassuring hand on her shoulder but Kaley shakes it off, ‘How could you let them take my sister?!’
‘We will find her,’ Justin says quietly, ‘I promise.’




Chapter FOURTEEN



Colonel Duff is pacing in his office when Justin and the other assassins arrive with Kaley in tow. 




Standing nearby is Julie Emdur, chewing on the arm of her purple-rimmed glasses, as she watches on.
‘Sir,’ Justin interrupts, saluting the Colonel, ‘We’ve had a security breach.’
Colonel Duff stops dead in his tracks, ‘At ease. Security breach where?’
‘The Healer, Ari – Arielle, has been kidnapped,’ Justin continues, ‘last night. The cameras in The Zoo were tampered with and all footage from any camera leading from there to the exit has been scrambled.’
The Colonel looks over to Julie, ‘We’ll resume our meeting later.’
Nodding, she takes her leave, passing the assassins without so much as a glance but giving Kaley a small sympathetic smile, before exiting.
‘Activate the Lock-Down Protocol; no one gets in or out. Have the security and IT officers analyse the footage. You two will go back to The Republique to continue the mission to disarm the Founding Family.’
He points to Guy and Xavier, ‘you two will continue with searching for clues on the girl’s disappearance.’
Kaley and the assassins leave and The Colonel begins pacing once more.


◆◆◆
 
Ari’s eyes flicker open and she finds she is no longer bound in the blue beam of the white chamber.
Instead, she lays in a soft, plush bed, dressed in a light pink sleeveless nightie with a high lace neck, instead of the jumpsuit. The matching bottoms with lace cuffs finish at her calves. She sits bolt upright, realising she is still a captive and has no idea where she is. The golden silk covers fall to the floor as she climbs out of the bed and stares at the room surrounding her.
A green ornate door sits opposite the bed, carved of wood with images of winged creatures and curling leaves. The tarnished gold knob is reflective of an era long ago. On the adjacent wall sits a dark, wooden dresser, no ornaments or trinkets sitting on top. Above, a small, dusty mirror with golden frame, paint peeling in areas, reflects Ari’s petite frame back at her.
The floor is covered in a thick loop carpet of royal blue with small golden motifs throughout. As Ari peers closer to the motifs, noticing the insignia of the Founding Family, it dawns on her where she must be. Somehow, the Founding Family knew she had been taken to The Underground Headquarters and was able to get her out without being seen.
Perhaps they were followed from The Republique graveyard.
Or, Ari shakes her head with the next thought; perhaps someone in The Underground works with The Founding Family.
Before she could contemplate further how she ended up The Founding Family’s captive, there is a loud knock at the door, followed by a quiet voice.
 ‘You are requested to join Master Eli for dinner. You will be collected at six. There are dinner-clothes in the wardrobe.’
Ari rushes forward and bangs on the green door.
‘Wait!’ she calls after the girl with the sleek black hair. ‘Don’t leave me in here! Help me!’
She slides to the carpet and stares blankly at her bare feet.
How could she have let this happen?
What about Kaley? Has she also been taken?
Determined to escape, Ari rises to her feet and decides to comply with her captors’ requests.
She will gain their trust and scope out the house and when she finds her chance, finally escape.


◆◆◆
 
‘What about me?’ Kaley asks, standing by the weapons wall in the gym. ‘What am I going to do? I can’t just sit here, doing nothing.’
‘You need to stay safe,’ Maude states. ‘And not get captured like your sister. If she has been taken by The Founding Family, last thing we need is them getting a hold of you too.’
Frustrated, but understanding Maude’s argument, Kaley nods; folding her arms across her chest and decides not to push the point.
‘Whilst we’re gone,’ Maude continues, ‘I want you to practice what you learnt the other day.’
‘Fine. Just promise me you’ll find my sister.’
‘I promise,’ the redhead says quietly, face softening.
Kaley picks up a small dagger and stares at it before moving towards the combat dummy to let out her frustrations on.


◆◆◆
 
6 p.m.
Knock! Knock!
Ari feels the formality of knocking is overkill, given she has no choice in whether she answers or not. She decides not to answer and see whether the person on the other side knocks again or simply enters.
Knock! Knock!
Ari stays silent.
‘I’m sorry Miss Arielle,’ a small voice from behind the door, ‘but it is time for dinner.’
Before she could answer, the doorknob turns and the door opens, revealing the girl with the sleek black hair, tied up high on her crown. She still wears the black and white uniform.
‘This way.’
She guides Ari from the room, along a vast hall with a high curved ceiling, covered in various paintings.
Figures are depicted in multiple scenes – a man and woman sit amongst clouds, winged cherubs surround them, looking on them adoringly. Another painting depicts men at war, the man from before watching from the skies above. Another panel showing the destruction of the world, the man and woman, the only survivors. They appear in the neighbouring panel, surrounded by three children, one with small beady eyes – Ari realising this must be Eli and perhaps the other two are his siblings? Watching from above the family, a green-blue snake with silvery scales consuming its own tail.
Ornate chandeliers of gold, silver and crystal hang throughout, positioned along the walls on both sides and centre of the painted ceiling. The walls are decorated with old tapestries from hundreds of years ago. Amongst them hangs a mirror gilded in gold, standing from floor to ceiling.
As Ari passes, she catches a glimpse of her outfit and suddenly feels ridiculous. Her buzz cut seems out of place with her dinner-dress of a cream and gold corset, burnt orange flutter sleeves and skirt in folds and folds of silk. Underneath she still wears her tattered brown boots.
She is led down a curved staircase down to a vast foyer. Ari is amazed to find the ceilings to be even higher in here than the hall above. A colossal chandelier with crystals casting dancing rainbows around the room, hangs in the centre. The floors are shiny Carrera marble, so rare to see nowadays, being a stone that has not existed in nature for hundreds of years. Green marble pillars enclose the foyer, carrying the vast ceiling above. The pair continue on to a room just beyond, and Ari is startled by what she finds.
‘Arielle!’ Eli exclaims with glee, ‘I am so glad you could make it. Please,’ he gestures to an empty chair at the long dining table he sits at, ‘have a seat.’




Chapter FIFTEEN



Justin and Maude have finally arrived at The Eastern Graveyard of The Rebuplique after two days of non-stop trekking beneath the earth.
Night has fallen over The City, and as they dodge the spotlights, they creep through the darkness, blending into the shadows, hoods and masks hiding their identities. They come across a white delivery truck, back doors open, as an unmanned forklift unloads the pallets. The driver of the truck stands a few metres away, talking to one the Graveyards Elite Guards.
Maude climbs into the driver’s seat and almost chuckles to herself as she finds the keys in the ignition. As she starts the truck, Justin hurls himself into the back, shooting his arrows into the Elite Guard and truck drivers chests.
Finding a white coat and baker-boy hat in the seat adjacent hers, Maude removes her mask and transforms herself into the truck driver, whilst continuing to drive at full speed towards the exit. The licence plate is scanned on exiting, and the boom gates to The Graveyard dissolve into thin air as the truck moves through.
Justin climbs from the back of the truck into the front seat next to Maude, and as they pass the first checkpoint, before they know what has hit them, the Elite Guards are down, arrows sticking up from their chests.
The same happens with the next checkpoint and the truck continues racing towards the city centre.
The Republique’s dilapidated buildings on the outskirts come in to view and as they hear the sirens of the Elite Guard patrol vehicles whining in the distance, Maude parks the truck in a dingy alleyway. She and Justin hop out, weapons in tow and blend back under the veil of night.


◆◆◆
 
‘I’m so glad you could make it,’ Eli says again to Arielle, ‘Have a seat.’
Ari is speechless but slowly takes the seat, set out for her by the servant-girl. Sitting across from her in two cylindrical tanks with green-yellow fluid are two brains. Multiple wires and tubes hang from the tanks.
‘Meet my parents,’ Eli clarifies, pointing to the tanks, as his floating chair moves around the front of the dining table. ‘Mother dearest,’ he says pointing to the tank on the right, which Ari notices houses the smaller brain, ‘and father,’ Eli points to the tank on the left. Ari looks sideways to the servant-girl who now stands to her right, trying to understand what is happening and how this character in front of her can be so nonchalant about his parents’ brains on his dining table, but the girl keeps staring blankly ahead. ‘Will you not greet them,’ Eli asks, offended.
‘Um..,’ Ari is not sure what to say, or where to look, ‘Nice to meet you two.’
Eli smiles and returns to the head of the table, apparently satisfied with Ari’s greeting. ‘You look lovely,’ he compliments her, as he returns to the head of the table.
Ari looks down at her dress and hesitates, ‘Thank you?’ She feels utterly confused with everything that has happened and realises escape is going to be much harder than she first thought.
Another girl enters the dining hall, plates of food floating on hover-trays ahead of her. As she sets down the trays, Ari looks up and is surprised to find the same face of the other girl looking back at her. No, not exactly the same, Ari appreciates, her face is slightly rounder and her eyes slightly wider. After serving Ari and Eli the plates of food, the girl takes her place, standing near Ari’s left side, and stares blankly ahead.
‘So,’ Eli starts with a mouth full of roast pheasant, ‘You’re probably wondering why you are here.’
Ari shakes her head, ‘No, not exactly.’
‘Oh?’ Eli is intrigued to hear Ari’s reason for her capture.
‘I know you want me to work with your family and your army.’
Eli laughs a high-pitched laugh, ‘No, no. That was the plan my siblings had some years ago. But not me, no. Instead, you will be my pet. I need to complete my collection, you see?’ Ari does not respond, as she pushes the vegetables around on her plate with a fork. ‘My siblings did not agree with my hobby,’ Eli resumes, ‘So I had to take care of them.’ Ari swallows nervously, glancing towards the brains before her, which Eli sees. ‘What? Oh no,’ he laughs again, ‘I didn’t do anything to my parents. Unless, you say keeping them alive for eternity as doing something.’ He takes another bite of the pheasant, ‘No they were so old, and decided the best way to keep on living is to keep their brains alive and download their consciousness into the data-stream, rather than go on living like those corpses in The Republique. And when we acquire new bodies for them, I will replace those brains with their own.’
Feeling like she might vomit, Ari pushes her plate away, ‘So why am I here?’
‘Don’t you understand,’ Eli cries, ‘you have Healing powers. You will help me get better, you will continue to keep my parents and myself alive forever.’
‘And your hobby?’ Ari asks, feeling queasy.
‘Well,’ Eli says with glee, ‘I’m trying to collect all those like you.’
‘There are more people like me?’ Ari cannot believe that she and her sister are not alone.
‘Not Healers, like you and your sister,’ Eli responds and Ari feels her heart sink, as she realises Eli knows about her sister, ‘but other powerful beings.’
He gestures towards the two girls standing either side of Ari. ‘Beings like my dearest Mei Ling and Ai-Ling, who can cultivate the earth. What you eat has been created by my lovely Ai-Ling.’
Ari looks down at the colourful vegetables and thigh of pheasant on her plate then looks to Ai-Ling and Mei-Ling, astonished these two girls have the ability to produce food like the in The New World.
‘Impressive, isn’t it,’ Eli nods. ‘Especially with half the world still poisoned with radiation.’
He pauses and looks at Ari before continuing, ‘so what do you say? If you agree to become part of my collection, I will let you roam the Palace freely. If not, well, you end up back downstairs.’
Not wanting to endure being alone and unable to move, she agrees to his deal, thinking she might be able to learn the secrets of this place and find an escape.
Eli smiles his slimy grin, beady eyes lighting up at Ari’s agreement. ‘Excellent. Excellent.’




◆◆◆
 



Justin and Maude have finally made it through The Republique sewers to the Chavez’s Weapons Factory and Distribution Centre. The two figures cloaked in darkness, climb out of the sewer and onto the deserted street.
Just a few kilometres away, sitting by the Mantaro River close to the Western wall of The City, is a grey-brown building with a matching dome, half hidden in fog. A glass dome of greenery flanks either side of the vast structure. Justin and Maude make it to the security gate outside, almost invisible to the naked eye, but revealed by a slight shift in the items behind it – almost like static. Two panels flank either side of the gate, to be accessed at exactly the same time by The Weapons Factory employees, by retinal scan. Above are numerous small-sized cameras looking out to the city beyond. Maude points a scrambler – a tiny black device attached to her right wrist – in the direction of the security cameras to scramble their footage.
Taking up their positions by the security panels, the two assassins take out a monitor the size of their palms, from their cloak pockets. They connect the monitor to the panel by a black wire and after glancing at each other once, they flick a switch on the device and a bright light shoots forward, scanning each assassin’s eyes at the exact same time. Having overridden the retinal scanner with the hand-held device, the gate dissolves into the surrounding thick air. Looking around them one last time, Justin and Maude move quickly forwards, before the gate can come to life again. Maude clicks her scrambler device once more to reset the cameras to normal and then continue up the concrete path to the Weapons Factory.
Crouching, they keep close to the manicured hedges lining the way. Before long, they arrive at the left side of the brick building. Keeping close to the wall, to avoid the cameras, they move to the side stairwell – a galvanized structure – loosely bolted to the brick wall. Swiftly and without hesitation the assassins hurry up the metal stairs, lightly without a sound, and arrive at the heavy metal door at the landing.
Justin connects his hand-held monitor to the security panel to the right side of the door, scans his eye and he and Maude silently slip inside. The building is eerily dark. Maude opens the map to the Weapons Factory, clicking on the tiny black device on her right wrist. The Weapons Factory floor plan, in three dimensions, a blue glow of floors and walls, in miniature, now floats above Maude’s wrist.
‘This is the main office, where Madame Chavez should be. Her second in charge will be in this office, next door,’ she points to two square structures on the map.
‘The ballistic missiles sit below ground, here,’ she points to the basement, ‘and the two floors above – hand-held weapons. If be place the C4 at each of these pillars, it’ll undermine the whole structure of the Factory and bury this place in the dirt.’
After convening on their plan one last time, the two assassins continue on, moving across the metal walkway lining the outer rim of the factory wall, top floor.
Justin peers into the darkness, barely able to see more than a meter in front of him. He can’t help but feel this Factory is too quiet and should be abuzz with activity of the Elites’ servants and Sub-Elite guards keeping watch.
‘Something isn’t right,’ he whispers to Maude, who is close behind him.
Maude nods, though it is too dark to be seen, ‘I agree. I thought we would’ve come across some trouble by now. I was looking forward to kicking some ass.’
Justin cracks open a glow-light and the scene of terror before them is revealed.




Chapter SIXTEEN



‘What the hell?’ Justin cannot believe the scene his eyes were adjusting to.


Below them, lit up in the blue glow of the glow-light, are The Elite guards, piled one on top of each other, slaughtered at the hands of an unknown foe. Many have gashes so deep across their throats, the blood spilled now barely dried. Others have arrows sticking out over the left side of their chests. Some have laser-point holes between their eyebrows, eyes staring vacantly ahead.
Justin and Maude jump down from the walkway to the ground below and survey the gory scene. Amongst the bodies, Justin notices there are no commoners.
‘What happened here?’ Maude whispers into the darkness.
Justin shakes his head as he approaches a pile of dead bodies, heaped against a conveyor belt, which continues to move with a quiet hum.
‘It seems they’ve been killed in ways to make it look like somehow we were involved.’
‘How do you mean?’ Maude approaches another pile of bodies by the other side of the conveyer belt, examining how they met their grisly demise.
‘I use arrows, mostly,’ Justin explains. ‘You- your sniper gun, Xavier his double blades and Guy his daggers. Each of these Guards died by one of these means.’
‘So someone is trying to frame us?’ Maude looks up ahead, along the hall where the office to Madame Chavez and her second in charge should be.
‘I mean, we did mean to kill them all, but, why would someone do this? It kind of takes all the fun out it.’
‘The weapons,’ Justin says, more to himself, ‘They must’ve come for the weapons.’
‘Who?’ Maude looks around. ‘Who would kill and steal from Elites?’
‘No idea,’ Justin admits.
He and Maude move onwards down the hall towards the office of Madame Chavez. The door is already open, and as he looks down, he sees a trail of blood on the floor leading away from the large mahogany desk to a smaller metal door to the back of the room.
Justin follows the trail of blood. He opens the door, to reveal Madame Chavez’s second in charge, hands bound behind his back, laying on the floor of the closet, throat slit, blood seeping into the deep blue carpet.
Maude clicks her tongue. ‘Wow, seems like Edgar got what was coming to him.’
In his right hand, Justin finds a crumpled piece of paper. He unfolds it to finds words scrawled in a hurry: It is an Uprising – H. Chavez taken, weapons taken. Project La Vie breached. We will all perish at his hands.
‘Project La Vie?’ Maude looks to Justin, who shrugs back in return.
‘It looks like our theory of the weapons being stolen was correct,’ Justin says quietly. ‘Whoever did this, wanted to make it look like we were involved. Probably to continue The Elites eyes on The Underground as an enemy, whilst they continue to work behind the scenes, amassing their strength and power.’
‘But who are they?’ Maude contemplates, taking the note from Justin.
‘Whoever they are,’ Justin responds, looking once more at Edgar’s mangled body, ‘They know what they’re doing.’


◆◆◆
 
‘This is the main hall, The Hall of Tapestries,’ Mei-Ling explains, as she and Ari walk through a long hall, carpeted in royal blue with tiny Uroburos all over, walls covered in tapestries hanging from ceiling to floor.
‘Through those doors are the drawing rooms,’ she points to their right, ‘and through those doors is the Coronation Room, the Guard Room and antechamber,’ she points to their left.
She looks behind her, noticing Ari has stopped in her tracks, staring up at a tapestry. Mei-Ling approaches from behind and stares up at the tapestry too.
Ari is intrigued by the family tree that stands before her, denoting the countless generations who have lived at the palace, The Palace of The Founding Family.
Starting from the top, close to 400 years ago, she follows the names Augustus and Hadrada, down to the generations beyond. Along the way, other families blended into the tree, with names like Wiktoria, Niklas and Franz and family names of Zaria, Bogdan, Schmid, Schneider and Ivanov. She notices many of the families are second cousins marrying each other, likely a ploy to keep money and power in the family.               
But it’s the last line of the family tree that catches Ari’s eye.

A line extending to Eleanor and Maxmillian Bancroft, with three children: Jonah, Nora and Elias, to the right of the tapestry. To the left is the tree of another family extending from a shared ancestor with the Bancrofts; with the names Anton and Olga Chvostek, and children Sara, Rudy and Andre Chvostek. A great slash divides the tapestry partly between the Chvostek family tree and the rest of the families.
‘They’re related,’ Ari utters to herself, staring at the ornately embroidered piece of fabric before her.
‘We should carry on,’ Mei-Ling says, trying to usher Ari along.
Ari extends her hand out towards the tear in the tapestry, stopping short of touching it.
What happened between their families? She wonders.
She looks to the Bancroft family line, ‘What happened to Eli’s siblings?’
Mei-Ling ignores the question. ‘We need to continue on.’
Ari does not budge. ‘What happened to them?’
Mei-Ling looks around nervously and swallows hard. ‘They died.’
‘How?’
‘We are not permitted to speak on such matters.’
Ari grabs her hand in her own. ‘Tell me. Please. I need to know everything that has happened here so that I may find a way out and escape.’
Mei-Ling looks into Ari’s face, a pained expression on her own face. ‘There is no escape.’

‘No, there must be a way,’ Ari protests.
‘There is no way,’ Mei-Ling whispers, ‘my sister and I have already tried. There is no escape.’
‘I don’t believe you,’ Ari almost shouts back. ‘Tell me what happened to Eli’s bother and sister.’
Mei-Ling appears to be wrestling with her own thoughts when she finally concedes.
‘Fine, follow me.’
She leads Ari along The Hall of Tapestries to the main foyer, up through the marbled staircase, to the hallway of ornate framed paintings and crystal chandeliers. They enter gold-painted double doors, and take the limestone staircase in the spiral tower to the top of the Palace.
As Ari steps out on the threshold, her bald head is cold in the fierce winds that batter her and Mei-Ling. Her orange dress flits about her tiny figure in the dusk sky. As she looks out to the horizon, she notices the Palace is completely surrounded by water. No other structures or life are to be seen.
Ari’s heart sinks as she figures out that Mei-Ling was right.
There really is no way to escape.
They are on an island far from the mainland.
‘Nora and Jonah,’ Mei-Ling explains, whilst looking out over the limestone brick wall to the blue waves, thrashing on the sharp rocks below, ‘Eli.. he pushed them over the edge one night, without a second thought. They had an argument about us.’
Ari looks back at her, puzzled, and Mei-Ling continues, ‘They wanted us to be used in their Army, to wipe out the Founding Family’s enemies - those amassing underground - and anyone else who seems a threat. But Eli had other ideas – he is.. unhinged. He sees us as a collector’s item. The Mages, he calls us. He plans to collect us all and use us in ways I don’t even know yet.’
Ari gazes out at the waves crashing on the ominous rocks below.
‘We must find a way out of here. I will not be a collector’s item for anyone. And I will not let him get his hands on my sister.’
Mei-Ling shakes her head, tears starting to form in her dark-brown eyes, ‘my sister and I have tried. It is impossible.’
‘It is not impossible,’ Ari reveals, ‘I have a power growing inside me – one that I need to learn to harness. Even Eli has no idea I possess it. Once I master it, we will find our way out.’
Sighing, Mei-Ling nods once before she leads Ari back towards the Palace hallways.




Chapter SEVENTEEN



‘How are you holding up?’ Xavier asks Kaley, as he takes a seat next to her at the long metal table in the mess hall.
Kaley sighs a long sigh before answering, ‘I just feel so hopeless and useless. I feel like I should be up there, looking for Arielle. But instead I’m stuck down here, twiddling my thumbs and not able to help in any way, stuck with all these.. people.’ She looks sidelong at the others on the same table.
‘We’re not so bad,’ Xavier laughs with a wink, ‘I’m sure you’ll find us all to be quite charming eventually.’
Kaley doesn’t respond but instead bows here head as she pushes around the dregs of her sloppy porridge at the bottom of her cold metal bowl.
‘Look,’ Xavier says in a hush, ‘would you feel better if you helped Guy and I with the hunt for your sister?’
‘Really?’ Kaley looks up from her stale oats, blue eyes glinting in the warm light of the mess hall. ‘You would do that? You’d let me help? I would be so grateful.’
All of a sudden, to Xavier’s pleasant surprise, she throws her arms around him and gives him a tight squeeze.
‘Well I must warn you,’ Xavier says as he pulls away from Kaley, ‘it’s not all glamorous. I mean, it’s a little boring, to be honest. All we’re doing is sifting through thousands of hours of security footage, trying to gather clues.’
Kaley stands, still grinning, ‘I don’t care. I’m just so happy to be useful for once.’
She hugs Xavier once more before leaving, almost a skip in her step. He glances after her, slightly blushing as he gets back to his breakfast.



◆◆◆
 


‘Project La Vie,’ Maude mutters to herself as she and Justin scope out the last floor of the weapons laboratory.
She pours over the hundreds of broken computers glowing and buzzing, as their screens flicker in the dark, trying to find any clue as to what had happened here.
‘Over here,’ Justin calls and Maude hurries over.
He scrolls through a folder, he’d opened on one of the computers that survived the destruction that had occurred just hours before.
‘Project La Vie,’ he reads, as he opens and scrolls through the document labeled with the code name.
The document reveals plans for The Republique military to obtain The Mages, a number of commoners who live in the outside world, with genetic mutations giving them the power to heal and manipulate the earth and elements. There are ten in total, two with the power to create and manipulate fire, two with wind, two with water, two with earth and two healers – Arielle and Kaley.
‘It looks like they had some of these Mages,’ Maude says as she looks over Justin’s shoulder at the screen, casting a bluish glow over their faces.
‘There’s a tick under the two fire beings and a tick under the female wind and male water beings.’
‘So whoever stole the weapons and captured Madame Chavez, must have also taken these guys,’ Justin says, as he scrolls through the rest of the document. ‘Did you know there were more of them? I mean, not just Arielle and Kaley?’
Maude shakes her head, ‘I had no idea.’ She thinks for a moment, ‘Do you think the Colonel knew? And he wanted us to destroy them along with this place?’
Justin contemplates this for a while. Surely the Colonel wouldn’t have sanctioned a hit on innocent people who were captured by The Elites, and forced to work for their army.
Or would he?
◆◆◆
 
After confirming the ballistic missiles, rocket launchers, and other weapons had indeed been stolen, and the Weapons Factory’s Leader nowhere to be found, Justin and Maude continued with their mission’s directive. The explosion rocked the night sky as the assassins brought the facility down with their plastic explosives. As they walk back towards The City center, they discuss the note and who their new enemy might be.
‘How can all those Elite Slaves suddenly disappear without a trace?’ Maude questions, as she looks down at the rushed scrawl on the crumpled piece of paper in her gloved hand.
‘They must’ve been taken with the weapons,’ Justin shrugs.
Sirens blare in the distance as The Elite Guard Squadron’s cars race towards the fiery ball that once was The Weapons Factory. Lights flash nearby and the two assassins swiftly move into the gloomy alleyway to their right. Crouching close to the ground, Justin pulls the hood of his cloak closer over his face, enshrouding it further in deep shadow. As the lights pass into the distance and sirens die out, he and Maude move onwards to the other side of the city, where Justin is sure he’ll get some answers.
◆◆◆
 
Pouring over the security video footage again, Xavier and Guy watch every second in slow motion, trying to find any clues to the kidnapping of Arielle.
Kaley sits by Xavier, watching with furrowed brows as the video rolls through the daily routine of every inhabitant of The Underground headquarters. They’d be at it for hours after breakfast, not breaking for more than a few minutes to attend to their basic needs.
Suddenly, Kaley notices her sister wandering the halls the night before she went missing, looking about the various rooms and offices in the left wing of the headquarters. She comes across a glass office, a door is opened and a harried man emerges, almost bumping into her. Ari enters. Xavier switches to the Media Room camera footage and Ari is seen staring at the multiple screens at the far end of the office before a woman at a glass desk with purple spectacles interrupts her. They exchange pleasantries before Ari leaves and continues on her way down the hall of offices.
‘Who is that?’ Kaley asks Xavier, as he pauses on the blonde woman.
Xavier replies, ‘Julie Emdur. She’s the Chief Media Advisor to the Colonel.’
Kaley frowns as she peers more closely at the woman on the screen and Xavier un-pauses the video. He is about to cut back to the hall where Ari has exited when Kaley stops him. ‘Wait,’ she calls, placing a staying hand on Xavier’s, ‘why is she moving to the door?’ Julie follows Ari out of the office, keeping her distance from the Healer. Xavier cuts back to the hall where Ari exited but Julie is not in view. He cuts back to the Media Room footage and notices a shadow near the blind spot of the doorway.
‘Looks like she’s watching Ari from the door,’ he says, puzzled. After a few minutes the blonde woman returns to her desk and closes down the floating screens in front of her. Glancing around the room to ensure she is alone, she then clicks on her wrist communicator and speaks in hushed tones to someone on the other end.
‘Do you think she was somehow involved in Ari’s disappearance?’ Kaley asks, as she continues to watch the woman on the screen talk into the communicator.
Xavier shrugs, ‘can’t imagine why she would be involved.’
Guy joins the two as they contemplate the possibility of an Underground citizen betraying Ari and the greater cause.
‘It is possible,’ he acknowledges. ‘I also found her near The Zoo, the night that Ari disappeared.’
As the two others look over the footage Guy had saved, Kaley is all too convinced that this woman played some part in the abduction of her sister. Julie is seen to be walking a few metres behind Ari, the night she was captured, occasionally stopping to greet other members of The Underground, before intermittently whispering into her wrist communicator, whilst looking in the direction Ari went. Guy cuts to the footage outside The Zoo. Ari enters and less than five minutes later, Julie appears near the entrance. She glances around the vicinity, before moving out of shot of the camera. Suddenly, the vision becomes static and the video is lost.
‘Well, that pretty much confirms it,’ Xavier admits, ‘we need to let The Colonel know at once. Guy, you take the guards to the Media Office and make sure Julie does not leave. I’ll brief The Colonel on what we’ve found.’
Guy nods and leaves the room.
Xavier looks to Kaley. ‘Seems like you were good luck for us today – we’d been pouring over all this footage for days and not found anything remotely suspicious and today, we’ve all but found our culprit.’
Kaley beams back at him, feeling her heart swell just a tiny bit with the hope her sister might be found and that life might just get a tiny bit better. His figure is slight, dressed in the




Chapter EIGHTEEN



Ari has a sense of déjà vu as she sits in Eli’s room, hands hovering above his body, as he lay in his king size bed.


Despite the room not looking anything like the healing chambers of The Holly Oaks Centre, with its walls covered in elaborately decorated wallpaper of emerald green with tiny yellow snakes all over, lavish carpets of a deep burgundy, and decorated ceiling with motifs of The Elites who came to be in this Palace years before, being forced into healing an Elite had Ari remembering back to when her life was so different to how it was now.
Back then she had no idea that her only friend was also her only family. She did not know the assassins, Justin, Maude, Xavier and Guy, or that a resistance group was amassing with a force growing stronger by the day.
Eli lays still, eyes closed, breathing evenly as he waits for Ari’s power to start healing his many deformities. Although Ari had planned to only try tap into her other power – her darker power – and not at all attempt to heal the Elite in front of her, curiosity as to why he is the way he is got the better of her. The energy flows from her core, through her veins and out through her fingertips and palms, entering the being before her. She sees the cells and DNA with multiple mutations, gene repetitions, insertions and deletions, all defects he has had since birth. Eli opens his eyes slowly to find Ari squinting hers shut, brows furrowed in concentration.
‘So what’s the verdict?’ he asks.
Ari shakes her head as she probes deeper, trying to find anything that could have possibly been healed, if she had actually been willing. She gives up and opens her eyes. Unsure as to why she decides to tell him the truth, she explains there is no healing him. ‘I’m sorry,’ she concedes, ‘but my power cannot heal genetic mutations that were built into you from conception – I can only fix those problems that occur with ageing or for other reasons, like radiation exposure.’
Eli’s face starts to turn a ruddy shade, as he props himself on his elbows and glares into Ari’s face, ‘Do not lie to me, commoner. You agreed to this and I have let you roam the Palace and the Gardens freely. Do you want me to take these privileges away? Shall I keep you locked up with my other Collector’s items?’
Deciding to continue with her plan of tapping into her more destructive power, Ari stares back at Eli and responds, ‘very well, I will try my best and heal what I can.’
Apparently happy with this response, Eli lies back down and closes his eyes.
‘You may continue.’
With a huff, Ari places her hands back into position just inches from Eli’s torso. She fights internally, struggling for that rage and dark power she discovered she had only days ago, when she accidentally hurt Justin.
Justin.
Ari’s mind wanders as she thinks back to her first meeting with the assassin and the few moments she’s had with him afterwards. She hopes he and the other assassins are taking care of her vulnerable sister and are safe, back underground.


◆◆◆
 


Justin and Maude take the sewers to the South side of the City. Here, most buildings have been abandoned, as the Elites moved into the inner city precinct in the North, and the commoners were moved out into the various ghettos surrounding The Republique, or taken into slavery. As a result, most of the buildings lay in disrepair with antiques from the Old War surrounding them in the dirty, desolate streets.
They exit the sewers from a man-hole and walk now in the moonlight radiating from above, no chance of being spotted, as The Elites very rarely venture this far from their cozy mansions. They make their way around the rusted out cars of yore towards the end of cobblestone street, avoiding the divots of raised stone.
A tavern, known as The Harlot’s Fodder, sits in the cul-de-sac at the end of Fairweather Road. Raucous laughter can be heard before the lights issuing from the many tinted glass windows can be seen spewing out onto the road below. Justin and Maude replace their masks, revealing only their eyes under their hoods, before they enter the double wooden doors.
The tavern is the only establishment in The Rebuplique frequented by all types of folk – Elites, who are often in disguise for fear of being seen in such an institution, Sub-Elites; usually the guards of the many businesses and other franchises of the Elites, and commoners from the surrounding ghettos and occasionally far-distant towns. Despite all types of people visiting the tavern, intermingling does not occur, with sections cordoned off for each class.
Justin and Maude cross the threshold and suddenly all eyes of The Harlot’s Fodder’s patrons are on them. Unperturbed, the two assassins approach the bar at the far end. A weasely-looking man stands behind the bar, eyeing the assassins as they near, as he dries off the grimy glass in his hands with a dirty rag.
‘I don’t want no trouble,’ the Sub-Elite barman barks.
‘You will have no trouble if you give us what we want,’ Justin mutters back, eyes boring into the barman.
The barman looks him and Maude over once before yielding, ‘Rex Dawson is out the back.’ He gestures with a thumb over his shoulder.
Justin nods once before making his way around the bar, to the old-style wooden door to the right, Maude following close behind, all eyes of the tavern-folk still on their backs.
Behind an antique wooden table, in a high-back leather chair of burgundy with brass studs, sits a miserly man with a beaked nose and small squinty eyes, pulled up with the years of nip and tuck work he has had. His broad fish-like mouth curls into a smile as the two assassins enter.
‘Well if it isn’t my old friends, the Assassins of The Underground,’ he leers, hands clasped on the table in front of him, nails painted a fluorescent yellow. ‘How may I help you this time?’
Justin removes a small metal canister of bullion from his cloak and tosses it onto the table before him.
‘Payment of one million bullion for information.’
Eyeing the canister greedily, Rex licks his lips then clicks his tongue, ‘well that would depend on the information you want.’
‘Tell us about the hit on The Weapons Factory,’ Justin demands, arms folded in front of him.
Rex laughs, ‘what makes you think I would know anything about that?’
‘Tell us what you know, Sub-Elite scum,’ Maude hisses, hand resting on the pistol at her left hip.
‘Keep your guard-dog on its leash,’ Rex spits at Justin. ‘I will tell you what you want to know.’
‘Except?’ Justin knows Rex all too well to know he would not give up precious information so easily.
‘Except,’ Rex continues, ‘one million is not nearly enough.’
Without a word, Justin removes another canister from his cloak and tosses onto the table.
‘Won’t you have a seat,’ Rex asks, sweetly, gesturing to the two leather armchairs before him.
Justin and Maude make no move towards sitting.
 ‘Very well,’ Rex continues, slightly annoyed, ‘suit yourselves. What I know is quite disturbing if you believe it has merit. The Chancellor, since ascending to the position, has made it his mission to rid the World of anyone he sees as unfit to contribute to future generations. Now this does not include only commoners such as your wondrous selves, no. This also includes those like myself, and everyone out there,’ he gestures towards the door leading to the disorderly patrons of the tavern.
‘Yes,’ he continues, ‘Sub-Elites and Elites are also on his hit-list, much like they were on your own,’ he nods to Justin, ‘for reasons unknown to me. All I know is that his rantings are not just that of a madman but that of a leader with a plan for genocide.’
‘And so how is this linked to The Weapons Factory?’ Justin asks, not understanding the association.
Rex looks between Justin and Maude. ‘Don’t you see? It was made to look like The Underground resistance forces hit The Factory, taking the weapons for their own arsenal. Of course, if you believe the rumours, then The Chancellor has the weapons including the Top-Secret weapons that were in development for The Founding Family.’
‘You mean Project La Vie?’ Maude asks, tapping her masked chin with her index finger, as she contemplates the news.
Rex nods, ‘yes, indeed. The Founding Family had a top-secret weapons unit of gifted individuals, which they were funding the manufacture of. But all of a sudden it came to a grinding halt only months ago. No more funding or correspondence from The Founding Family to Monsieur and Madame Chavez.’
‘And now The Chancellor is amassing his own army with the weapons he stole and these gifted individuals,’ Justin says, more to himself.
Rex nods again, ‘exactly. And don’t expect him to stop at just what he has. He will look for the rest of them, The Mages, as they are widely known, to complete his armoury but also for the next phase of his plan.’
‘What next phase?’ Justin asks, knowing he’ll probably have to pay more for this information.
Rex taps on the table with a fluorescent yellow nailed finger. With a heavy sigh, Justin removes a smaller canister of bullion, placing it before the penny-pinching man.
‘This is all we have left,’ Justin lies, ‘five hundred thousand bullion.’
Rex contemplates this for a while before surrendering, ‘very well.’
He takes the canister in his gangly hands, circling the rim of the top with his thumb, as he speaks, ‘the next phase involves the creation of a Super-Human race.’
Justin’s eyebrows furrow as he takes in this new information.
‘He will use the genetic make up of each of these Mages to construct a new being. And he has already started,’ Rex finishes.
‘How could he have started if he hasn’t got them all yet?’ Maude asks, confused, gut turning at the thought of people like Ari and Kaley being experimented on.
‘Well,’ Rex explains, smiling at the thought of lesser people in trouble, ‘he has been extracting what he can from those he already has and is testing it out on commoners from the ghettos and those service men and women from The Weapons Factory.’
Maude feels sick to her stomach at the thought of innocent lives being tortured like this.
‘So The Chancellor is accruing an army to what? Take on The Founding Family?’ Justin asks, trying to piece together this new knowledge.
Rex shrugs, ‘if you believe it’s all true. Or he may just be a mad man with empty words.’
‘The weapons from The Factory and Madame Chavez couldn’t have just disappeared on their own,’ Maude states. ‘If you don’t believe these rumours you’re telling us, how do you explain that?’
Rex smirks, as he taps his fingers together. ‘Oh of course they had to be taken. Perhaps it was the resistance group forming beneath our feet? Why else would assassins working for The Underground Movement be here in The Republique?’
At these very words, the door to the tiny room swings open and three Elite guards storm in, phasers in hand. Before they could attempt an escape, the two assassins are in binds, falling to their knees, phasers pointed to their ribs.
‘Rex, you conniving bastard!’ Justin shouts, as his mask and hood are pulled off and a gag is shoved into his mouth.
‘What can I say?’ Rex chuckles, ‘my loyalties lie with whoever has the deeper pockets. And the deepest pockets happen to sit on The Chancellor.’
Justin and Maude are pulled out of the room and into the now empty tavern. Maude kicks out, making contact with one of the guard’s knees. In retaliation he stuns Maude, causing her to fall in a heap, paralysed. Justin head-butts another guard who is momentarily distracted by the unfolding scene, before he too is stunned with the phaser and falls, paralysed, unable to voice all the pent up curses in his throat. Thoughts of Ari swirl, as he hopes she is somewhere safe, and not a subject of The Chancellor’s experiments, and then there is only black when he receives a pistol whipping to the skull.




Chapter NINETEEN



Xavier paces in Colonel Duff’s office as he waits for further instruction on what to do next, now they know The Underground Headquarters has been breached.
Somehow, a traitor managed to infiltrate their security systems and work closely with The Colonel and had escaped the compound without a trace. On arrival to the Media Room, Guy found it empty, lights off, screens glowing a faint blue in the dark. Julie’s bed-space was also empty with all her belongings missing. Guards did not see her leave and security footage did not reveal her to be anywhere in the headquarters. She had somehow vanished without a trace.
‘I cannot get in touch with Agents Carey or Garnett,’ Colonel Duff says gruffly, as he continues to fiddle with his communicator. ‘Their locators have also gone offline.’
Xavier stops pacing and looks up at The Colonel. ‘For how long?’
‘Since last night,’ The Colonel admits. ‘They’ve gone off the radar.’
‘But that wasn’t part of their mission,’ Xavier contemplates, starting to become nervous. ‘Something is wrong.’
The Colonel shakes his head, ‘we must deal with the current issue at hand. We clearly have defectors in the midst. We must weed them out. Only then will we know who is truly loyal to our cause.’
‘But we need to find who Julie was working for,’ Xavier protests. ‘Only then can we find Arielle.’
‘That is not my priority,’ Colonel Duff grumbles. ‘Have all The Underground residents gather in the mess hall at zero six hundred tomorrow so that they will be subject to security and integrity checks.’
Xavier nods and salutes The Colonel before leaving his office.
Kaley meets him outside, after waiting anxiously for an update on their next move. As Kaley opens her mouth to speak, Xavier quickly silences her with a finger to his lips, and ushers her away.
‘Wait,’ he whispers, glancing around to ensure the coast is clear, ‘there’s something going on with The Colonel. He’s more interested in finding other traitors down here rather than go after Julie. And to make matters worse,’ Xavier continues, as they walk hurriedly towards the gym, ‘Justin and Maude have gone off the radar – they’re unreachable.’
‘But how are we going to find Ari?’ Kaley asks, worried her sister is going to be forgotten.
Xavier stops and places a calming hand on Kaley’s shoulder. ‘Don’t worry. We will find Ari,’ he reassures her. ‘But first we need to find out where Julie went. I’m sure she’ll lead us to Ari’s whereabouts.'
◆◆◆
 
Ari sits on the edge of a limestone fountain, set amongst manicured hedges and bushes styled into spirals. Interspersed between the greenery are marble statues from a time well before the War of the Ages. Many have missing upper limbs, with togas and robes styled to reveal their muscular and curvy physiques. The Palace Gardens do not sit under a glass dome like the vegetation of The Republique. The Palace must be outside the radiation fallout zone, Ari realises, as she gazes into the flowing fountain water.
Mei-Ling and Ai-Ling approach up the stone pathway, heads bowed together as they talk in hushed voices. Mei-Ling looks up and quiets her sister, on finding Ari at the fountain. Ari smiles and gestures for the sisters to join her. Obliging, Mei-Ling takes a seat near Ari, Ai-Ling following close behind.
‘Enjoying the outdoors?’ Mei-Ling asks, making conversation.
Ari nods, ‘I’ve always felt calmer around plant-life.’ She looks around at the hedges and statues, memories of The Restoration Unit of The Holly-Oaks Centre coming to her.
Mei-Ling smiles, ‘yes, we have always thrived in the outdoors.’
The three girls are quiet for a moment before Ari speaks again, ‘are there others here? I mean others like us?’ Mei-Ling and Ai-Ling exchange a glance but do not speak. ‘Eli mentioned other Collector’s items,’ Ari explains, ‘so I was wondering does he mean people like us?’
Ai-Ling discreetly nods to her sister before Mei-Ling speaks, ‘yes, there are more like us here. But they are currently being punished.’
‘Punished? How?’ Ari asks, intrigued.
Mei-Ling hesitates before continuing, ‘they refused to work with Eli and even tried to harm him. So they were.. punished.’ She quickly looks away but Ari glimpses a look of shame as she says this.
‘Did you..?’ Ari stops short, not wanting to sound accusing.
Mei-Ling and Ai-Ling exchange another look before Mei-Ling explains, embarrassment still all over her face, ‘unfortunately yes. We were forced into imprisoning them. My sister and I have the ability to manipulate the earth. We moved the earth, the trees, and buried them below the ground. Every morning, we give them nourishment.’ Mei-Ling opens her hand, revealing a syringe identical to the one she had used on Ari the first night she was captured. ‘That is where we were going, before we came across you.’
Ari smiles gently, and places her hand over Mei-Ling’s, ‘it’s not your fault. You were both forced into it.’
Mei-Ling nods, tears welling up in her eyes, ‘I sometimes think we should’ve refused and maybe we wouldn’t be where we are now.’
Shaking her head, Ari stands, ‘there is no way you could’ve predicted how all of this would turn out. But I have an idea. Perhaps if I speak to them, we can all come up with a plan to escape.’
Mei-Ling and Ai-Ling exchange another glance before Mei-Ling decides, standing too, ‘okay. We will take you to them on one condition. You must not speak of this to Eli.’
‘Of course,’ Ari agrees.
‘Shall we go,’ Mei-Ling says, as she leads Ari away from the fountain.
◆◆◆
 
Justin’s eyes flicker once, twice, then fly open. He sits up, hands bound behind his back, right ankle shackled by a plasma chain to the inside of a cold metal container. Sunlight streams in through two tiny slits where the opposite wall meets the roof, casting Maude in a yellowish glow. Groaning with a throbbing headache, Justin looks around the metal container. Maude lays in front of him, still unconscious, ankle also shackled to the cage. There is a sound of creaking wheels, as they are moved along the deserted roads of The Republique. Unsure how long they have been out, Justin tries to click on the communicator on Maude’s wrist with the toe of his boot. Nothing. Of course, Justin figures, whoever captured them must have taken the chip out of their communicators so they can no longer contact The Underground or be tracked.
Before long, the cage-vehicle comes to an abrupt stop. There is the sound of grating metal, shouting up ahead and then the door to the container slides open. Standing at the end of the vehicle, gun in hand, and smiling with a crazed expression, is Chancellor Andre Chvostek. He is dressed in a long double-breasted coat of deep blue, with brass buttons and matching slacks with a white stripe down the side of both legs. His white peaked cap with deep blue rim and gold wreath sits atop his greying hair. Flanking him on either side are two burley men, with similar uniforms of deep blue and white. Justin notices, however, instead of the insignia of The Founding Family that usually sits atop the chest of The Elite Guards, these guards have a brass pin of a feather-winged creature, fire breathing from its beak. The same symbol sits in the centre of The Chancellor’s cap.
Chancellor Chvostek notices Justin assessing his guards. ‘A Phoenix,’ he explains about the pin, ‘a pertinent symbol for the rebirth of our people, don’t’ you think, Agent Carey?’
Unsurprised that The Chancellor would know who he is, Justin drawls, ‘our people?’
Chancellor Chvostek beams, ‘why the people of Earth, the people of this New World of course. I am leading the charge for our world to be cleansed and purified so that the next generation of humankind can strive. Unlike the world we have inherited from our ancestors, where resources run thin whilst the fat-cat Elites hide in their palaces, counting their bullion, and people like us are left to suffer in silence.’ As if spurred on by his words, the two burley guards move forwards, dragging Justin and Maude, still unconscious, from the truck. Justin struggles against his binds and the arms of the guard, cursing them with every curse word he can muster, before he’s hit to the back of the head with a sabre. He hits the ground, face first, blood spitting from his lip.
‘What do you want with us?’ Justin demands, as he cranes his neck to check to see if Maude is still okay.
‘You two are to be my first subjects in our endeavor to the better the human race,’ Chancellor Chvostek explains, indifferently, ‘you should be honored.’ He nods to the guards before turning on his heel and leaving the undercover concrete garage.
Justin tries to rise to catch a glimpse of where he and Maude have found themselves, hoping to get any clues as to their whereabouts. But all he can see are concrete pillars, a concrete floor and ceiling. Long beams, emitting a cold white light, line the ceiling. Before he could move any further, Justin receives another hit to the back of his head and is out cold once more.




Chapter TWENTY



Walking through the greenery with the sounds of the ocean nearby, Ari recalls the dreams she had been having of the township she once lived in.
Mei-Ling and Ai-Ling walk ahead of her, leading her along the limestone path, set in rings radiating out from the central fountain. Manicured hedges and marble statues stand along all pathways, not a branch out of place. After approximately ten minutes, they come across a brick archway with a passageway leading under the earth. The sisters stop outside and gesture to the shadows beyond.
‘You will find them in there,’ Mei-Ling explains to Ari, ‘we will stand guard outside and you can explain to them your plan for escape.’
Unsure yet whether she can trust the sisters in front of her, Ari decides she has no other choice and enters the passageway, taking the red brick stairs into the darkness. As she descends the stairs, she sees flickering lights up ahead. Fire torches line the walls, lighting up the dirt ground as Ari continues further underground. She hears a scratching up ahead and stops in her tracks, straining to see into the dim passage, thinking the girls aboveground have betrayed her, after all.
Suddenly, a large rat scurries past her boots, causing her to jump and hit her head on the low ceiling. Cursing and wondering why of all the creatures to survive the Old War’s nuclear fallout, it had to be rats. Shuddering, Ari composes herself and continues on.
Following the torches, she enters a round cave-like structure. There are no bricks in here, only walls of dirt and mud. Tree roots from above escape through the walls at different levels. At first Ari thinks she must not be in the right place but then she notices eyes staring at her from across the way. Ari approaches slowly, unsure if her mind is playing tricks on her or if turquoise blue eyes really are buried in the mud. The eyes blink and Ari advances towards them. A face emerges, covered in dirt, almost camouflaging into the surrounding walls.
‘Hello,’ Ari greets the half-buried face, tentatively.
The turquoise eyes blink once and the girl extends a hand towards Ari. Without thinking, Ari steps backwards and the girl’s eyes are suddenly sad.
Feeling guilty, Ari moves forwards again to the half-buried girl and introduces herself, ‘I am Arielle. I have been captured, like you, by Eli to be a part of his Collection of Gifted
individuals.’
The girl stares back at Ari before slowly turning her face towards the opposite wall. Ari follows her line of vision and is shocked to see another set of eyes half buried into the cave wall. Amber eyes stare back at her. A male, perhaps slightly older than Ari is almost completely entombed in the cave wall.
Ari moves to the middle of the cave to address them both.
‘I have a plan - a plan for us all to escape back to the mainland. Escape from the clutches of the evil man above and where we can be free to live our lives away from Elites.’
The male looks back to the girl opposite and they exchange a long glance, before the girl slowly nods. Ari smiles, and bows her head in thanks, before leaving back to the gardens above.
Mei-Ling and Ai-Ling have taken up a seat on a stone bench nearby. They stand as Ari emerges from the brick passage.
‘Were you successful?’ Mei-Ling asks, hopeful.
Ari grins. ‘I was indeed. We can start the first part of our plan.’
Mei-Ling smiles back at her before she and her sister enter the passage to the cave below.
She approaches the girl first, whispering her apology before injecting the contents of the syringe into her neck. Ai-Ling approaches the male and does the same, before stepping back.
Together, the sisters raise their hands, aiming towards the dirt of cave entombing the captives. They close their eyes in concentration as the energy flows from within and out through their fingers, cracking through the dirt confines. Piece by piece, slabs of mud and dirt fall to the ground and the two captives fall forwards onto their palms, unable to stand after months of disuse of their legs. Despite this, the prisoners grin at each other, gratified with their newfound freedom.


◆◆◆
 
After slowly emerging from the cave that was their prison, the two prisoners lay on a patch of grass, eyes closed, enjoying the warmth of the sun and smell of the ocean for the first time in months. Ari sits between them, hands hovering inches from their bodies, as she restored their muscles from wastage to strength, their liver and kidneys from failing to new, their lungs from dirt-clogged to unpolluted. She finally sits back on her haunches, after working on them for an hour.
The girl opens her eyes to peer at Ari, still laying on the soft grass as she says, ‘thank you.’
Ari nods her welcome back before the girl introduces herself, ‘I am Delta. I have the gift of water.’
‘And I am Malik,’ the male says, sitting up and extending a hand to Ari, which she shakes. ‘I have the gift of air and wind.’
‘You both don’t have the same power?’ Ari asks, before feeling silly, as she notices they look nothing alike.
Delta has flowing platinum hair, cascading down her lithe form, with pale skin and pink-hued cheeks. Malik, on the other hand is contrasting, with jet-black hair set in curls, caramel-coloured skin and a stocky build.
Delta shakes her head, ‘we don’t share the same gift, no. But I do share my gift with my brother, River. He managed to escape when I was rescued by Eli’s niece.’
‘I share my gift with my sister, Hani. She was, unfortunately taken by The Rebuplique’s Weapons Elites. I was searching for her before I, too, was captured,’ Malik averts his eyes, filled with grief to the ground, as he recounts his sister’s capture.
‘Do you also share your gift?’ Delta asks Ari.
Ari nods, feeling guilty about leaving her sister back in The Underground Headquarters. ‘I have a sister, Kaley.’
They sit together quietly for a few minutes before Ari asks Delta, ‘what do you mean you were rescued by Eli’s niece? I didn’t know he had any family left. Well.. apart from the brains of his parents’
Delta shudders as she recalls meeting Eli’s parents for the first time. ‘He has a niece. The daughter of his sister Nora. She, like everyone that came before her in their weird and twisted Elite family, is betrothed to him.’

Ari looks to Mei-Ling who sits on the bench with her sister, slightly away from the two people they had imprisoned in the dirt, wondering why she had never mentioned Eli’s niece to her before. Mei-Ling catches Ari’s eye before turning away, an emotion – perhaps guilt painting her face.
‘She visits him every few months,’ Malik explains, ‘but if you ask me, I think she has been using us as a distraction.’
‘A distraction, how?’ Ari asks, confused.
‘Well, we think she is not too keen on the idea of marrying her uncle,’ Delta says. ‘Not that I blame her, even if it keeps money and power in the family.’ Delta sits up, crossing her legs in front of her, ‘so tell us, Arielle, of your grand plan for escape.’




Chapter TWENTY-ONE



After revealing her plan to the freed prisoners, Delta and Malik, and to the Earth-powered sisters, they all immediately get to work on their various assigned duties.
Whilst Ari works to distract Eli, with her fake attempts at healing him, all the while trying to tap back into that dark power she only recently discovered, the others work on a contraption that will help move them across the rough seas back to the mainland. Having being buried underground for months; Delta needs to gain her connection back to the water, and practices manipulating the waves for hours everyday. Malik assists the other girls who have being using their abilities to manipulate the earth and growing foliage, to construct and break down various sized trees, using his ability to influence the wind, to move the large trunks with ease.
Despite having the ability to control the growth of assorted plants and vegetables, it still takes days and weeks. Ai-Ling forces her energy into the seedlings buried in the earth, straining with all her might to urge them to grow fast and big and strong.
Mei-Ling attends to her master regularly, also trying to keep him distracted whilst the others continue to construct their escape raft.
Although Ari has been ‘healing’ him, his health continues to deteriorate and he is now more bed-bound than able to move about in his floating chair.
One morning, some months since the arrival of Ari, Mei-Ling enters the chambers of The Founding Families last living heir; breakfast floating in front of her on the hover-platter. Ari sits in her usual position, on a royal blue velvet pouf, beside Eli, who lies, eyes closed, on his king-size bed. Without a word, as Ari continues to concentrate on her task, hands hovering inches from the frail body before her, Mei-Ling sets the platter of pastries, fruits and juice on the bed-side table. Ari opens one eye, trying to look at Mei-Ling, to give her a sign of her camaraderie but Mei-Ling avoids her gaze before leaving the room, the door closing with a silent click.
Confused as to what had just happened, Ari looks back towards the door, hands now in her lap.
Could Mei-Ling be having second thoughts about their escape plan?
Maybe she is just worrying it might not work.
Ari sighs, hoping that is all it was, before Eli slowly rouses, gazing up at The Healer.
‘Is our session already over?’ he asks disappointed, voice cracking with frailty.
As Ari peers down at the man in front of her, now half the size of what he was when they had first met, a lump forms in her throat, as she feels guilty about what she was doing to him.
But he captured her and the others and if he had his way he would also have her sister. Guilt now buried, Ari nods before standing, and straightening out the petticoat of her black and white uniform.
‘I am afraid it is over for today.’
Eli closes his eyes and smiles slightly, ‘very well. Same time tomorrow I suppose.’
Ari agrees before she makes for the door but then Eli says, ‘my niece will be visiting tomorrow, actually. So we may need to reschedule.’
‘Oh,’ Ari stops dead in her tracks at the first mention of Eli’s remaining living relative.
Opening his eyes slowly, Eli continues, ‘yes, she is bringing me a special gift. A surprise she says. I do hope it is a body or two for my parents to inhabit. I have been feeling a little lonely since they left their decaying bodies behind.’
At no sign of stopping the conversation, Ari returns to the pouf, hoping to maybe get some more information about Eli and The Palace that may assist in the prisoners’ escape.
‘My niece and I are the only living heirs of The Founding Family. Well that is a lie actually. I mean, yes, we are the last of the Bancroft line, but then there is my pesky cousin – the one who calls himself Chancellor.’
Ari leans forward, listening intently as Eli says with a sneer, ‘Chancellor Chvostek. He thinks he has power not that he is the leader of The Republique. But he has no power. Power only belongs to us – The Founding Family. We are the ones who founded The Elites. We are the ones who established this New World Order, where those who had power, money and fame thrived after the Old War, and those who had little to contribute to the New World, were treated as the refuse that they are.’
Ari raises her eyebrows at this remark but says nothing, as Eli talks on.
‘Without my family stepping in to sort out the anarchy that started to spread with the Nuclear war, the world as it is today would not exist. It would instead be a world of chaos, where everyone must fight for their own survival and soon enough the human race would have ceased to exist.’
‘So you’re saying your family saved the human race?’ Ari cannot believe that Eli really believe he has done humans, like her, a favour by coming to power, and appointing certain individuals supremacy over others. She is bewildered to think that he, possibly like every other Elite and Sub-Elite trying to Ascend to Elite status, believe in this nonsense he is sprouting that by living with this class-system, the world is a better place.
‘Why of course,’ Eli says, turning his face towards Ari. ‘My dear parents, Eleanor and Maximillian, they were the true pioneers. They single-handedly saved us all.’
‘And what happened to your cousin?’ Ari asks, remembering back to the torn section of the family tree tapestry hanging in the hall above them.
Eli snickers as he recalls the animosity of their two families. ‘They did not believe The Founding Family’s power should have gone down our family line but instead down the Bogdan and Chvostek families. Can you believe that utter nonsense?’
Before Ari could answer, Eli resumes his speech, ‘and so they attempted to assassinate my dear parents. They did not succeed of course; but my parents found out and their whole family was sentenced to Capital Punishment. Andre begged for his life, like the coward he is, agreeing to leave the City of Secrets, in exile, whilst the rest of family faced the firing squad. And then years later, the sniveling weasel ends up in The Republique, vying for the power he has always craved.’
Recalling the dream she had of The Chancellor slaying her friends and sister, Ari shudders at the thought of someone more power hungry and irrational than the man before her.
Eli sighs, and waves Ari away with the dismissal of a hand, ‘I am tired now. You may leave.’
As Ari wanders the marble foyer to the glass-paned double doors and out to the manicured gardens, her head swims with this new information she was not expecting to hear. Chancellor Chvostek had been crowing about making the World a better place after vying for the power he has craved for years.
And now he has it - and who knows what he is going to do with it.




Chapter TWENTY-TWO



As Ari makes her way across the gardens to the southern entrance of the Palace, she stops dead in her tracks.




A blonde woman with purple spectacles stands near the glass double doors, face turned towards the frail man in his floating chair.
Julie Emdur, The Underground Colonel’s media advisor.
She was his niece.
Before Ari could duck and hide, Eli turns his gaze on her and waves her over.
‘My dear Arielle,’ he says, ‘I would like you to meet my niece, Julie Bancroft.’
Ari looks to the blonde woman, realising she had been sold out by the woman she had greeted the first night she arrived at the resistance headquarters. Did the others know she was a traitor? That she was a part of The Founding Family and betrothed to her own uncle?
Smirking at Ari, Julie extends a hand, ‘oh but dearest Eli, we have already met.’
Eli chortles, ‘of course you have, how could I forget. I did send you to the resistance underground to meet these very precious Healers and bring them to me, after all.’
Starting to panic as to the reason Julie was here with a surprise for Eli, Ari hopes that her sister is still underground and safe with the assassins.
‘Tell me of your surprise, dear love,’ Eli asks his niece.
Ari notices Julie suppress a shudder before faking a smile and answering, ‘if we head down to the basement, you will see.’
Clasping his hands together in glee, Eli follows his niece down to the basement, ushering Ari along with them.


◆◆◆
 
As they arrive at the silver sliding doors of the basement, Mei-Ling meets them at the entrance. The doors slide open and Ari’s worst fear is realised as she sees her sister imprisoned in the blue beam, to the centre of the room.
Eli floats towards her, circling the beam in his chair, eyeing her like a prized horse. He turns back towards his niece, beaming, ‘my collection of Healers is complete!’
Julie nods, ‘that’s right. And I have an idea of the whereabouts of the other Mages.’
‘Oh ho,’ Eli raises an eyebrow in anticipation of hearing the location of the others he wishes to collect.
‘Your cousin has them,’ she explains. ‘Last I heard they were in the possession of The Republique’s Weapons Industry but then Andre and his forces stormed the place, stealing the weapons including the mages they had imprisoned.’
As she and Eli talked, Ari slowly makes her way towards her sister, locked in the paralysing beam. Heart breaking, Ari wants to hold her sister and apologise for failing her.
How could she have let this happen?
She falls to her knees at the feet of her sister as tears fall silently making a small puddle on the cold white floor. Mei-Ling approaches her from behind, and lays a hand softly on her shoulder.


◆◆◆
 


Kaley watches the scene unfolding before her, wanting to scream and shout, and tell her sister everything is going to be okay. She wishes she could tell her sister that this was a part of her plan all along. A plan she had come up with Xavier and Guy to infiltrate the Palace and rescue her sister. Her heart shatters into a million pieces at the sight of Ari falling to the floor with the look of hopelessness and guilt on her face.
Almost two months ago, after she and the two assassins had figured out that there was a traitor in their midst, they tailed Julie from The Underground headquarters through The Abandoned Caves and above ground to a nearby small town of Sub-Elites and common slaves.
The town, known as Everdell, lies northwest of the caves and The Republique, and was one of the few to continue to thrive after The Old War and nuclear fallout, with the trade of various items made by the commoners. Such items include textiles of silk, powders and tints compounded into the make-ups and paints used by The Elites to keep themselves looking young.
Xavier, Guy and Kaley had tracked her into the town but soon lost her trail. Xavier’s informant, Lars, a small man with uneven limbs - a result of the continuing sequelae of the nuclear war - who runs a bed and breakfast in Everdell, advised them that Julie had indeed ventured through the town and last he had heard had moved on to The City of Syn, where she planned to blow the million of bullion she recently came into. She had picked up a couple of male suitors at the town tavern before heading out of town and making her way further north.
The two assassins and the Healer made their way back to The Underground where they could reconvene and plan their next move. Despite having renewed hope they might finally find Arielle, their hearts sank further day by day, at the never-ending absence of news of their fellow assassins, Justin and Maude.
Colonel Duff had been deploying sentries above ground for any clues as to their whereabouts, but they would either return without news or did not return at all.
One day a sentry returns with new information on the threat brewing to the East. He tells The Colonel of an army amassing, with weapons of ballistic missiles, tanks from the Old World revamped for the current climate, and thousands of people enslaved in the re-opened uranium mines.
Others reported of hearing rumours of people being rounded up from the surrounding ghettos, and being taken into camps where they were subject to torture and used in experimentation.
After finally getting the approval from The Colonel, Xavier, Guy and Kaley set out for The City of Syn, in pursuit of the traitor who kidnapped their friend.


◆◆◆
 
The City of Syn was unlike any place Kaley had ever seen before. The skycrapers are rounded and soaring into the sky. Adjoining them are multiple skywalks – bridges enclosed in glass, allowing the citizens to walk amongst the clouds. Bright screens sit atop almost every building, flashing lights of rainbow colours with various images of Elites promoting the activities of The City, ranging from gambling, to parties, to brothels. The streets are teeming with Elites and Sub-Elites from The City itself and surrounding towns and cities, a sure contrast the oft deserted streets of The Republique.
Keeping their identities concealed behind black cloaks and masks, the three newcomers walk along the busy streets, heading for The Casino.
Kaley is overwhelmed by the sights, smells and sounds – struggling to block it out as she keeps her head down and follows with assassins in front. Women dance in the street, bodies hardly covered, with dresses of gold and silver threads, draped over their skin. Elite men and women ogle the women, who most definitely were enslaved by The City’s people.
Further ahead, a man walks on all fours, a leash tied around his neck, held by a fat man in a green and yellow checked peacoat, vest and brown slacks. He laughs and his squinty eyes almost close, his fish-like mouth stretches tight across his painted face, as he forces the man to act like an animal in the street.
Before Kaley could think about running and hiding from the horrific sights of The City, they come across The Casino. Going over their plan one last time, they shed their cloaks and masks, and emerge like butterflies from their cocoons, dazzling all as they enter the gaudy building.




Chapter TWENTY-THREE



‘Welcome! Welcome!’




A stout man, a Sub-Elite, greets the two assassins and the Healer, his face painted almost a ghostly white, cheeks a swirl of pink, and moustache a pale grey. His pinstripe suit of white and red, matches his top hat. He holds a gold pocket-watch in one hand and walking stick in the other and bows as the three newcomers cross the threshold.
Dressed in a turquoise blue and green sequin covered gown and white silk gloves to her elbows, Kaley is escorted on either arm by Xavier and Guy. Her blonde hair is set in ringlets around her pale face, a silver circlet around her forehead, encrusted with tiny sparkling gemstones. Xavier wears a black and white coat and tails, Guy a suit of stark white, and matching top hat. Together they approach the bar at the far end.
Black drapes hang from the ceiling with heavy crystal chandeliers, casting shadows over the black walls and red velvet couches and poufs scattered amongst the craps, roulette and card tables, and various poker machines. Sprinkled around the furniture and machines are Elites and Sub-Elites, dressed in gowns and suits, appearing as if they are trying to outdo one other with as flamboyant an outfit as possible.
Leaning on the polished bar top, the assassins and the Healer look out to the crowd before them.
‘According to Lars,’ Xavier whispers to the others, ‘Julie has to be here. This place is her weakness, and she’s known to frequent it with numerous beaus, trying to avoid heading back home.’
‘Who doesn’t want to blow all their money and sleep around, instead of heading home?’ Guy asks, shrugging his shoulders as he takes a swig of his golden drink.
Kaley peers out into the faces of the crowd, scanning for the blonde woman who stole her sister away from her.
‘There!’ she exclaims, nudging Xavier to his left side, and gesturing with her head.
Following her line of vision, Xavier looks over to find Julie, dressed in a short silver dress, black fishnet stockings and jacket of pink and black feathers, huddled around a craps table with numerous men surrounding her. She cheers as she wins and drapes herself around one of the men. Xavier nods to Kaley and she starts to put her plan into action.
Stumbling forwards towards the craps table, Kaley staggers and loses her footing. She falls, landing onto her knees and palms. A male with a painted face and so much nip and tuck that his features are almost completely frozen, attends to her, helping her to her feet.
Feigning being drunk, she thanks him, and plants a sloppy kiss on his stretched fish-like lips, making a scene. All eyes of the craps players are now on her as the game is halted. Julie eyes her as she stumbles onwards towards a nearby poker machine and starts to turn the handle.
Murmuring a few words to the men nearby, Julie slips away, and hides behind a black column. She clicks on her communicator and speaks to someone on the other end. Xavier and Guy see two males dressed in black suits on the first floor move to the railing looking over the gamblers below, talking into their wrists.
Xavier smiles - they’ve taken the bait.
Kaley turns the poker machine handle a few more times before she rises and makes her way towards the ladies-room. Following from afar are the two assassins and the two men in black. Kaley enters the bathroom, and before long is followed in by the two men in black. As she exits the toilet cubicle, she is hit with a phaser to the back, and convulses as she falls to the tiled floor, paralysed. She is lifted into the air and out of the bathroom, behind the bar and down stairs to the rear exit of The Casino. Trailing close behind are the assassins, keeping an eye on their bait. Before long, she is bundled into a waiting van, which speeds off into the night.
Unbeknownst to Julie and the men in black, Kaley wears a tracker on her thigh. Guy opens his own tracker device and a tiny red dot flashes on the floating map, just above his right wrist. The dot moves from the centre of the City towards the dock to the north of the city.
They come upon the black windowless van parked on the dock up ahead. Hiding behind the metal containers rusted out after sitting in the same place for the last hundred years, Xavier and Guy spy on Julie and her cronies, loading a number of small crates on a hover-boat. Julie follows behind as they lift Kaley’s lifeless body from the van and board the hover-boat.
As the boat starts to leave at speed, leaving choppy waves behind, the two assassins swiftly lose their cloaks, revealing grey-black suits clinging to their bodies like a second skin. The attached masks have an inbuilt oxygen tank, allowing them to breathe effortlessly underwater as they dive in and shoot their arrows that connect to the stern, dragging them with it. Once the boat has moved out of the canal and into open water, it slows.
Xavier and Guy silently surface and board the hover-boat, keeping low behind the crates. Keeping an eye on Kaley, Xavier speaks low into his communicator, relaying their whereabouts to The Underground’s forces.
Kaley starts to rouse but before she could move too much, Julie plunges a syringe deep into the side of her neck and she stills. Julie barks orders to her cronies – one of whom heads the boat at the helm and the other standing guard by their captive.
The sun starts to rise over the horizon, casting shades of purple and orange across the thick clouds. Before long, the silhouette of palace spires, a winding bridge and stone buildings come into view. As the hover-boat nears, Xavier is somewhat impressed at the longevity of the Palace that still stands despite the wars that have waged over the last few hundred years.
Limestone bricks and stained-glass windows reflect off the waves caressing the white-sandy beach. To the east is the dens brush of trees that end in a granite outcrop, and to the west the manicured gardens of the Palace.
The hover-boat slows and is brought to the dock on the beach with the slow rising tide. Before the boat makes berth, the two assassins dive overboard, keeping hidden beneath the waves. Julie emerges from the boat’s deckhouse, followed by her cronies who carry Kaley to a waiting carriage, programmed to move on it’s own without a driver or horses. Continuing to track the red dot, they make their way up the deserted stone bridge to the out wall of the Palace.
Mei-Ling meets Julie at the tall wooden doors of the Palace, and the party of three including their captive, are taken to the basement floor where Kaley is now prisoner.
◆◆◆
 
Ari rises from the floor as she is summoned to attend to Eli’s healing. She looks back once more at her sister, vowing in her heart to rescue her from the clutches of the mad-man that resides here and make him and his twisted niece pay for what they have done, not only to them but to the others he has collected.




Chapter TWENTY-FOUR



White walls with blood splatter.




White floors and a river of deep red blood cuts through to the drain in the centre.
White lights flicker on and off, with a constant buzzing that now fills every corner of Justin’s brain.
He tries to count back the days he has been laying on this gurney in this room but each day merges into the next.
Every day he is wheeled in to the blood spattered room.
Every day he is wheeled out and sat in solitary confinement.
He thinks it is morning but usually Chvostek’s guards try to confuse him with taking him back to the room more than once in a day and some days keeping him only in solitary confinement.
He feels he will soon go mad with the hundreds of needles poked into his arms, legs and neck, the wires connecting to his head and chest, and the guards coming in and out, with their head scientist never acknowledging him as an actual human being.
Worse than the torture he is subjected to daily in the laboratory, the guards will purposely leave the door open so he could hear the screams of his friend next door.
This day was one of those days.
Justin clenches his jaw, suppressing a scream of his own as a long, thick needle is inserted into his neck, a thick substance injected into his jugular vein. His eyes fly open at the sound of his friend’s agony.
Maude!
Maude!
Justin struggles against the binds holding him down on the gurney, body writhing and bucking.
Success.
His elbow connects with the Head Scientist’s temple, knocking her to the floor. The guards hurry to her aide, but she shakes them off and rises to her feet, laughing hysterically.
‘You’ve got some fight back in you it seems, Agent Carey,’ the scientist croons, wiping the trace of blood sprouting from her split lip.
‘Show me some more of that spirit,’ she murmurs close to his right ear, as she places her blood-stained finger across his lips, before caressing his scar.
Maude screams again before there is absolute silence.
Justin falls limp, arms still by his sides.
‘Come on Agent Carey,’ the scientist continues, ‘where has that spunk gone?’ She plunges another syringe into his jugular, and fiddles with the monitors connected to his forehead. ‘Maybe we need to get our hands on your girlfriend. Then we will see some results.’
‘Don’t you dare -,’ Justin starts before he is cut off. The image of Ari’s face is what has been keeping him sane these last months.
The scientist laughs and her black curls bounce around her round face.
Justin thought Doctor Cecilia Hadrad, as she was known, could have been pretty – beautiful even, if she didn’t have such evil in her soul.
‘Oh we will get want we want eventually, Agent Carey,’ she croons before leaving the laboratory, white coat trailing behind her long slim legs.




Chapter TWENTY-FIVE



Ari is running through trees, barefoot, arms and legs snagging on stray branches.


She runs as fast as her lungs will allow her. Burning in her chest, she pants, looking back as she tries to outrun her pursuer. A wolf follows close on her heels, yellow eyes glowing in the dark. Ari trips on a half buried tree root landing hard on her hands and knees. Dazed, she gets to her feet, trying to figure out which was to run.
There’s a low growl nearby and yellow eyes appear between the trees. A wolf with a grey-brown coat prowls forwards. The wolf disappears only to be replaced by Chancellor Chvostek, leering at the girl in front of him. Ari tries to run but is frozen in his stare.
She feels a warm sticky fluid dripping from her hands onto her bare feet. Looking down, Ari is shocked to find her hands covered in blood. At her feet are the blood-drained bodies of Kaley, Justin, Maude, Xavier and Guy. A silent scream leaves her mouth as she kneels by the bodies.
How could this happen? She looks up, eyes meeting with the man in front of her.
Chancellor Chvostek sneers, ‘this is your fault. You did this.’
Shaking her head in denial, Ari shouts back, ‘liar!’ only to find a bloodied dagger in her right hand. Shocked, she drops it in the dirt.
‘No, no,’ she cries as more bodies appear – Delta, Malik, Ai-Ling.
All of a sudden, Ai-Lings eyes fly open and she turns her head towards Ari, ‘do not trust her. She cannot be trusted.’
Before Ari could ask whom Ai-Ling was referring to, she wakes, finding herself tangled in the gold silk sheets of her bed. Faint moonlight peeks through the barred window, casting shadows of the neighbouring trees across the room. Trying to make sense of the nightmare, she climbs out of bed to wash her face in the adjoining washroom. She gazes at her reflection in the mirror above the sink, her dark-brown hair now framing her face to her chin.
Who couldn’t she trust?
Julie? She knew that already.
Perhaps there is another wolf in sheep’s clothing amongst them all in the Palace.


◆◆◆
 
Struggling to sleep after her dream, Ari sit on the end of her bed, legs tucked under her, as she stares into the trees just beyond her window. A slight breeze causes the leaves to rustle, causing the shadows in her room into a trance-like dance. Without thinking, she places her palms against the glass pane and closes her eyes. Her energy starts to flow; slowly at first then all of a sudden it bursts forth as the images of her dream replay in her mind. Her eyes slam open as she sees the result of the power she has been searching for these past months. Where once stood a beautiful tree with full braches of leaves of all shades of green, now stood its carcass. Gnarled, bare branches and a grey-black trunk full of death and decay. Pinching herself to make sure this was not an extension of her dream, she stands and twirls on the carpet in celebration.
She did it.
She finally found that power that has been hidden inside her for so long.
It was time.
Time to rescue her sister and for all of The Mages to escape.
Ari changes into a simple outfit of black slacks and knitted pullover before silently exiting her room, barefoot. She creeps along the Hall of Tapestries, soundlessly making her way to Eli’s room – a room she has attended daily for the last two months. She comes across the Tapestry of Eli’s Family tree and stops to look at it one last time.
Slowly, she extends a hand to the torn surface, where the name of The Chancellor is embroidered. Images of The Chancellor’s cruel face enter Ari’s mind. He was even more twisted than the Founding Family’s last living heir, with a plan for rebuilding the human population through genocide. All the more determined to escape, she hurries further along the Hall to the marbled staircase, taking each stair by two, before hitting the bottom floor. A shadow out of the corner of her eye catches her attention. She immediately hides under the staircase as a figure approaches from up ahead.
Julie appears, apparently lost in thought, as she paces the Palace foyer once, twice, then moves on to the basement. Curious, Ari decides to follow, hoping she might be able to use her power first on Julie, free her sister then take care of Eli. She might even get rid of the brains just to be sure there could be no more evil power of The Founding Family that could be resurrected. Ari enters the opened door to the basement laboratory, and sees Julie pacing again, this time before her sister, still imprisoned by the blue beam. She approaches, crouching, and hides behind a computer panel, as she listens.
To her surprise, Julie is crying.
‘I did what I had to,’ Julie says, still pacing, tears flowing freely down her face. ‘I did what I did to you and your sister to save myself.’
Ari realises she is talking to Kaley. Could she be apologising?
‘I was betrothed to my uncle from the day I was born. It was the Bancroft way. It was how they kept their bullions, their power. By keeping it all in the family. But it’s not normal. I can’t do it.’
Julie starts to sob harder as she approaches the far wall, taps on the adjacent touchpad and with a slight hiss, the wall opens to reveal Eli’s parents.
Ari kneels as she peers over the top of the computer panel, trying to glimpse what Julie was up to. Standing before the brains, Julie stares at them for some time, before lifting one off the white shelf, disconnecting the wires from the data mainframe. She whispers something incomprehensible before she hoists the glass canister above her head and without warning, slams it into the polished white floor with a crash!
Before Ari could blink there is another crash and glass splintering as Julie throws the other brain to the floor. Julie kneels before the two brains, now exposed to the outside world, sitting in a puddle of green-yellow fluid. She places her head in her hands, shoulders shuddering with her sobs.
Before Ari could rise to her feet to approach her trapped sister, she hears a blood-curdling scream from behind her.
‘What have you done?! What have you done?!’ Eli floats into the centre of the room, face aghast with the state of his parents, drying out on the floor.
Without looking up Julie replies, voice surprisingly calm and steady, ‘I had no other choice.’
‘But why?!’ Eli’s face now reflecting rage, ‘why did you hurt my parents? I cannot bring them back from this.’
‘Because I did not know how else to escape my fate,’ Julie responds, getting to her feet, ‘I cannot marry you and continue the Bancroft family line.’
Eli starts to tear out his hair, ‘so you murdered my parents then tell me you will no longer continue The Founding Family’s legacy? How could you do this? It is your destiny. It is our responsibility. How else can we continue to rule the New World?’
Julie shakes her head in disdain, ‘I do not care for The Founding Family. You killed my mother – your own sister. You were all twisted anyway. I’m doing the New World a favour by getting rid of them,’ she points to the two brains, ‘and refusing to copulate with you.’
A sound crossed between a screech and roar leaves Eli’s mouth, as he lunges forwards, out of his chair, arms reaching for Julie’s throat. His hands make contact as they both fall to the floor. Eli continues to squeeze, eyes crazed, as Julie’s face starts to turn blue. Then, as quick as he started killing Julie, he quickly releases her and apologises.
Coughing, Julie sits up, ‘you know we can’t go through with it.’
Eli lays where he is, staring up at the ceiling, ‘why?’
‘Because you love her,’ Julie explains and Eli doesn’t respond. ‘Don’t you want to do what’s best for you? And not The Founding Family.’
‘We are The Founding Family,’ Eli states.
Julie shakes her head, ‘we are the remnants of a Family that took advantage of us. Why do you think I got you all these gifts? Out of the goodness of my heart? To appease to my future husband? No, I did it so I can get what was owed to me – my inheritance – and leave this place. I wanted to move far, far away.’
‘You wouldn’t have gotten very far, dear Julie,’ Eli sniggers. ‘You would’ve only made it as far as The City of Syn.’
Julie laughs a hoarse laugh, then touches the red marks on her neck, before replying, ‘well I needed to be selfish. And so do you. You love that woman. She loves you too. Why not make it simple and be with her?’
Wondering whom they were talking about, Ari hears a click from behind her, before two metal canisters are thrown across the floor, to the centre of the room, spewing brown gas into the air. Ari tries to find her way through the thick fumes, eyes watering from the intensity of the smell, as she inches forwards towards the faint blue of the beam before her. Two figures rush past either side of her, and suddenly, the gas is gone.
Ari takes in a deep breath, filling her lungs with the fresh air, before smiling broadly from ear to ear as she gazes upon the scene unfolding before her.




Chapter TWENTY-SIX



Eli and Julie sit on the floor, brains before them, hands bound behind their backs.


Pointing their sabres at the two now prisoners, are Xavier and Guy. Xavier looks over to Ari and winks. She is so happy to see them but a thought starts to form in the back of her mind – where are Justin and Maude? And why weren’t they here? Pushing these thoughts away, Ari runs forward and wraps her arms around her friends’ necks.
‘I can’t believe you found us,’ she exclaims.
Xavier points towards Julie with his sabre, ‘once we baited her, you weren’t too hard to find.’
Julie scowls at her captors but doesn’t reply.
Xavier continues, ‘oh that’s right, you didn’t know. Kaley over there played you – she was the bait that led us here.’
Ari is amazed, as she turns towards the blue beam, to her sister, only to find the beam now empty. She runs towards it, searching for Kaley, only to find, to her horror, her sister a captive also. Mei-Ling stands behind Kaley, tugging her head back by her short blonde curls, knife to her exposed throat.
‘Mei-Ling?’ Ari cannot believe what she is seeing.
‘I tried to do the right thing,’ Mei-Ling says, voice quiet. ‘I tried to do the right thing for the New World. Serving The Founding Family is the right thing, Arielle. Don’t you see? We can Ascend to a higher status, and with our powers, we can continue a line of better humans.’
‘What are you saying? Where are the others?’ Ari looks around, hoping the others are safe.
‘They are back underground, where they belong,’ Mei-Ling continues, voice steady, but her hand trembles with the knife to Kaley’s neck.
‘You see, they did not agree with me. Even my own sister. Can you believe that? Can you believe I was betrayed by my own sister, Arielle?’
Ari does not reply, as she searches the room for a way to rescue her sister.
‘I lost everything once,’ Mei-Ling says, ‘but I won’t this time. I found my love,’ she gestures to Eli, ‘and I intend to live my life as an Elite.’ She now addresses the assassins, ‘release them, or this one dies.’
Kaley shouts, ‘don’t do it!’
Mei-Ling’s face scrunches up in fury, as she digs the knife into Kaley’s skin, drawing blood, but then there is an explosion and the door and wall to the basement is a pile of rubble.
As the dust clears, Ai-Ling, Delta and Malik stand before them.
Mei-Ling scrambles to her feet, blood spilling from a gash on her forehead. Kaley rushes over to Ari who has been knocked unconscious with the force of the blast. Xavier and Guy still hold their sabres to Eli and Julie’s chests.
‘Oh what fresh hell is this?’ Xavier says, as he looks upon the girl who caused such destruction.
‘You are truly naïve, sister,’ Ai-Ling says to Mei-Ling, ‘to think I could not escape a prison of your making. You forget that my power is much more developed than your own.’
Mei-Ling lets out a high-pitched scream before launching her arms forwards, energy bursting from her fingers tips, picking up the rubble and throwing it towards her sister. She gets to her feet and brings her fists down around her, at the same time causing the basement to shake, dust falling from the ceiling, as the marble pillars are pulled through the ground floor, below.
Delta, Malik and Ai-Ling, scramble in all directions, as they avoid the concrete, limestone and marble. Kaley, drags Ari to safety, beneath an upturned desk, as she lays her hands over her sister, willing for her healing to happen faster. Xavier and Guy pull their prisoners with them as they move across the room towards the exit, passing Kaley and Ari.
‘This place is going to come crashing down,’ Xavier says, panting, ‘we’ve got to move now.’
Kaley follows close behind, pulling Ari’s lifeless body with her.
Delta and Malik shout to Ai-Ling, as they too leave the basement.
The two sisters, however, continue to fight, using their power to manipulate the Earth to throw rocks hewn out of the Palace floors. There is another shudder as the ceiling above starts to crack, before caving in. Ai-Ling ducks out of the way, fleeing up the remaining stairs to the floor above. She follows the others out of The Palace doors, onto the courtyard below. They continue to run as The Palace falls into a heap, spires collapsing, stain-glass windows imploding, walls now a pile of twisted metal and stone.
Ai-Ling looks back at the destruction, falling to her knees, crying at the realization her sister lies beneath the debris. Delta and Malik, place a hand on either shoulder in comfort, as they look out to the place that was their Prison for so many months.
Kaley continues to work on her sister, healing energy flowing out through her fingers and into the unconscious body. Ari’s eyes flicker a few time and then open. She smiles up at her sister, before rising to hug her, squeezing tight.
Approaching slowly, Guy tentatively advises them all that it is time to leave The Island to head back to the mainland. The group makes their way through the low-lying scrub towards the white sandy beach, where a boat is docked.
‘Well this sure beats our sad excuse for a raft,’ Malik jokes, as he boards the boat.
He jumps suddenly, bumping into Delta as she boards shortly after him.
‘Watch it,’ she scolds. Before following his line of sight, to see Julie’s cronies slumped in the corner, blood plastered to their faces.
Ari and Kaley sit port side, as Kaley recounts the events of the last two months that led her to find her sister.
‘I cannot believe you put yourself up to be bait,’ Ari grins, as she admires her sister’s sequined dress and white silk gloves.
‘Why not?’ Kaley shrugs. ‘I’m not about to let you become a bad-ass whilst I continue to mope. It was time I stepped up to the plate and did what I had to in order to help you.’
‘Well I’m glad you are now too, a bad-ass, as you say’ Ari laughs.
She looks up as Xavier and Guy board the boat with their captives in tow.
‘Where are Justin and Maude?’ Ari asks her sister.
Kaley tries to avoid answering by looking into the waves, ‘do you ever wonder if there are still sea creatures out there?’
‘Kaley. Please tell me.’
Kaley’s eyes are downcast as she looks back to her sister and tells her the truth. ‘They went missing a couple of months ago. They went out to complete their mission in The Republique, to take down their Weapons Industry and no one has heard from them since. Their communicators and trackers are offline. Sentries are searching for some news but generally came back empty handed. There is some talk of Chancellor Chvostek re-opening the uranium mines in the East and enslaving thousands of people to work for them. There is some thought that maybe Justin and Maude are there.’
A rushing sound fills Ari’s ears, and she feels light-headed, as she processes this news. Justin and Maude missing.
How could this happen?
They were skilled assassins, able to blend into the darkness and their surroundings, only being found when they wanted to be. Ari looks over to Xavier and Guy who now emerge from the boat’s hull, having stowed their prisoners below deck. She notices Xavier’s usual happy-go-lucky demeanour lacking and Guy’s usual stoic appearance more resigned than she remembered. Justin and Maude’s disappearance must be at the forefront of their minds.
Instead of troubling them further with questions, Ari decides to approach Ai-Ling, who sits alone at the stern of the boat, gazing out at the moonlight reflecting off the choppy waves.
‘How are you doing?’ Ari asks quietly, as she sits by her.
Ai-Ling shakes her head. ‘I knew she was planning on betraying us,’ she says, continuing to gaze out to sea. ‘I tried my best to dissuade her from making this mistake. But she wouldn’t listen. She wanted me to join her in becoming Eli’s mistress too so that we could both Ascend.’              
‘I’m sorry,’ Ari whispers, unsure what else to say.
‘I never thought she’d try to hurt me,’ Ai-Ling murmurs, as she hugs her knees close to her body, resting her head on them. ‘We’d been through so much together, from when we were taken from our family when we were only children, and forced to work in the Southern uranium mines. Our earth-wielding abilities came in handy for mining, you see. Then we were rescued by Julie and taken to live with Eli and his siblings.
‘Mei wasn’t always in love with him – she, like the rest of us, worked on a plan for escape. But slowly, he manipulated her. He convinced her that she would become Elite if she did as he said. He convinced her to murder his siblings, so that they would not ascend to the Head of their family, as he wanted all the power for himself.
‘And having all of us, as his collector items wasn’t just for that purpose – it was so we would work with him, to help him continue to hold on to that power. He wanted us to be his personal army, to protect him from anyone who would seek to take his place and power.’
He must have thought that Chancellor Chvostek would come for him, Ari thought, as she continued to listen to Ai-Ling.
‘So my sister was sucked in by his lies and deceit. And now she’s dead,’ Ai-Ling says as quietly as the breeze that twists her black curtain of hair about her face.
‘We are near the mainland,’ Delta says to the two girls, as she approaches them and sits by Ari, Malik joining shortly after.
‘I wonder if we can finally find our families,’ she whispers to herself, as she rests her head on Ari’s shoulder.
‘I sure hope so,’ Malik says, determined. ‘I vowed I will stop at nothing to find my sister.’
The stars start to wink down at them in the night sky and before long the boat is mooring at a worn jetty. The timber piles are covered in algae and barnacles. Holes pepper the wooden planks, some almost as wide as the plank itself. As Ari crosses the jetty in the dark, she almost slips, catching her foot on the edge of one of the holes, steadying herself before falling. Xavier catches her from behind, as they follow Guy who escorts their two captives up ahead.
‘Try not to fall in,’ Xavier laughs, as he steadies Ari. ‘I must admit I’m not the greatest swimmer.’
‘You don’t need to know how to swim when I’m around,’ Delta says as she passes them by and with the clap of her hands, two waves rise nearby the jetty then slam into each other, before falling back into the ocean.
Once they have all made it to the other side of the jetty onto dry land, they reconvene and try to work out where they are and how to get back to The Underground.
Guy clicks on his communicator and a map of the mainland appears, floating inches above his wrist. A tiny red dot indicates their location. With his thumb and forefinger, Guy pinches the pixels of the map, zooming in to where they are. He turns the map with his finger, and it flattens out in the same plane they are standing. He flicks through the map to the nearest town – a ghetto shantytown just outside the Tuchersfield Village.
‘If we make our way through to Tuchersfield,’ Guy explains, ‘then we can continue onwards to the City of Secrets and through to The Underground.’
‘Underground?’ Malik asks, confused. Guy does not answer but closes his map and continues on, poking his captives in the back, forcing them to move, Julie, sulking as she pushes Eli in his chair.
‘Guess he’s not the chatty type,’ Delta shrugs to Malik, as she follows after them.
◆◆◆
 
The sun rises and they pack their belongings, clearing their campsite they established in a shallow abandoned cave before carrying on with their trek across the arid landscape. The ground is cracked and dry, no greenery for as far as the eye can see. The sun beats down on them hard, scorching without a cloud in the sky.
Ari holds her black jumper above her head, shading herself from the harsh heat. Her skin glows red from sunburn. Her sister is the same, skin blistering with the heat. She feels like the day is dragging on forever, mouth dry with thirst. She removes one of her last water bubbles from her belt and drinks it, hoping they will last until they reach the Village, or at least the shantytown.
After hours of trudging the desert landscape a mirage appears - squat buildings and a tank high up on stilts.
No, Not a mirage, Ari realises.
They have made it to the shantytown.




Chapter TWENTY-SEVEN



Maude sits alone in the corner of her padded cell, hugging her knees as she softly sings to herself.

A lullaby she loved, as a child, sung to her by her grandmother, she thinks. But her grandmother’s face is blurry - as are the faces of everyone else she once new. She remembers she was brought to this place with someone.
Yes, there was a friend.
Whatever happened to that friend?
Is he suffering as she is?
Does he know the pain she has been subject to? The mental and physical torture she has been privy to?
She stares blankly, eyes wide and hollow, into the gloomy light of her cell. The grate in the bottom of the door slides open and a tray of food is tossed across the floor, stopping at her bare feet. Maude slowly glances over to the tray of dry bread and dirty water. Before the grate slides shut like it usually does, a lilting voice echoes around the walls.
‘Eat up – you need to be healthy and strong for what is coming next.’
Maude looks up, puzzled; for this was the first time anyone has ever spoken to her these last months since she arrived. The grate slides closed with a clang that reverberates around the cell. Settling back into her corner as she usually does with every intention not to touch the food, as she usually did, something unusual catches her eye.
Sitting under the tarnished silver plate of stale bread is the corner of a newspaper. Newspapers haven’t been around for almost two hundred years. Print died out with so many other relics of The Old World and Maude was surprised to see such an item accompanying her daily meal.
She lunges forward, pulling the newspaper out from under the plate, before glancing around the room sure this must be some sort of trick.
Nothing happens.
Tentatively, she unfolds the paper and lays it out on the cold concrete floor in front of her. She breathes in deep – the scent of the ink and the fraying pages something she has never smelt before, yet seems so familiar – almost comforting. As she peruses the paper, wondering why of all days she was given reading material, she notices certain words or portion of words in the various articles and advertisements are circled on multiple pages. She flicks through the paper to the end, staring at the last page. Surely, these words being circled was just coincidence – perhaps done in a time by a person who died in The Old War.
Or it could be a message.
Maude shakes her head before scrunching up the newspaper and throwing it across the room at the opposite wall. All this time spent in isolation was making her mad, she thought. As if someone would be sending her a message.
Who else knew she was here?
No one, that’s who.
Maude eyes the scrunched up paper before crawling forwards to collect it. She straightens it out again before carefully combing the pages for each circled word, making a mental note of them.
Page two: the word ‘meet’ is circles in the article’s title Presidential meeting – the first step in denuclearisation.
‘Yeh, fat chance of that happening,’ Maude says to herself as she skims the page, thinking how wrong the world was on the inevitable nuclear war back then.
Page five: an advertisement on travel to an exotic island, that no longer exists, since global warming caused the oceans to rise ten-fold wiping out such locations. Visit now at an incredible price. The word ‘at’ is circled.
Maude flicks through more pages before she comes across two circled letters on Page 13 – another advertisement for a local supermarket chain that existed before the world was turned into an autocracy. The letters ‘CC’ are circled.
Page 21: a small article to the bottom right on the page, addressing a suspicious explosion at a laboratory, where biological weapons had been stored. ‘Lab’ is circled.
Page 30: Another advertisement, this time a woman’s face beams up at her in the black and grey print. She shows off her new smile for miserly sum of $10 000. Amazing how beauty standards amongst The Elites have changed so much, Maude wonders, as she softly touches the woman’s skin – no evidence of hiding the small crows-feet and laugh lines on her face. The number ‘10’ is circled.
Page 38: A page addressing international news with an article on a Prime Minister serving on the other side of the world at the time of the paper’s publishing. The article mentions the trials and tribulations this Prime Minister has had, ‘..for being the first female PM in any nation to attend the Conference with baby in tow..’.
Female leaders taking their babies out with them on duty – how could this have been such a contentious issue it made it into this newspaper? Maude thought to herself, as she made a mental note of the letters ‘PM’ being circled.
Page 46: an article addressing the need to take a break these upcoming holidays during the Silly Season.
Silly Season? Maude could not make any sense of that, as she noted the word ‘break’ was circled.
Page 52: the first of many pages dedicated to sports – sports with bats called cricket, others with people riding four-legged creatures that no longer roamed the earth, for money. One such article talks of the defending team being, ‘..all out for nothing after the batsman went for a duck.’
Maude notes the word ‘out’ is circled, as she admires the simple lives human beings once lived. A time when they could play sport for money, and were hailed as heroes for making a goal. She vows to herself as she flicks through the last pages of the newspaper for any other circled clues – that if she ever gets out of this wretched place and makes it back to The Underground, she and the others will learn a sport. They will learn the thrill of playing with a bat and ball and learn what it is like to be a hero like this.
She goes through the words she uncovered: Meet. At. CC. Lab. 10. PM. Break. Out.
Meet at CC lab. 10PM. Break out.
Maude stares down at the newspaper, dumbfounded.
Was this is a trick? Was there someone really trying to tell her that there was a plan for escaping this horrid place?
And what was CC lab?
Something clicks as she remembers hearing that evil bitch scientist’s name was Cecelia or something like that. Perhaps she called herself Cece for short.
If it was true, Maude didn’t know how she would even know when the time was 10 p.m. After all, the ploy of the guards and that sick scientist was to keep her confused, unsure of the time or day or month. She just had to guess. She tended to get her meals at the same time everyday. Usually two hours after her last session of the day in the laboratory. Perhaps that was dinner.
So maybe, it was close to 10 p.m. after all, she thought.
But how would she get herself out of this cell and to the laboratory?
She looks down at the grate in the door. Cursing herself for what she was about to do, she kneels down, and slides the grate open, slowly, trying to avoid the scraping whine it usually gave out when opened.
She knew the infirmary was attached to the laboratory, after the daily trips she took past there, when she’d feign being mute and unconscious on the gurney the guards would wheel her out on.
She folds the newspaper twice and places it between her teeth. She takes a deep breath and places her hand and wrist between the grate opening. Before she could think much more about what she was about to do, she takes her other hand and with force, slams the grate shut with a loud clang!
Her vision goes white as a searing pain spreads through her fingers, up her wrist and to her shoulder. She cries out in pain, as she falls to the floor, tears streaming down her face. She looks down at the blood pulsating from her wrist, bright red and flowing fast. The hand itself is deformed, bent in places it shouldn’t be.
She starts to feel light-headed as she lies back down, feeling she would soon give in the darkness that threatens the corners of her vision.
Typical, she thought. Her plan for escape would involve her dying before the guards discovered her. Lucky for her, however, there is a shout from the other side of the door, as the nearest guards respond the sound of metal and crunching bone. The shouts grow clearer, Maude realising they must have spotted the blood on the floor between the grate and the door. She hears the sound of grinding metal as the latches of the door are opened – an old system that belonged with the newspaper in the Old World.
‘Bloody hell,’ a guard says, exasperated by the sight before him.
Maude smiles.
Her plan is working, but to her chagrin she cannot keep her eyes open to see the look on his and his colleagues’ faces. Soon the world around her goes black, as she feels her body, now so much lighter with the loss of most of her muscle through months of poor nutrition, being hoisted into the air.
Then there is nothing.




Chapter TWENTY-EIGHT



Welcome to Rostenburg. Population: 16860

Ari gawks at the weathered wooden sign with words scrawled in peeling green paint, standing before the hundreds of scrap-metal buildings of the shantytown. She wonders at how long this sign has stood here, before the town had been destroyed then turned into a slum for the unwanted commoners kicked out of the nearby Republique and other Elite towns and villages.
A slight breeze pushes a tumbleweed across the arid turf.
She continues on, following the others who have entered the town, gazing upon the empty makeshift homes. Most are constructed from corrugated iron, others with walls and roofs of dull cracked plastic.
The group ventures further and further into the town, moving amongst the random scattered homes. Occasionally, Ari glimpses some semblance of the life that once existed here. Many homes have tattered clothing that were hung out to dry on nearby tree branches or improvised clotheslines.
Ari steps on something soft, making her jump, hoping it was not one of those infernal rats that she so often finds. Looking down she finds a small doll, face dirty, blonde hair matted. She picks it up and stares into its brown eyes, wondering what child might’ve left it behind, and why.
‘Hey guys, look at this,’ Malik cries out to the others.
They rush over to the brick wall Malik stands before. Graffiti is scribbled on the yellow brick – most words indecipherable, but some phrases and a symbol stands out to Ari.
The words: Die, Parasites, New World; New Race sends a shiver down Ari’s spine. Scattered amongst the words are the repeated symbol of a bird, fire spewing from its beak, flames surrounding its wings. Ari extends a hand, placing her fingers over the red paint, wondering what it could represent.
‘A phoenix,’ Malik explains.
‘A what?’
‘It’s a mythical creature that represents transformation and rebirth. At death it is turned to flame and then it is reborn, arising from its own ashes.’
Ari contemplates this for a while before asking, ‘so why do you think it is here?’
Malik shrugs, ‘no idea.’
They rejoin the others, making their way through the town, searching for resources and a safe place to make camp for the night. Xavier ushers them into a larger brick home, roof consisting of panels of metal and plastic. There is no door; just an entryway into a larger room with a wooden bench covered in rotting fruit, to the left, a low bed of wicker to the centre and to the right a terrible smell. Ari scrunches her face as she notices the smell emanating from a metal toilet.
They remove and unfurl their sleeping bags, from their hip pockets, before sitting down around the cylinder of blue gas, absorbing the heat into their bodies. Their prisoners are bound together, back to back, sitting beside the toilet. A position, Ari did not envy. Guy sits to her right. Kaley, sitting on her left is in deep conversation with Xavier. She looks happy with a smile so genuine, Ari does not think she has ever seen before.
‘Doing alright?’ Guy asks her.
Ari shrugs, ‘I suppose.’
Guy takes a bite of his dried out fruit bar. ‘We will find the others.’
‘It’s not just that,’ Ari admits, though she feels so worried about Justin and Maude that it keeps her from sleeping most nights. ‘It’s all this talk of forming a new race – super-humans. Wiping out those of us not deemed useful to carry on the human race. Then we enter this deserted town full of hateful graffiti on all the walls.’
Taking another bite of his dinner, Guy then replies, ‘this has been brewing for some time. The Chancellor’s hateful rhetoric has been monitored by The Underground, well before he came to power.’
‘You mean before you guys killed off Chancellor Heston?’
‘Years before, yes,’ Guy admits.
Ari is befuddled by this new piece of information. If The Underground’s Colonel new his plot for power and damnation for most of the current human beings living a life of struggle, why would he allow it to continue for so long. Clearly he had the resources at his disposal to have been done with him from the start. After all it wasn’t very hard for The Underground assassins to target Chancellor Heston or the other Elites in power in The Republique.
Before Ari could voice her thoughts to Guy, he suddenly stands and turns out the fire-cylinder, shushing everyone in the same motion.
Sitting perfectly still and controlling her breathing, Ari tries to peer into the darkness. She feels something grab her hand only to realize it was Kaley, trying to show her solidarity and support, knowing how much Ari hated the dark especially in confined spaces.
Stealthily, Guy and Xavier move to opposite sides of the home’s entryway. Within minutes, Guy has snatched something from within the darkness, there is the sound of a scuffle and then the blue light of the cylinder starts to glow.
Ari is surprised to see Guy holding a small child by the scruff of his neck.
No, Ari realises, not a boy. It’s a little girl.
‘Little spy,’ Guy spits, tossing the girl to the floor. ‘What is your business here?
The girl sits cowering under his glare. She is draped in what looks to Ari like a dirty, tattered pillowcase, tied up at her shoulders. Her short dirty-blonde hair is matted in places. Her piercing blue eyes are scared in her gaunt face, almost completely covered in dirt.
As Guy makes to ask her of why she was spying on them again, Ari shuffles to the space between them, shielding the girl with her back.
‘Out of the way, Ari,’ Guy commands.
Ari shakes her head.
Guy stares down at Ari for a long while before conceding and leaving to the other side of the room, ensuring their prisoners have not tried to escape or have any hand in the appearance of the child.
Ari turns to the girl, as Xavier joins her.
‘Are you okay?’ she asks, looking over the skinny child.
The girl trembles, not saying a word.
‘I’m sorry about what happened,’ Ari apologises. She hands part of her rationed fruit bar to the girl.
The girl eyes the bar cautiously for a few seconds, before deciding she’d take the chance, grabbing it from Ari’s hand and shoving the entire thing into her mouth.
‘Poor thing, you must be starving.’ Ari rises to peruse the duffle bag of rations, searching for more food for the girl.
‘Don’t be giving all our food away,’ Xavier cautions Ari, before addressing the girl. ‘Where are your parents?’
The girl blinks up at Xavier, looking at him as if he were speakin another language.
‘Do you have a home around here? Are you lost?’
The girl does not reply, taking another fruit bar from Ari and finishing it in one big bite.
‘We can try find her parents in the morning,’ Kaley suggests. ‘It is a bit too dark to try looking tonight.’
Xavier agrees and Kaley and Ari set up a space between them on their sleeping bags for the girl for the night, before settling down.
Guy takes first watch as the others settle in for the night.
Xavier stirs in his sleeping bag, unsure why he feels uneasy with Guy taking first watch. Surely he wouldn’t do anything to harm the child?




Chapter TWENTY-NINE

Maude wakes to find she is in the infirmary.

White walls, like the walls of the laboratory she has spend most of her days these last few months, surround her. The bright white light is stark and harsh as it beats down on her, whilst she lies, hands and legs bound to the gurney.
Crap, she thinks, as she tries to figure out how she will escape her bounds to find the mysterious coder who had planned to help her break of this place.
She looks over to find her right hand covered in a long metal cylinder – a healing conduit. Something she has not seen for years. Since money had become scarce and only very few had the millions of bullion to afford such contraptions, they had stopped being manufactured for years. At least it would be doing a good job of healing her mangled hand, she figured.
An intravenous catheter is sited in her right arm at the crease in her elbow, a clear fluid in a bag hanging on a pole running into her veins. She blinks as a figure comes into view – sitting at a desk, a screen partially obscuring her face.
Doctor Hadrad looks up and a coy smile flits across her face, as she sees that her prisoner is awake.
She saunters over, voice lilting, ‘so good to see you are awake, dear Maude. I was starting to worry you’d lost too much blood.’
Maude snorts.
‘Oh but of course I was worried,’ Doctor Hadrad croons. ‘You are my most prized vessel, after all. I can’t have you dying on me. Not when we’ve been making such amazing progress.’
A feeling of dread fills Maude’s chest, before seeping along her bones into her arms and legs. She has tried to shut out the horrible torturous experimentation the bitch Doctor and her colleagues had been conducting on her all these months.
Doctor Hadrad chuckles, sensing Maude’s fear as the memories of the experiments come flooding back.
‘Your eggs are so very precious,’ she trills. ‘I mean who knew someone like you would so easily fall into our laps one day? We can’t take it for granted. Not since so many of us women have become completely barren since The War.’
Memories Maude had been so successful at shutting out of her mind these last few months, come rushing back.
Being strung up in the lithotomy position.
Needles placed in her arms, her thighs, her pelvis.
Harvesting of her eggs to be genetically manipulated.
Eggs relocated into her womb for incubation before being removed again to check on their progress.
She breaks out into a sweat and swallows hard, hoping today was not one of those days. She thinks back to last time she had one of those hormone injections to help the scientists harvest her eggs. It was only a few days ago – surely they could not try harvest her so early.
Doctor Hadrad strokes Maude’s cheek, catching the tear rolling down her face.
‘Today is the day we try again,’ she says, quietly.
Two female guards enter the infirmary and unshackle Maude from the gurney before dragging her along the clinically white corridor.
‘No,’ Maude cries, breathless. ‘No!’
She fights them off, hitting one of the guards in the head with her healing conduit. There is a loud crack as the guard is struck and the device splits in half, falling to the floor.
Doctor Hadrad clicks her tongue, ‘now why’d you go and do that for? That was my only one. Your hand will never heal without it.’
Maude looks down at her right hand – her shooting hand.
Dried bloodied bandages sit around her wrist and fingers. Despite them, she can still make out the gross deformity in her palm and fingers – only partially healed and now likely not to set in their correct anatomical position.
Before she could register what this would do to her career as an assassin, she is dragged away, limp between the two guards to the laboratory where she will be subject to further torture.
As she is strapped into the chair, legs hoisted up beneath her gown she looks up to the ceiling, seeing the clouds above in the sky in her minds eye.
She starts to hum her grandmother’s lullaby, thinking only of her friends and family in the outside world.
A world far away from this hell-hole she found herself in.




Chapter THIRTY

Sunlight breaks through the plastic ceiling of the home.

Ari wakes, to find the little girl from last night has disappeared. Kaley is sitting up eating her breakfast of condensed milk and bread.
‘Where has that girl gone?’ Ari asks her sister.
‘She was gone before I woke.’
Concerned regarding the girl’s safety, Ari searches the surrounding grounds of the home, trying to find any clue as to where she might’ve disappeared. Or worse, whether she was taken.
◆◆◆
 
After packing their belongings, the group move on from the home, and make their way through the rest of the town, en route to the nearby Tuchersfield Village.
The hot sun beats down on them, with no trees in sight to provide shade. As Ari stops for a water break, she notices something moving out of the corner of her eye. She investigates behind another home constructed of corrugated sheets of metal, interspersed with plastic. The little girl is sitting, playing the doll Ari had found and packed with her things yesterday.
‘Are you okay?’ Ari rushes over to her.
The little girl looks up, but then continues on playing with the doll.
‘I was so worried about you,’ Ari says, kneeling down by the girl.
‘Cinnamon!’ A woman in a plain faded yellow dress and curly red-orange hair pulled back on her crown appears from the other side of the home. She stops dead in her tracks at the sight of Ari near her daughter.
Ari notices the hostility emanating from the woman at the sight of her and she quickly rises and steps back from the girl. She also notices a large gash on her lower left leg – somewhat old and starting to turn gangrenous.
‘I mean her no harm,’ she says, arms up in surrender.
‘Cinnamon,’ the woman whispers.
The girl reluctantly rejoins her mother, who tucks her behind her legs, out of sight.
Ari ruffles through her bag, trying to find more food for the girl and her mother, before the woman screams.
‘Get away from us. Your kind are not welcome here anymore.’
‘My kind?’
‘Demons with power,’ the woman says, voice quaking.
‘But how -?’ Ari is confused as to how the woman could know of her healing – and destructive – powers.
The woman takes a few steps backwards, limping, still protecting Cinnamon behind her. ‘Stay away from us.’
‘I can help you,’ Ari implores, looking to the infected wound on the woman’s leg.
She shakes her head, ‘your kind are working with him. All you want is to enslave us. To take us to your internment camps. To destroy us and anyone that does not agree with your ideology.’
‘Who?’
Just at the woman begins to answer; Ai-Ling and Delta appear.
‘There you are,’ Delta sighs. ‘It’s not smart to go running off like that in a place like this.’
Ari looks back to the woman who has seemed to have disappeared with her daughter. Disappointed she wasn’t able to help her; Ari rejoins the others as they continue their journey North.
 She explains what she saw to the others. Questioning what the woman meant by people like her who must be working with Chancellor Chvostek.
‘My sister would never agree to work with such a monster,’ Malik says, defiant.
‘And neither would my brother,’ Delta states, after Ari recounts the conversation with Cinnamon’s mother.
‘Do you think there could be others?’ Ari wonders, aloud.
They shrug as they move through the housing. Ari glances around, searching for any sign of the woman and her daughter. Searching for any others that may be hiding out in this town.
People who may need her help to heal.
A cackle from ahead is carried on the slight breeze towards Ari and her gifted
companions. Eli says nothing but a coy smile crosses his features.
Xavier pokes him in the side with his phaser, ‘what is it?’
Eli clasps his hands together, ‘oh didn’t you know? My dear cousin has gotten his hands on some very powerful artillery.’
‘Don’t make me stun you,’ Xavier warns. ‘Why are you telling us this now.’
‘Well it’s only come up now, hasn’t it?’ Eli chuckles.
Ari rushes forwards, hands up towards the prisoner, ‘tell us.’
‘Or you’ll what? Heal me into telling you?’ Eli asks, patronising.
 Without warning, Ari taps into her dark power, releasing it through her fingers and into the frail man in the chair before her.
He cries out in agony, as her power bores through him, setting all his nerves on fire, crushing his bones, melting the muscle and fat. Ari smiles as she feels his pain – feels his mind almost give out.
‘Enough Ari!’ Xavier yells, snapping Ari back to reality. ‘Enough.’
Cowering in his seat, Eli looks over his arms and legs to find no external marks of the fire inflicted on him by the woman he had let into his room almost daily for the past few months for her to heal him. Little did he know of the true power which lay within – a power he knew that if it ended up in the wrong hands, the world would definitely not be a better place.
‘Tell us what you know,’ Ari says quietly, voice level.
Still shaking from fear and pain, Eli splurges, ‘he has the Fire Twins.’
Ari stares at him, not a hint of recognition at the name.
Eli continues, ‘the Fire Twins were an experiment gone wrong. They came into possession of Heti Chavez many years ago and then she developed Project La Vie.’
‘Project La what?’
‘It was created under the guise of my family,’ Eli explains. ‘But really, we had stopped funding it as she and her pathetic husband never came through with any of the good they had promised us. But through them I learned of the other Mages. Ones like yourself, and my dear love, Mei –.’
His voice catches as he tries to speak the name of his lover and Julie rolls her eyes.
‘So what about these Fire Twins?’ Guy asks, not caring for the sorrow that has now crossed his prisoner’s face.
Chagrin flares in his eyes as Eli answers, ‘two boys, taken as mere children from the nearby Tuchersfield Village were trained into incendiaries and genetically manipulated for bigger and better firepower. They were bent to the will of The Elites that trained them, Ascension granted to them. Heti was due to give them over to my brother, who worked closely on the weapons program with her and her husband. But they lied of course, claiming that the twins were killed in a fireball of their own making – a freak accident.
‘Really, they wanted to start their own army. An army heralded by these Fire Twins, so that they could one day overthrow my family and reign as supreme instead. Of course, they had no idea I had taken care of my siblings, and my parents’ radiation addled bodies could no longer survive despite the healing they had received.
‘And Heti had sided with my cousin, the stupid woman. Trusting him, when he had come to power, with the information of their weapons program and her and her late husband’s plan to overthrow my family and I. Little did she know, he would soon come after her and her prized artillery.’
Whilst the group contemplate this new information, a whining sound suddenly fills the air.
‘Run!’ Xavier pulls Kaley by the arm as Guy follows closely behind.
Ari searches the skies for the source of the sound to see a tiny black dot growing larger as it nears its target. Without thinking, she runs back into the town, hunting for Cinnamon and her mother.
‘Ari!’ Kaley calls after her sister.
Xavier holds tight on her arm as he continues on, not allowing her to follow after Ari. Delta, Malik and Ai-Ling follow suit, running for their lives.
Frantically searching each dingy alleyway and makeshift home, Ari starts to call out for the little girl.
The whining grows louder as the ballistic missile nears.
Rushing through the town, Ari slips on a loose tile half buried in the dirt, falling hard, chin splitting as she hits the ground. Dazed, she slowly sits up, looking around for the direction she had come.
A blonde-haired doll face down in the dirt.
Crawling for it, Ari looks towards a makeshift cave between two homes, made with sheets of metal. Two piercing blue eyes stare back at her from the darkness.
‘Cinnamon,’ Ari whispers, as she crawls forwards, voice drowned out by the missile.
As she enters the hideaway, she sees Cinnamon cowering in her mother’s arms, her mother whispering how everything will be okay.             
But it wouldn’t be okay.
It was too late.
The heat of the missile was growing stronger.
The scream of the warhead growing louder.
Ari starts to wish how she got to tell her sister that she loved her.
She wishes she were able to gaze upon the ruggedly handsome face of her assassin one last time.
As the missile reaches its target, she shields her head and face with her arms, crouching low to the ground.
The town is engulfed in a ball of flame, and melting plastic and metal as the missile hits, a roaring sound filling Ari’s ears.
Then all is quiet.




Chapter THIRTY-ONE

Dear darling don’t you cry. It’s your grandma’s lullaby. Close your eyes now and rest, may your years be blessed. Guardian angels sleep near, so go ahead sleep without fear..
Maude wakes from her forced slumber – a state she wills herself to enter to endure the hours of torture. Her mind travels back to when she was younger.
A child with brown freckles across her nose and cheeks, strawberry hair in ringlets around her cherub-like face. The smell of fresh bread baking in her grandmother’s kitchen, as she lays on her grandmother’s lap, whilst she listens to her lullaby.


◆◆◆
 
As the embers of the missile’s blast start to subside, Ari dares to open her eyes. She, Cinnamon and her mother, are enshrouded in a sphere of tousled air, encircling them, sweeping the surrounding powdered stone and metal all around them. A wall of earth stands before them, taking most of the force of the missile. Standing in the centre of the sphere are Malik and Ai-Ling. Malik moves his hands slowly, manipulating the air around them. Ai-Ling squeezes her eyes shut in concentration as she wills her wall constructed from the earth to stay.
Cinnamon’s mother lets out a cry as she hugs her daughter tightly, grateful that they are both still alive. Malik and Ai-Ling bring their hands down to their sides and the air and earth settles around them.
Ari hugs them both, thanking them for following her back through the town. She heals Cinnamon’s mother’s wound and after a long hug, she returns to the outskirts of town, where the others had taken shelter in an underground bunker. Unfortunately for their prisoners, Eli had been lost in the frenzy of escape prior to the rocket meeting its mark. And in the chaos, Julie was able to escape though she did not realise how difficult it would be to walk the arid landscape by herself without the resources of the others.




Chapter THIRTY-TWO

‘Maude.’



‘Maude.’


A voice travels on the ether, bringing Maude back to life, bringing her back to the present. Her eyes flicker open, the bright lights of the lab now replaced by the blue glow of the computer screens. A dull hum fills the silence.
‘Maude. Are you okay?’
Her eyes open wider, as she glances around, searching for the source of the voice.
A male stands above her, concern furrowing his brows. A dark scar runs down the right side of his face – a face that is familiar to Maude yet is different to how she remembers it, months of physical and mental torture having taken its toll.
‘We must go,’ a melodic voice.
Maude looks up, expecting to see an angel accompanying her friend.

A woman with beautiful warm chocolate skin and white-blonde hair set in tight curls stands beside Justin. Her almond eyes of amber are set beneath long black lashes.
Justin unshackles his fellow assassin from the chair, and helps her onto her feet. She stares at the shorter woman before her.
‘No time for introductions,’ Justin says quickly, as he takes her good hand to lead her from the lab, the other woman leading the way.
They creep silently through the corridors, before stopping before a trap door in the floor. Without a word, the amber-eyed woman slips through the door, white gown trailing behind her small frame. Justin ushers Maude to follow before entering the trap door himself.
Waiting below the surface amongst the maze of pipes and wires, a young man, skin so pale, he appears as if he is almost glowing in the dark. His platinum blonde hair falls to his shoulders. His slight figure is dressed in the same deep blue and white uniform as the many guards of this facility.
‘Good to see you alive and well,’ he says to Maude, ‘River Daniels at your service.’ He bows.
‘Yeah, yeah,’ Justin hurries them along the underground basement, ‘you’ll have time for introductions later. Now is the time to move.’
Together, they run along the grates that make up the floor, bodies close to the large copper pipes. Maude grabs the white cotton gown closer around her body, in the freezing cold, fearing she might die down here due to hypothermia. Her breath curls in front of her as she struggles to keep up with the others. Months of sitting in a cell and being experimented on with little nutrition and no exercise these last few months had caused her to become unfit.
They come across metal steps leading to a small circular door above. Justin turns the round handle anti-clockwise twice and it swings outwards. Silently, he lifts himself out of the hole and into the night. He extends a hand down helping the others out one by one.
Maude cannot describe the feeling of bliss as her feet touch the dry earth, toes sinking into the dirt. The crescent moon is slightly obscured by a veil of cloud, creating the perfect conditions for the escapees to leave the facility without detection.
As Maude creeps slowly behind them, she notices a plasma fence shining in the distance. They inch closer, having to pass it on their route of escape. A beam of light shines down from the watchtower, searching the grounds for escapees and insurgents.
A little girl stares at her from the other side of the fence. Her face is gaunt, eyes flat, hair cut short in a mess. She is dressed in a dirty gown that was once white like the very gown Maude herself wears. Her feet are bare, likely as cold as her own. The girl extends a hand towards her, just stopping short of the fence. Maude peers through the darkness to find more children like her standing beyond. Adults and the elderly – commoners, Sub-Elites and Elites alike stand in the background, heads shaved, all wearing the same tattered white gowns.
Justin places an arm around her shoulder and leads her away.
‘What was that?’ Maude still sees the gaunt face of the little girl in her mind.
‘Prisoners,’ Justin says quietly. ‘It’s an interment camp.’
‘We can’t just leave them.’
Justin spins Maude around so they are face to face. ‘What do you want us to do?’
Maude doesn’t answer. She knows the four of them cannot rescue all those people. She feels maybe even some of them, like the Elites probably don’t deserve saving but leaving them to their fate just doesn’t sit right with her.
Justin lets out a long breath, ‘look, we will come back for them. Once we get back to The Underground, we will advise The Colonel of this place and what has been happening here. We’ll lead an army back here and help them. I promise.’
Somehow, Maude feels The Colonel may not feel rescuing those not a part of The Underground movement to be a priority but she nods in agreement anyway.
They pass more camps as they venture further away from the facility of their containment for the past three months.
‘So how did you escape?’ Maude asks Justin.
‘It was thanks to these guys,’ he gestures towards their two companions.
‘It’s quite the compelling story,’ the amber-eyed woman answers. ‘But first, we must get away as far as possible.’
The four of them continue on into the dark of the night, walking on bare feet until the sun starts to peek through the clouds, casting their silhouettes into long skinny shadows. Finally, they come across a small town abandoned.
Or perhaps all its inhabitants now reside in one of the internment camps, Maude figures as they make their way through the deserted streets and onwards to Mavel Swamplands.




Chapter THIRTY-THREE

‘So tell me how you escaped?’

Maude, Justin and the two others sit in a small tavern, heads bowed, hoods up casting their faces in shadow. After trudging through the swamplands that spanned kilometres from the Uranium Mines to the Kibble Mountain ranges, for five days straight, they chanced across a small village – Alamanach. Just a few kilometers north of the town, nestled amongst the mountains is The City of Secrets.
‘Well,’ the woman with a voice like wind chimes, whose name Maude learnt was Hani, explains. ‘I too was subject to the horrible experiments of Chvostek’s scientist. For months I was tortured, drugged and beaten, forced to delve deep into my power so that those scientists might take samples of my blood to study my DNA.’
‘Your power?’
Hani smiles a sad smile. ‘A power I was born with. As was my brother, Malik. We can manipulate the air around us; create storms, tornadoes, flurries. A curse that caused our family to be hunted through the Tiberian Plains, where my parents and sisters were finally slaughtered. My brother and I were eventually sold separately when we were older by the Elites that captured us. I was sold to a brothel owner in The Republique and my brother to The Weapons Magnate Herbert Chavez.’
Anger flared in Maude’s chest as she imagined this poor girl being subjected to the lusts and debauchery of the Elites that frequented Madame Trousseau’s whorehouse.
River places a comforting hand over Hani’s resting on the table before them, before she continued.
‘Then one day the brothel was disbanded – Madame Trousseau hadn’t returned after one of her outings – and I was auctioned off to the highest bidder.’
Maude swallows hard, feeling responsible for this girl’s fate, wondering what was worse – spending her life in the brothel or tortured in Chvostek’s labs?
‘Soon after being taken to Chvostek’s labs I met River.’ Hani casts her amber eyes on the pale man beside her, and squeezes his hand. ‘He was also subject to the same experimentation but he had more freedom.’
‘I gained the freedom to roam the grounds of the camps after swearing my loyalty to the cause,’ River said. He was soft spoken, voice like the pitter-patter of light rain.
‘At first, I was losing my mind,’ he says. ‘I needed to find a way out and after learning The Fire Twins had freedom and were The Chancellor’s right-hand men, I figured I could pretend to be like them. It took many months, almost six in total.’ Tears start to well up in his turquoise blue eyes. ‘I was subject to torture at the hands of Chvostek’s top scientist, Cecilia Hadrad – I pretended it didn’t bother me. That I had accepted my place amongst them and that I was to be one of the pioneers of the new Super Human race.’
They all sit in silence and pull their hoods further over their faces as a Sub-Elite Guard in blue and white uniform and a phoenix badge passes their table, two tankards full off amber brew. He sways slightly as he walks over to his colleagues who are harassing the bar maids of the tavern.
River takes a long swig of his own draught before continuing, ‘eventually it worked. I was give small freedoms – first I was given tasks, such as supplying the meals to the other tests subjects, such as yourself.’
Recognition suddenly hits Maude. ‘It was you. You were the one to give me my last meal there – with the newspaper.’
Smiling, River nods. ‘I also gained access to the library. Chvostek is quite the curator. He has collected numerous relics from The Old World over many years, and had some of them on display in his library. He wanted it to be known that we, as a human race, needed to evolve and move forward from the mistakes of our past.’
‘And that’s how you found the newspaper.’ Maude is astonished at the clever plan that had unfolded prior to her escape.
‘I also had access to the infirmary. There I met Justin after he had been beaten to just within inches of his life.’
Maude looks over to Justin, noticing him flinch on occasion with movement, sometimes placing a hand subtly over his ribs. Rage flared hotter inside her chest, threatening to explode forth, causing her to slay all the Elites and Sub-Elites in this town. But she looks down at her mangled hand and the fire is immediately snuffed out.
‘Justin told me about The Underground movement and how you are all vehemently opposed to The Chancellor’s rhetoric. How we all might work together to save everyone like us, from the torture and the slaughter they are being subjected to in those camps and the mines,’ River says, voice growing louder with every word.
‘It was then that we hatched a plan for escape,’ River goes on, voice back to the soft pitter-patter of rain. ‘My Hani and I, we concocted a plan to help you and Justin to escape.’
‘I was in bad shape,’ Justin finally says. ‘I was being used for cell harvesting. I grew tired of that and I lashed out, killing four of Hadrad’s guards and two other scientists. It was then that I was beaten and subject to the Fire Twins’ power. I was then taken to the infirmary where I was left to either heal on my own or die. Hadrad made comments about hurting the others – you.. Ari.. I couldn’t let that happen. So I fought, back from the brink of death.’
‘I was left to clean up after that outburst,’ River explains. ‘I was in charge of moving the bodies of the scientists and guards to the mortuary just below the infirmary, near the prison cells. Unbeknownst to our captors, or perhaps they were just too naïve to think I would betray them; they left me alone with them in the mortuary.
‘And so I cut out their eyes and stole their uniform,’ River finishes.
‘You what?’ Maude asks, astonished that this slight male could be so nonchalant about such an act.
He shrugs. ‘How else was I to gain access past the retinal scanners?’
‘I suppose.’
‘You’re not going soft on me are you?’ Justin asks, laughing before wincing, splinting his ribs with a hand.
‘Of course not,’ Maude says defiantly, glancing down at her smashed hand.
‘It was then that I was able to gain access to the lab where they kept my Hani, break out Justin and then you.’
‘And you couldn’t just break me out of my cell? I had to go from the lab,’ Maude asks, cradling her right hand.
River winces slightly as he glimpses Maude’s hand. ‘Unfortunately, no. The cell’s come from a time well before us – they use very old technology – locks and keys. Something I have no idea about how to use.’             
‘Guys,’ Hani whispers, ‘I think it’s time we make to leave.’
‘What is it?’ Justin asks.
‘I’ve noticed this group over there have been staring at us for some time. I think they have been tracking us for some time now.’
Sitting across from them, at another table in the corner of the tavern are four figures, enshrouded in heavy cloaks, faces covered by the shadows of their own hoods. As the four escapees slowly rise from their table and leave the tavern the group of four hooded figures follow suit.
Waiting in the shadows of the small tavern’s alleyway, Justin confronts the group, wielding his only weapons – his fists. As he lunges forward, his hood falls and his foe before him stands stunned, before running up to him and swinging her arms around his neck.


◆◆◆
 




Chapter THIRTY-FOUR

Brick buildings with slanted roofs of ochre red tiles sit beneath a glass terrarium.



Colourful flowers of red, magenta and baby blue bloom amongst the low-lying shrubs. A small creek divides the village of Tuchersfield into two. The cobble stone streets are dotted with bronze lampposts. All is silent but for the slight rustle of the leaves of a passing breeze and the soft burble of the creek. Ari feels as if she’s entered a fairy-tale realm. But she knows better. This village belongs to Sub-Elites and her kind would definitely not be welcome here.
Tuchersfield Village seems completely empty, but Ari has a sense that eyes watch them as they make their way through the cobblestone streets. The wooden windows are all flung open to the blue sky, but no one stands at them, looking into the streets below.
Ari notices many of the houses and other buildings have been defiled with the same depraved graffiti she had seen in the shantytown. Words like Die, form a new Human Race, Chvostek – our leader, commoner scum are scrawled on every empty wall, along with the symbol of the phoenix rising from its ashes. To Ari’s surprise, however, amongst these words are slanderous phrases about Elites and Sub-Elites.
They chance across an inn, and deciding to try their chances at a welcome for a warm bath and proper bed, they enter.
The Prospa Inn, is warmly decorated, the walls painted a bright yellow. Two tartan chairs sit by an open fire in the hearth across from the entryway. To the left is an unmanned counter. Small pots of red and green plants, matching the tartan chairs sit atop it. As Xavier and Guy head to the counter, Ari wanders around the foyer, noticing faded areas on the walls where paintings once hung.
There is one painting left, however, sitting above the hearth in a bronze ornate frame, spanning the wall from the mantle to the ceiling. To Ari’s disgust, the face staring back at her is that of The Chancellor. He sits on white stone throne above a stone hill. On closer inspection, Ari notices the throne is not white stone at all. It is constructed of human skulls, thousands of them, and below, a mountain of skulls supports the throne.
Unable to peel her eyes away, visions from her nightmares flood her mind.
A wolf chasing her down in a dark forest.
The Chancellor accusing her of killing her friends.
Her heart starts to pound in her throat and she feels she might hurl the empty contents of her stomach on to the beige-tiled floor. Sensing her pain, Kaley approaches.
‘Ari, are you okay?’
Ari is transfixed by the painting, a roaring filling her ears as the visions from her dreams continue to haunt her.
‘Ari?’
‘Ari!’
She is snapped back to reality. Kaley stands before her, hands on each of her shoulders, as she shakes her sister awake.
‘Kaley?’
‘It’s time for us to go,’ Kaley responds, cautiously, gesturing to the others who now wait at the base of the stairs leading to the bedrooms above, all eyes cast on the sisters before the hearth.
A small Sub-Elite woman stands behind the counter, watching the scene before her with curiosity. Earlier, to her dismay, she had given up the inn’s four bedrooms to the seven traveller’s at the threats of their leader.
Commoner scum, she sniffs as she watched the sister’s talk, standing below the portrait of The Chancellor.
Chancellor scum, the inn’s mistress sniffs again.
He and his people had waltzed through the village and taken most of its inhabitants far away – Elite and Sub-Elite alike. Commoners didn’t venture into this village but now it seemed they thought they had the same rights as she. If it were not for her selling out those who hid in her inn to The Chancellor and his men when they came, and lied about her loyalties, she too would have been taken. But for now she had been spared. Perhaps, she would be given bullion and other prizes for selling out these seven commoners who have happened upon her doorstep.


◆◆◆
 
As Ari ascends the stairs, following behind her sister, she notices Xavier waiting outside one of the bedroom doors. He exchanges a few words with Kaley, before slipping into the room. Kaley, appearing slightly flustered opens the door to the neighbouring room. Inside are two single beds, bedclothes worn but clean. The adjoining bathroom is small but to Ari’s delight, houses a claw-foot bathtub. After asking her sister is she minded if she bathed first, she shrugs out of the black and white uniform of The Founding Family Palace, and sinks low in the warm water of the bath. Tiny bottles of soaps and bubble-bath liquids sit on a nearby stool. Ari inspects them, their scents transporting her back to The Holly Oaks Centre. Not wanting to be reminded of that place, she replaces the bottles, opting for a bath of water and plain unscented soap.
Restoration washes over her body, melting her tight muscles and sinew as she rests her back and closes her eyes. She lathers her hair, now grown down to her chin – a luxury she hasn’t had in years, given Matron forced all her service men and women to shave their heads bald. She didn’t want them to be a temptation to the Elite customers who frequented her establishment, nor a temptation to the Sub-Elite Guards. Little did she know, however, that many of the service men and women fooled around with the guards, mostly after being promised a better life outside of the Centre and even Ascension to Elitehood, though such promises could never actually be fulfilled by them.
As her body unwinds, her mind drifts in the thick fragrant steam of the bathroom.
Arielle is wandering a plain, barefoot and comes across a large expanse of swamplands. To her left, as far as the eye can see, are snow-capped mountains. To her right, empty dry, arid plains.
She is searching.
But for what?
Or whom?
Multiples paths of stones cut through the swamplands. She takes a tentative step to the first stone of the path leading West. Regaining her balance, she then leaps to the next and the next, continuing along the snaking path until she suddenly looses her footing and falls forwards. With a splash, she lands in the low water amongst the reeds. A tiny green creature, sits on a lily pad, watching her intently with its bright yellow orb-like eyes.
As Arielle gets to her feet the creature hops away before turning to look back at her. Sure the creature wanted her to follow it, she runs after it, whilst it continues to hop from lily pad to lily pad, guiding her East, closer to the mountains.
The creature then hops to its last lily pad before submerging itself below the swamp’s greenish water and not resurfacing.
Arielle looks around at where the creature has led her. She now stands at the other side of the swamp, gazing upon the snow-capped mountains in the distance. She walks forwards, shivering in her wet clothes as a breeze ruffles her skirt. She glances around once more for the green creature. Satisfied that it would no longer be returning to her, she ventures on, towards the mountains.
Eventually, she comes across a signpost: Almanach 2400 kilometres East; City of Secrets 3560 kilometres West.
Heading West towards the City of Secrets, there is a sudden shudder in the earth before her feet. A wide crack splits the ground and before Ari could even think to run, clawed feet emerge from the bowels of the earth. A winged creature with a broad body and long snout emerges; eyes pinned on the girl before it.
Ari runs in the opposite direction, as fast as her lungs will allow her. The creature follows, steam billowing from its nostrils, wings flapping behind it. Heading East, Ari comes across a small cave. Flinging herself inside, she tries to compose her nerves, and calm her pounding heart. Gathering her strength, she digs deep inside, searching for that dark power of hers she’s not yet learnt to master.
The cave shudders.
The little bit of light that was streaming through the entrance is now blocked by shadow.
Ari braces herself, extending her arms forwards, palms facing outwards to the creature that now approaches.
She takes a deep breath and then sets forth all the energy and power she can muster.
The creature falters before taking more steps.
She blasts it again, searching deep inside, willing for her dark power to come forward, and consume the beast that threatens her.
The creature falters again, before it shudders and with a flash of light it transforms into a human.
A tiny human form lays naked on the ground, cradling its head in its arms, shivering with the pain it had just endured.
Unsure whether to approach the human, Ari decides to trust her instincts and steps forwards. She kneels beside the frail body which now breathes with deep uneven breaths.
‘I can help you,’ Ari says quietly, soothingly. ‘I can heal you.’
A face Ari could recognise anywhere looks up at her. The face is withered and ravaged with the age of the woman finally catching up to her. Her fish-like mouth is puckered with hundreds of years of wrinkles, her grey-blue eyes dull, set amongst the flaps of skin of her sagging face. But having restored youth and beauty for as long as Ari could remember whilst being at The Holly Oaks Centre, she would never forget this woman’s face.
‘Madame Chavez?’
The woman croaks, ‘service-wench.’
‘But how..?’
‘The evil one,’ Madame Chavez utters huskily, ‘The Chancellor. Experiments. Death.’
‘Death? I can help you’
‘Death is coming girl. Run.’ With a huff the last inkling of life leaves her body which then turns to dust.
Confused at this interaction, and how Madame Chavez could have been turned into such a creature, Ari stands and emerges from the safety of the cave.
She looks to the west, towards the City of Secrets.
But something tells her she must turn east.
To the Almanach Town instead.


◆◆◆
 
Knock!
Knock!
Knock!
‘Ari are you okay? Ari?’
‘Oh, come in,’ Ari sits up in the bath, the water now cold. All the bubbles have disappeared into a murky white film.
Kaley enters, a concerned expression on her face.
‘What is it?’ Ari asks.
‘You’ve been in here for hours. I was worried about you.’
Ari feels slightly embarrassed for spending so much time in the bath. ‘Sorry, I fell asleep, I think.’
‘Well, Xavier has dropped off some soup for us. And he has given us instructions on the next leg of our journey to the City of Secrets.’
Ari recounts the events of her dream. Something tells her they are to veer east of the City instead.
‘I think we need to go to Almanach town,’ she says, as she climbs out of the cold bath and into the waffle robe hanging behind the door.
‘But we need to go to The City of Secrets to gain access to the tunnels that will lead us to The Underground,’ Kaley counters.
Ari shakes her head. ‘I think we need to go to Almanch.’
Kaley watches her with concern, as she exits the bathroom and takes a seat on the empty bed, tray of soup before her.
‘It’s just a hunch,’ Ari explains, noticing the unease on her sister’s face. ‘Trust me on this.’
Kaley does not reply, but settles down on the other bed and consumes her soup, concern still creasing her face.




Chapter THIRTY-FIVE

Laying awake on the over-starched bed-covers, Ari listens to the soft breathing of her sleeping sister.


It is well past midnight and though she is exhausted, she cannot switch her mind off long enough to fall asleep. Images of Madame Chavez transforming into a four-legged winged beast enter her mind, followed by images of her sister and friends lying in a heap, throats cut, eyes staring blankly ahead. Just as her mind finally starts to drift off to sleep she is jolted awake by a knock at the door.
Still wearing the waffle robe and nothing more, she slowly climbs out of bed, wrapping the robe tighter around her skinny frame, before unshackling the bolts and opening the door just a crack.
A green eye stares back at her.
Ari opens the door more widely to see Xavier standing there, slightly abashed.
‘I was looking for Kaley,’ Xavier whispers.
Ari looks back at her sister sleeping peacefully. ‘She’s sleeping – she’s exhausted.’
Xavier nods quickly before turning on his heel to head back to his room.
‘Wait,’ Ari follows after him.
Before telling him of her dream/ vision, she softly closes her room’s door and glances around. She is unsure of how he will take what she says next.
‘I don’t know if our plan to head to The City of Secrets is the right thing to do.’
Perplexed, Xavier remains quiet, allowing Ari to give her reasons.
‘I..,’ Ari hesitates before continuing, ‘I had a dream. Or maybe it was a vision.’
At this, Xavier lets out a long sigh, ‘so you have the ability for soothsaying now?’
Ari is slightly taken aback by Xavier’s words. ‘Well, no. I don’t know. I’ve been having dreams. And I had a dream that if we tried to cross the swamplands it would not end well. Instead we need to head to Almanach.’
Xavier shakes his head, ‘The City of Secrets is our best bet at getting back to The Underground. And last thing we need is another missile from our friend.’
‘But-,’ Ari starts to protest.
‘But nothing, Ari,’ Xavier states, voice a harsh whisper. ‘I’m sorry but we cannot change our plans based on some strange dream you had. It’s not like you have a gift for seeing the future. No one has.’
‘Well, no one had the gift to heal, or manipulate the oceans or the winds, or earth,’ Ari says, folding her arms across her chest, ‘and yet here we are.’
Realising he may have been a bit harsh, Xavier concedes. ‘I’ll talk to Guy about it before we leave.’
Ari nods but says nothing more; sure Guy would have an even stronger opposing opinion on straying from their path.
As they part ways, there is the sound of a thudding on the door to the inn below, followed by muffled voices and the voice of the inn-keeper stating, ‘Up there.’
Eyes wide with alarm, Ari turns back to Xavier, frozen with realisation of what was happening. Without a word, they each bolt to the other two rooms, banging on the doors.
Ai-Ling opens her door first, bleary eyed.
‘We must leave now,’ Ari says, before heading back to her room to wake her sister.
As she enters, she bolts the door shut with the old-world style locks, before turning to find Kaley already awake, sitting up, confused at the commotion outside.
Suddenly, there is a pounding on the door.
‘What is going on?’ Kaley asks, as she watches Ari move from one side of the room to the other, picking up their belongings and tossing them onto the beds.
‘We must leave. Now.’
Ari shrugs out of her robe, and puts on the set of men’s pyjamas she found in the wardrobe – an oversized white shirt with grey stripes and matching slacks. She places her belt of survival items on her hips, before opening the window.
Looking out onto the street below, she gulps, as she realises how high up they are.
The pounding at the door suddenly stops.
As Ari looks out the window once more she sees Ai-Ling, climbing out of her own window, to stand on the narrow wooden ledge. Delta stands in the room behind her, ready to climb out soon after.
There is a cracking behind Ari, and as she whips around to see the source of the sound, she glimpses purple flame cutting through the door, as the guards on the other side use their sabres to try enter.
‘There’s no more time!’ She calls to Ai-Ling.
Ai-Ling faces her palms down to the street below and with a roar, the earth starts to open up. Bricks and dirt start to lift and form a mound before them. Before it is fully complete, Ai-Ling jumps down, skidding along the slope to the ground below. She is followed shortly by Delta.
Ari takes her sisters wrist, as they climb out the window.
‘I don’t know,’ Kaley starts to say but before she could finish, the door behind the, splits apart into multiple wooden shards and the guards burst into the room.
Without looking back, Ari jumps onto the mound before them, dragging Kaley with her.
She loses her footing, and they both go tumbling down the steep slope together, landing in a heap at the bottom.
One of the guards makes to jump after them but in a swift movement of her hands, Ai-Ling disintegrates the mound to a pile of rubble. The guard takes an ill-timed step, and is soon buried in the debris. His hat rolls towards Ari’s feet.
Curious, having not seen the blue and white or silver badge with a phoenix on any of the Elite guards before, but sure she has seen something similar before, she picks it up before the four girls run to the other side of the inn.
Xavier, Guy and Malik are fighting off the other guards who managed to follow them outside during their escape.
One of the guards makes to hit Xavier with his sabre, but Xavier blocks it with his double-bladed staff, plasma cutters at the each end. Guy fends off two guards with a blade in each hand. He ducks and plunges the shaft of one of his blades into the thigh of one, before slicing through the others abdomen with the flick of his other wrist. Before they have both hit the ground, he re-sheathes his daggers, before pulling the two pistols concealed in his cloak. He shoots at close range and two more guards lay on the road, blood pooling behind their heads.
Malik gathers the air around him, creating a tiny tornado about his figure, at the eye of the storm, before pushing it out to consume the five guards around him. They are swept up into the air metres above the scene occurring on the street below, before the storm suddenly dies out and they land hard, heads cracking on the cobblestones.
More and more guards pour from a wide black truck, sitting atop 12 ball bearing like wheels.
Delta shouts to Ai-Ling who pushes her power into a nearby water hydrant, which cracks and disintegrates. Water gushes forth, which Delta controls with her energy, moving it to the neighbouring truck, drowning the guards left behind.
Ai-Ling runs forwards and cracks the earth, swallowing the truck whole.
Ari notices four guards attacking Xavier and two more going for Guy. She searches deep within for that dark energy which started to wake as soon as the guards first entered the inn. She takes a deep breath and centres herself, calming her breathing and the heart threatening to break forth from her chest. Focusing only on those that threaten them, and hoping she does not hurt her friends, she pushes the energy forward, from every inch of her body, emanating it all round her.
The energy flows fast and hard, sweeping across them all in a blast, with a radius that spans past the village borders.
All remaining guards are floored, some grasping at their throats, others screaming in agony.
Then there is silence.
Gasping for air, and feeling suddenly light-headed, Ari makes to sit on the ground where she stands. Black spots invade her vision and she feels as if she may vomit. She lies down, staring up into the night sky, the stars winking brightly.
Kaley hurries over to her sister, ‘Ari, are you okay?’
‘I’m just a bit exhausted.’
‘Let me help you.’ Kaley starts her healing routine on her sister and the other wander over.
‘That was insane!’ Malik cries. ‘Who knew little Arielle was capable of such destructive power.’
‘There’s no time for celebrations,’ Guy says, as he runs a gloved hand through his dirty blonde hair. ‘If it’s anything like the last town and The Chancellor knows we’re here, a missile is probably headed our way now. It’s time to go.’


◆◆◆
 


After commandeering the car of the inn-keeper, who stood by to watch the fate of the guards attending to her call, aghast at their defeat, the assassins and mages travelled out of the village en route for the swamplands ahead.
Ari sits in the back seat of the car, head resting on her sister’s shoulder, still depleted of her energy and power, so much so, that she could not even harbour her own healing power to restore her energy. Xavier and Guy sit in the front, quiet, eyes peeled for any threats ahead. Malik and Delta talk in hushed voices, occasionally glancing over to Ari, before going back to their intense discussion. Ai-Ling stares out of the window, thinking about her late sister.
The car stops just metres from the swamp.
Ari has a flashback to her dream as she eyes the stone pathways leading to the other side. Guy clicks on his communicator, opening a map, floating above his wrist. He studies it for a few minutes before clicking his communicator off.
‘This way,’ he gestures to the West.
Too tired to protest, Ari follows suit.
Perhaps her dream was just that. A dream.
But then there is a rumbling beneath their feet, as they only make it halfway across the swamp.




Chapter THIRTY-SIX

‘Ari!’

Kaley is dragged beneath the water’s surface.
Coiled yellow-brown tentacles, covered in bright blue rings, emerge from below, ducking and weaving to avoid the weapons of the two assassins. A tentacle wraps around Malik’s torso, and starts to drag him below the murky water. Xavier slices through the monster’s flesh with his blade, and Malik scramble back up the reeds onto the stone pathway. Ari frantically searches the murky water for any sign of her sister.
Delta approaches her and without a word, places her hands into the water, ripples dispersing away from her. The ripples grow and start to appear faster. There is a bubbling and the tentacles briefly stop moving, almost as if sensing the power of the water-mage. Then the water splits, as if an invisible divider has been set down in it, and lying on the stones unconscious, tentacles wrapped around her leg and arm, is Kaley.
Ari jumps into the clearing, and places a hand on each tentacle. An electric shock jolts her and she lets go. Welts now cover her palms. Cursing the creature before her, she places her hands on the tentacles again and digs down into the last dregs of dark power she has left, shooting it forward out of her palms and fingers into the monster.
There is a shriek and the tentacles loosen, releasing Kaley.
Ari lifts her unconscious sister onto the stone pathway. The others continue to fight off the monster, tentacles flailing in the air. Delta reaches her hands down into the swamp water once more and then the water begins to boil. There is another shriek and the tentacles disappear and the surface of the water is once again still.
The other hurry over to Ari who now sits beside her sister, performing chest compressions, willing her to breathe.
‘Breathe. Breathe. Come on Kaley.’
Ai-Ling watches on, tears in her eyes, as she buries her face in Malik’s shoulder. Ari continues to beg her sister to come back to life. Kaley’s pale form remains lifeless, her blonde locks plastered to her wan face. Xavier rushes forward; falling to his knees, and takes over from Ari. He pushes harder on her chest, tears freely flowing down his cheeks.
‘Come on,’ he begs. ‘Come on, Kaley.’
Ari looks down at the large welts on her palms – like red raised spider webs. She sees the same on her sisters arms and legs – much more extensive, even snaking up her neck.
‘Poison,’ she says quietly to herself. ‘It must be poison.’
Xavier continues to perform chest compressions, as he turns to Guy and says one word.
‘Mythridatium.’
Guy nods once, before searching through the pouches on his belt, and removing a tiny vial of black, swirling liquid. He un-corks the vial and slips the liquid into Kaley’s mouth.
Staring intently, at her sister, Ari wills the antidote to take effect, and clean the monster’s poison from her body.
Minutes pass and nothing happens.
Guy places a hand on Xavier’s shoulder, but he bats it away and continues to perform chest compressions on the lifeless body.
‘It’s over, mate,’ Guy says softly.
Xavier shakes his head, sweat beads dripping with the exertion of him trying to bring Kaley back to life, but he stops and sits beside her body.
Ai-Ling buries her head deeper into Malik’s chest, as she starts to sob loudly. Delta places a comforting arm around Ari, who now watches her sister’s form in shock.
How could she let this happen?
She should have fought harder to cross the swamp to the East – away from The City of Secrets.
She should’ve warned them again – that something like this would happen.
But Xavier wouldn’t listen. He didn’t listen.
And now her sister was dead. Her only remaining family.
Dead.
‘You,’ Ari says, teeth gritting together, to Xavier. ‘This is all your fault.’
Xavier peels his puffy eyes away from Kaley’s body to find Ari lunging for him. She wraps her hands around his throat as the rage starts to eat her from the inside.
‘Stop!’ Guy makes to pull her off Xavier but his hand bounces back, as if touching an invisible shield around the healing-mage.
Nothing would stop her. Not when she felt like this. A pit of rage filled her now, nothing else.
Nothing would stop her from killing the man who took her sister from her.
Nothing. Except her own sister.
‘Stop,’ a feeble voice.
Ari releases her grasp on Xavier’s throat and rushes over to Kaley, who now sits up, slightly, propped up on her elbows.
‘Stop, please,’ she says again.
‘Kaley,’ Ari says, incredulous, ‘you’re alive.’ She flings herself around her sister’s shoulders, who winces at her touch.
‘I’m sorry.’ Ari releases her and Kaley lies back down, eyes closing.
Watching her slow breathing, Ari addresses the others, ‘she is alive. But the poison is still in her system. How long will the Mythrandium last?’
‘It is only a temporizing measure,’ Xavier gasps between coughs. ‘It will only last about 24 hours. It’s designed to slow the effects of the poison until definitive treatment can be instituted.’
Ari starts to shake – unsure if it’s from rage or fear or both.
‘The closest Healing Centre would be at The City of Secrets,’ Guy explains. ‘We’ll have to smuggle her in there for treatment.’
‘If we all go, it’ll be quite risky,’ Malik counters.
Ari turns on him, eyes flaring with the challenge, ‘we need to do what is necessary for my sister.’
‘He is right,’ Kaley says, feebly, eyes still tightly shut.
Ari kneels before her sister, ‘what do you mean. We need to get you to The City for treatment or you will die.’
‘We have to split up,’ Kaley states, matter-of-factly.
Xavier agrees, ‘it would be our best way of getting into The City walls undetected. I’ll take Kaley.’ He looks to Ari with guilt plastered all over his face.
‘You cannot take her alone,’ Guy retorts.
‘You need to stay with them and get them to The Underground,’ Xavier says.
‘Earth-mage,’ Guy says to Ai-Ling, ‘you will accompany them to The City.’
‘She has a name,’ Malik states.
Ai-Ling steps forward and helps Xavier lift Kaley from the stone path. Guy opens the map once more above his wrist and examines is closely.
‘If you head west to The City, we will follow close behind, sticking to the outskirts.’
Xavier shakes his head and glances at Ari. ‘No, you must take the path from Almanach to The Underground.’
Puzzled, Guy also looks to Ari.
‘I think it’s the only way forward,’ she states, standing her ground.
Guy says nothing but starts to follow the stone path to the east. He turns to Ari and the others.
‘What are you all waiting for?’




Chapter THIRTY-SEVEN

As Ari, Malik, Delta and Guy enter the town gates, night has already fallen.
In contrast to the Tuchersfield Village, the Town of Almanach lacks the brightness or cheer of its neighbour. Instead the town is musty and full of shadows. The buildings have the same slanted roofs, and coloured glass windows yet they seem uninviting and somewhat sinister.
‘We need to find you something a bit less hobo,’ Malik says to Ari, looking her white and grey oversized pyjamas up and down.
Shivering in the cold of the night, Ari nods, teeth chattering together.
Guy removes his cloak and wraps it around Ari’s shoulders, before leading the group on.
They come across a small Laundromat, closed for the night. Hiding, in shadows, the mages wait for Guy to emerge from the Laundromat with something useful.
‘So how long have you had those destructive powers for?’ Malik asks Ari as he leans against the brick wall of the alleyway.
Ari thinks back to when she first learnt of these new powers. ‘I think it only really emerged when I started to realise I was being controlled by The Elites. After my sister was kidnapped, it just sort of appeared.’
‘And your healing power?’ Delta asks, cautiously.
Ari can’t help but feel Delta has lost some trust in her. Sure she hadn’t told them about her newest powers, but she wasn’t even sure of it or how it worked.
‘I still have my healing power.’
Just before Delta could ask any further questions, Guy appears, carrying a knapsack of clothing.
Ari changes from the pyjamas into a pair of black leather pants and a black pullover. She throws a black hooded coat over herself, concealing herself in shadow.


◆◆◆
 
The four of them come across a tavern – The Deuce. They take a seat in the far corner, as they re-group to work out their next move. Not wanting to draw attention to themselves from the Sub-Elite patrons of the tavern, Guy keeps his map closed.
‘If we head further West of the town, and make our way around the mountain ranges on the plains of Vastas, we will come to the underpass that will lead us to The Underground,’ Guy explains.
‘We will be better heading out in the night,’ he continues. ‘We rest here for another half hour before we move on.’
Ari feels exhausted, and the thought of hiking up hill through the plains of Vastas, makes her want to curl up in a ball and sleep for years. The events of the last few days have completely drained her.
A group of four cloaked figures enter the tavern, and approach the bar, before collecting their pints and taking a seat at a far table, heads bowed closely together.
As Guy continues to explain the plan to get to The Underground, Ari can’t help but watch the new comers. Something about them seemed familiar.
‘Ari?’
‘Ari?’
‘Oh, sorry,’ Ari realises she stopped listening to the conversation.
Guy follows her line of sight to the four cloaked figures on the other side of the table.
‘Guards?’ Malik asks, as he watches them too.
Guy shakes his head, ‘no, not guards.’
Before long the four cloaked figures get up and leave the tavern and Guy and the mages follow soon after.
Ari emerges first, sure of whom was under the hoods, searching for them. But the street is empty. She turns to the nearby alleyway before ne of the figures lunges forwards, fists raised. His hood falls, revealing the face she had been dreaming about for months.
With a cry, Ari runs forwards, and flings her arms around his neck, burying her face in his broad chest, taking in the scent of him. She had never noticed it before – an earthy scent mixed with a sweetness – a scent that reminded her of home.
Not the Holly Oaks Centre, but the home she was taken from. The home her parents had given her up from.
Justin pulls away to look down at the stunningly beautiful face that had kept him going these last few months.
‘Your hair,’ he says softly, as he takes a short lock of Ari’s hair in his gloved hand.
Ari beams back at him.
Without another word, Justin’s lips are locked on her own, and a warm feeling courses through her chest and abdomen, filtering all the way through to her arms and legs. Her heart pounds faster than ever. Her mind has gone blank as she kisses him back.
‘Welcome back,’ she murmurs, as she buries her face into his chest.
‘Glad to be back,’ he replies, as he hugs her tightly, resting his cheek on the top of her head.




Chapter THIRTY-EIGHT

‘Look at you.’

Maude holds Ari at arms length, as she looks her up and down.
‘You’re no longer the scrawny girl I met all those months ago. Look at these muscles’
Ari smiles back at the redhead before catching sight of her mangled hand, which she takes in her own. She meets Maude’s eyes, questions in her own.
Sadness crosses Maude’s face before she hides the hand behind her back. ‘Part of our plan to escape.’
Ari takes her hand back in her own. ‘I can try and heal it.’
Maude shrugs, ‘we should probably head back to The Underground first.’
Before Ari could say anything more about her injury, she asks about Kaley. Ari recounts their ordeal on the swamp and how Kaley had become poisoned by the monster lurking beneath the surface. She tells of Xavier’s plan to head to The City of Secrets in the hope of smuggling her sister into the city’s walls and find a Healing Centre.
Beside them, sisters and brothers are re-acquainted.
Malik and Hani embrace and River and Delta high-five.
‘I cannot believe I have finally found you.’ Malik squeezes his sister tightly before ruffling her white-blonde hair.
Clicking her tongue at him, Hani pulls away and tries to set the finger-waves back to the way they were.
‘Now we can go back to Tiber, and reunite with our family,’ he says, white teeth beaming in the dark.
Hani shifts awkwardly on feet before glancing towards the white-haired male behind her who is in deep conversation with his own sister.
‘I think it is best we all stay together.’ Malik is about to protest when Hani clarifies, ‘at least for now, anyway.’
Conceding, Malik nods, before he and Hani join the water-mages.
Ari meets River and Hani and Justin and Maude tell them of their grand plan that let to their escape from the secret laboratories of The Chancellor.
As Ari, greets Hani, the memory of a woman standing atop a round velvet magenta stage, with a silver beaded dress draped across her beautiful chocolate skin, singing to a room full of leering Elite men and women, comes to her mind.
‘I know you,’ she gasps, as she is transported back to Madame Trousseau’s brothel.
‘We’ve met?’ Hani asks, surprised.
‘No, not quite. But I have seen you perform – your singing was just the best thing I’d even heard in my life.’
Hani smiles a sad smile, ‘thank you. I haven’t sung for my own pleasure for many years. It was only ever for those Elites who captured my brother and I when we were only children and then for the Sub-Elite woman who owned The Republique’s brothel – and then I was sold again. And I lost my penchant for singing. After being subject to experiments daily, it was a part of myself that I lost. Pretty much like losing my soul.’
Standing nearby, is River. Hearing Hani’s pain, his hand twitches towards hers, but after glancing towards her brother who is carefully watching Guy, he decides to keep it to himself.
Guy is speaking low and fast into his communicator, relaying the group’s whereabouts and the discovery of the missing assassins back to Colonel Duff, and their likely arrival at The Underground in the next few days.
As they make their way through the empty streets, Guy fills in his assassin colleagues on their journey thus far, including the missile attack on Rostunberg shantytown.
‘The attack on the town – you don’t think it was directed at all of you?’ Justin contemplates, thinking it must not have just occurred by chance.
‘I can’t see how Chvostek could have known we were there,’ Guy states. ‘He was probably just destroying the town to send message to anyone who opposes his views. To destroy all of those he deems not suitable for his camps and experiments.’
Justin nods, but something tells him there is more to it than that. He is sure the attack coinciding with the arrival of the assassins and mages to the town could not have merely been by chance.
‘A group our size is surely going to be spotted soon,’ Maude says to the male assassins. ‘It’s time we get off the streets.’
She gestures to a small inn, ‘Viribus’, on the street up ahead.
Graffiti slurs mar the adjacent wall of the derelict building, revealed in the flickering light of the nearby lamppost.
The slurs catch Ari’s eye. They are not like the previous ones she’d seen in the other town and village.
Cull.
Exterminate.
Rebirth.
Then a large mural of a phoenix, encircled by flames blown from its own beak.
Ari is transfixed by the words, unable to pull her eyes away from them. The village was mostly empty because The Chancellor had ordered a mass cull - so that he may further his plan for the rebirth of the human race as Super Humans.
A light touch on her shoulder causes her to jump. Shuddering, she turns to see Justin, concern marring his features. Maude knocks on the dated door with the weathered brass-knocker before a small slit at the top of the door opens, revealing a pair of dark brown eyes.
‘We are closed.’ The opening closes, and the eyes are again behind the door.
Maude knocks again and the eyes reappear. ‘We are looking for a night’s stay. We have plenty of bullion for renumeration.’
The opening closes again and Maude turns to Justin. He shrugs.
Just as Maude turns to walk away, the small panel opens again, eyes scrutinizing the party of seven, before closing again. There is the heavy clinking of metal and a scraping and then the doors swing open, revealing a tiny man with greying hair, back curved so far forward, his hands dangle beneath his knees. His eyes are magnified by thick spectacles. A blue and white apron sits around his hips, covering his grey slacks. He gestures to the hall before them and Maude walks over the threshold, followed by Justin and the others.
Ari is surprised to see he is a commoner, like them, rather than Elite or Sub-Elite.
‘I’m afraid I only have two rooms left, so you’ll have to bunk,’ the innkeeper says quietly.
Eyebrows rising, Malik asks, ‘business is thriving then?’
Hani gives her brother a disapproving look before the innkeeper responds. ‘My inn is one of the only safe-havens left for hundreds of kilometers.’
‘You’re harbouring fugitives?’ Malik’s eyebrows have disappeared into his thick black mop.
The innkeeper narrows his eyes at him, before reaching into his back pocket, ‘is that going to be a problem?’
Malik takes a tentative step back, shaking his head, hands up in surrender. ‘No, no. Look at us.’ He gestures to his companions. ‘Do we look like we support The Chancellor?’
With a humph, the innkeeper removes his hand from his back pocket, before leading the party on, ‘this way.’
They venture down the dark hall, lights flickering on and off, revealing the many portraits of commoners that once lived in harmony with the Elites and Sub-Elites of the area. Soon they emerge onto an open courtyard, an exquisite stone fountain in the centre. The bottom of the fountain is carved in the shape of an upside down cupola, reminding Ari of a blossoming flower. The rest of the fountain is carved into the shape of three women, heads full of curls, gossamer gowns, frolicking together, as if playing in a stream.
Weathered white stone covers the ground, leading out in a hexagonal shape, to white washed walls, dotted with old-world doors and window frames, with shutters open to the dim-light of the emerging moon.
Garlands of flowers and decorations made from recycled materials, including what looks like pages of old books, surround the fountain and the walls. A modest cake is wheeled out of the adjacent kitchen and moved into one of the hexagon’s corners.
‘This way,’ the innkeeper says, as he hurries across the courtyard to the north-east door. He gestures towards the two neighbouring doors, ‘your rooms for the night.’
He quickly unlocks them with a press of his finger on the electronic panel, before opening one of the doors, to reveal a modestly furbished room, equipped with two bunk-beds, with minimal bedding and a small door leading to a tiny washroom.
Before leaving in a rush, the innkeeper advises the group on a small wedding occurring that night.
‘I do hope we are not too rowdy, but this was the only way we could have some semblance of a real wedding for my grand-daughter,’ he says, apologetically, as he shakes Justin’s hand.
‘A wedding?’ Delta beams. ‘Oh, how I love weddings!’
The innkeeper looks the group over once more before he says, almost regretfully, ‘you are all, of course, welcome to attend as guests.’             
Delta lets out a high-pitch squeal and the others nod, stating if they weren’t too tired, then perhaps they may make an appearance and thanked him for the invite before moving to their rooms, males and females separate.
Glancing around the room, Ari, takes in the dull green walls, plain except for a small lopsided painting of a golden flower with blue stamens. Delta inspects the washroom, whilst Hani sits on the bottom bunk of the bed to the right side of the room. Maude kicks off her boots and climbs to the top bunk, before laying down and staring up at the ceiling.
Before Ari could bring up her mangled hand again, not wanting to dredge up any memories of her torture in The Chancellor’s laboratory, Maude feigns sleep. Not wanting to disturb the others and missing her sister, Ari climbs into the top bunk of the other bed, and turns to stare at the dull green wall.




Chapter THIRTY-NINE

After what seemed like hours of trying to fall asleep, music starts to float through the room window.


Raucous laughter fills the night, as the music grows louder. A tune that Ari has never heard before – happy and upbeat, reminding her of a life she might’ve lived before she was given up by her parents for a life of slavery to The Elites. The music drowns out her thoughts and she starts to tap her feet. Without thinking, she climbs down the metal rungs of the bunk bed, bare feet touching the vinyl floor with a light thud. Still wearing the black outfit given to her by Guy, she rinses her face in the washroom, and quickly runs her hands through her brunette tresses.
A girl with a gaunt face and messy hair stares back at her from the dirty mirror. She pinches her cheeks with a thumb and forefinger, and her usual rosy glow returns.
As she makes to leave the room, a voice whispers in the darkness, ‘where are you going?’
Delta is awake.
Ari turns towards the water-mage’s voice, ‘I thought I’ll see what a wedding is like.’
There is silence before a loud thud and suddenly the voice is much closer. ‘You’ve never been to a wedding before?’
Searching the darkness for the blonde girl, Ari whispers back, ‘no, never.’
‘Well, what are you waiting for? Let’s go.’
‘Wait for me,’ a melodic voice chimes, before Hani joins them.
Hesitating for a moment, Ari places a finger on the electronic panel and the door clicks open, revealing bright lights and beautiful music.
Delta rushes past her and, barefoot, twirls in a circle on the spot, white-blonde hair, catching the moonlight. Ari laughs as she watches on.
The courtyard is full of wedding guests, dancing around the fountain, laughing and drinking and being merry. The innkeeper stands near the fountain, deep in conversation with a young man who towers over him, wearing an ill-fitting suit of black with grey pinstripes and a tiny flower made from a book page fastened to his right lapel. Standing not too far away, is a slight woman, with rose-gold locks, falling in barrel curls around her freckled face. She wears a white-lace dress, simple yet elegant, falling to her calves.
The bride was beautiful.
‘Shall we invite the boys?’ Hani asks the others.
Before Ari could answer, Delta waltzes away, mingling with the dancing crowd, as if she knew them all personally. Ari nods to Hani and they both approach the neighbouring door. Just as she was about to knock, the door opens and Justin stands on the threshold, grinning down at Ari.
She is taken slightly aback by his stunning smile and suddenly loses the ability to speak. She mumbles a few words, trying to string a sentence together but Hani saves her, ‘we wanted to know if you boys wanted to join the party?’
Justin turns back to the dark room, and before long Malik, River and Guy emerge into the courtyard.


◆◆◆
 
Hani and River talk to another young commoner couple at the far end of the courtyard. Delta spins and spins, legs taking her around the fountain as she dances the beat of the music, Malik watching her in awe. Guy leans against a courtyard wall, appearing to be quite bored.
 The newly weds wander between the revelers, greeting them, hugging them and planting a kiss on their cheeks. They make their way to Ari and Justin who sit on the fountain edge, watching the scene unfold before them.
Every now and then, Justin would glance at the healer sitting beside him, before returning his gaze on the wedding guests.
‘Thank you for sharing in our special day,’ the bride grins, taking Ari’s hand between her own.
Grinning back at her, Ari replies, ‘thank you for allowing us to be a part of such a joyous event.’
‘Are you passing through?’ The groom asks, seeming a bit more reserved than his new bride.
Justin nods slightly, ‘we leave back home in the morning.’
A sad smile crosses the bride’s face, ‘home.. oh, how I miss that word. Our home was destroyed when The Chancellor took most of our villagers away. We fled to my grandfather’s inn, along with the other survivors of our village.’ She looks around at the wedding guests. ‘I guess this is our home now.’
Ari’s brows furrow in sadness, as she looks out to all the party goers, realising they were all displaced. The music changes, an upbeat and high tempo beat, and the bride grabs her groom and launches into a dance, moving from side to side, keeping in time with music.
‘Shall we?’ Justin stands and reaches out a hand to Ari, an expression of tentative hope on his face.
Taking his hand, Ari jumps up and follows him to the dance floor. He places a hand around her waist and takes her right hand in his own. She places her other hand on his broad shoulder, and looks up into his amber eyes, as they move a few steps to the right and then to the left. They move as one around the other dancers, around the fountain, keeping up with the tempo of the music, which gets faster and faster as they dance in the moonlight beating down on them all.
Justin cannot believe that in a world as dark and desolate as this one, that he would happen across such a creature as Ari. A woman so delicate, yet so tough; with powers for destruction but also healing. A woman who has a heart so full and willing to love, and always seeing the best in everyone. Someone who cares about others, strangers and always wanting to help the downtrodden.
Beautiful and strong.
Ari loses herself in the music and suddenly, it is only she and Justin, and the world is not ruled by Elites, a deranged mad-man is not trying to rebirth the human race, and her sister is alive and well.
Her sister.
Kaley.
Ari suddenly stops dancing as thoughts of her sister come rushing into her mind, threatening to overwhelm her. She was having a good time, for the first time in a very long time, and her sister was sick. Poisoned. Dying.
‘Ari? Are you okay?’ Justin lifts her chin up to look into her brown eyes.
Ari pulls away from him, and turns back to the fountain, taking a seat on the cold stone. ‘It’s Kaley.’
Justin nods before sitting beside her and she buries her head in his shoulder. They sit like this for a long while, not saying a word, but knowing what each one wants to say.


◆◆◆
 
The wedding party continues with no sign of winding down. Guy approaches Justin and Ari, a looks of concern on his face.
‘What is it?’ Justin asks, cautiously, as he untwines himself from Ari.
‘I have received some information from The Colonel that Almanach is soon to be overrun by The Chancellor’s forces. We need to move – now.’
Justin stands abruptly, ‘what? They’re coming here?’
Guy nods, before heading back to their room, ‘gather the others. We need to go.’
Turning back to Ari, before he could say anything more, she stands and nods, ‘I’ll get the girls. But we can’t just leave all these people to The Chancellor’s army.’
Justin sighs heavily, ‘there’s not much we can do.’
‘We must warn them,’ Ari pleads.
‘I’ll warn the innkeeper,’ Justin agrees, ‘get the others and wake Maude.’
Justin pays the innkeeper the bullion they owe and tells him of the incoming threat. The innkeeper thanks him profusely, before making his way around the courtyard, warning his guests of the imminent peril.
On returning to the room, Ari finds Maude is awake, sitting cross-legged on the vinyl floor. She looks up and Ari is certain there were tears in her amethyst eyes.
‘We need to go,’ Ari says quietly.
Without question, Maude nods, rising from the floor and follows Ari out into the courtyard, which has quickly become deserted.
◆◆◆
 
Now kilometers from the ‘Viribus Inn’, the group hide in the shadows of the buildings of the Village, following the path mapped out by Guy, leading them to The Underground. They come across a manhole in a deserted street, which they silently enter, slipping into the darkness below.
Looking through his map, Guy explains the fastest route through the sewers to The Underground, before they continue through the dark tunnels.
As they walk in silence, Ari notices Maude seems distant with her mind focused somewhere else and Ari is reminded of her tears hours earlier.
‘Are you okay?’ she asks her.
It takes a few minutes before Maude answers, ‘I’m fine.’
‘Are you sure? You don’t look fine.’ Ari looks to her damaged hand. ‘We can talk about it,’ she says, softer, gentler.
Fire burns in Maude’s eyes as she relives the torture she was forced to endure at the hands of The Chancellor’s bitch doctor – Cecelia Hadrad. What she wouldn’t do to get her revenge on that woman..
‘Maude?’
‘Bloody hell, Ari,’ Maude snaps, ‘I said I’m fine. Let it go.’
Slightly hurt at her friend’s response, Ari nods, before falling back, and allowing the redhead to move on.
Maude feels somewhat guilty for how she reacted but the thought of having to explain everything she went through – the hormonal treatments, the painful harvesting of her viable eggs, the scientists draining her of her blood until she was almost a living corpse, so that they would have her DNA to manipulate – she just couldn’t do it.
And last thing she wanted was for anyone to feel pity on her.
She was an assassin.
A strong woman warrior.
A sharpshooter.
She has made hundreds of kills from afar – all without ever being caught.
Well, she used to be a sharpshooter.
Her right hand throbs with pain, as the bones try to knit together, despite them not setting in the right position. She would never be a sharpshooter again – her shooting hand was ruined. Even the healing powers of her friend would be no use – they could heal damaged DNA of cells due to ageing, mutations, poisons. A hand and wrist fractured in a thousand pieces – that would be an injury she would never come back from.
Justin interrupts her thoughts. ‘Maude,’ he says, softly.
She looks up at her assassin friend, before realising she had stopped in her tracks, her breathing coming fast and uneven.
Without another word he gestures with his head towards the others who venture deeper into the sewer tunnels. He understood what she was going through. He had daily nightmares himself, reliving his own ordeal as The Chancellor’s guinea pig – where he was injected with vials of unknown substances. Some would cause his body to feel like it was burning all over, encompassed in a blanket of fire. Others would make him feel as if he was frozen, his body temperature falling so low, he could feel his mind starting to slow, his heart beating only occasionally, and he wanted to sleep.
Sleep forever.
But then he would see Arielle.
Her rosy cheeks.
Her big brown eyes.
And her smile. The most dazzling smile he has ever known.
He glances back at Ari, who is deep in conversation with Hani. He catches her eye and she gives him one of those smiles he can’t get enough of.
He rubs the right side of his neck, remembering the thousands of needles that had been injected into his jugular vein. He had no idea what they had been testing on him or what they had been doing with the gallons of blood they had siphoned from him.
There is shuffling up ahead and he tenses, as he turns to those behind him, eyes wide, urging them to stand still. Guy, Malik and River had already passed out of his line of sight, the blue glow of their light no longer visible.
The shuffling grows louder, followed by a yell and then a splash.
Someone else was down here in the bowels of Almanach Village.




Chapter FORTY

Having travelled for three days straight, with little to no rest, Xavier, Ai-Ling and Kaley finally arrive at the foot of the mountains.
Kaley had been falling in and out of consciousness, with the poison gaining strength in her body, against the Mythridatium. By the third day, she had been mostly unconscious, being carried in a makeshift swag, constructed from Xavier’s sleeping bag, between Ai-Ling and Xavier’s shoulders.
Night has fallen, and the moon is a sliver of silver against the pitch-black sky. The stars dance above the snowcaps of the mountain range, as Ai-Ling watches, sitting with her arms hugging her knees close to her chest. The warm blue glow of the heating cylinder sits before her. Xavier sits, cross-legged, watching Kaley’s ragged breaths. He looks up to the night sky and prays – prays that she holds on at least one more night until they can find the help she needs to heal.
‘We will save her,’ Ai-Ling whispers, her voice carried on the slight breeze.
Xavier nods, his nose stud gleaming with the blue-light of their artificial campfire. He’s not so sure that they will save her.
But he can only hope.
◆◆◆
 
Holding his fists high, Justin creeps forward, and looks around the corner of the sewer tunnel. Following close behind, are Maude, Ari, Delta and Hani. Justin turns to the mages, before gesturing silently to Maude and Delta to cross to the opposite side on the tunnel. Maude leaps across the sewage water, with some effort, having lost much of her athletic frame after months of no training and lack of proper food. Hani pushes her palms down towards the ground, and like a feather, floats on air, gracefully, to the other side.
Maude peeks around the corner, and glimpses a shadow moving up ahead.  She turns to Justin across the way, and they exchange a nod, before they confront the mystery foe up ahead. As they move out of the shadows, they are instead confronted by a sight they were least expecting.


◆◆◆
 
Unable to sleep, for fear of missing Kaley’s last breath, Xavier is exhausted when the sun finally rises above the distant horizon. Ai-Ling returns to their campsite, two small rodent-like creatures in each hand. Scouring the low-lying rock formation at the base of The City of Secret’s neighbouring mountain range, she had come across a nest of the creatures. Using her earth-manipulating power, she was able to trap the two fattest, and hence slowest, of the family in a quicksand she created out of the dense granite stone they had been sleeping on.
As she turned the charred remains of the two creatures over above the blue-flame of their artificial fire, Kaley begins to stir. Xavier rushes forwards to her, cradling her head in his hands. Her brow is damp, causing her blonde fringe to stick, matted. He pulls a water bubble from his belt, cracking the top and placing it to her lips.
‘Drink,’ he says softly.
Kaley takes a few sips, before she opens her eyes.
Xavier stares back into the piercing blue, his soul constantly getting lost in the endless ocean.
‘How long have I been out?’ she asks.
‘A couple days,’ Xavier explains, helping her to sit up, as she takes a further sip from the water bubble.
Ai-Ling approaches, handing her a small piece of the charred meat.
Kaley takes the meat with a small smile, before asking, ‘how long until we get to The City?’
‘We are just on the outskirts,’ Xavier says, looking into the distance. ‘If we head off soon, we should make it into the walls by midday.’
‘There is a surrounding moat,’ Ai-Ling explains. ‘And a tiny gate that gains us entry into the eastern side of The City.’
Kaley notices Xavier’s frown as Ai-Ling conveys their plan for entry into The City.
‘He does not think you will be able to cope with being underwater for a prolonged period of time,’ Ai-Ling says.
‘Shouldn’t that be for me to decide,’ Kaley says, defiantly.
‘You’re still very weak-,’ Xavier starts to protest.
Kaley cuts him off, ‘I can do it.’
Xavier frowns but does not say anything more, as he eats the remainder of his breakfast.


◆◆◆
 
Maude and Justin turn the corner and to their surprise are a group of gloomy runaways. Most are soaking wet, River standing away from the core of the group, looking slightly sheepish, for casting the sewer water out onto them in his surprise. As the rest of the group approach the forlorn people, Guy emerges from the crowd with a small woman, to approach Maude and Justin.
‘What’s going on?’ Justin asks, perplexed.
‘Jade?’ Maude recognizes the small stout woman standing slightly behind Guy.
Her face no longer carries its usual plumpness or rosy glow. Her brown curly hair hangs dry and limp. Her eyes are dark and dejected. She gives Maude a small smile.
‘What are you doing down here?’ Maude asks, concern marring her features as she approaches the doleful woman.
‘We sought refuge here,’ Jade starts, glancing behind her at the other woeful souls.
‘But The Underground-,’ Justin begins to ask.
Jade glances down to the ground, unable to meet Justin’s eyes. ‘Didn’t you hear? It’s been destroyed.’
‘When?’
‘Weeks ago,’ Jade says, her voice grabbing in her throat.
‘That’s not possible,’ Maude shakes her head. She looks to Guy. ‘Guy, you’ve been communicating with The Colonel for the last few weeks. I mean you even spoke to him merely hours ago. Didn’t you?’
Before anyone could contemplate what was happening, Guy pulls his daggers from his belt, wielding them in both his hands.
‘You bastard,’ Justin seethes, as he reflexively goes for his bow and arrows only to realise they were taken from him at The Chancellor’s laboratory.
‘You betrayed us?’ Maude’s face is so white it’s almost glowing in the dark of the sewers.
‘How long have you been playing us?’ Justin asks, his voice barely audible.
‘For as long as I have been a part of The Underground movement,’ Guy shrugs his shoulders.
‘You bastard!’ Maude lunges forwards, striking her left fist against the right side of his head. Guy hardly budges.
Instead he throws down his weapons. ‘I guess we should make this a fair fight.’
‘It’s one against seven, mate,’ Justin says, sizing him up. ‘Those odds aren’t great for you.’
‘I beg to differ,’ Guy smiles, mischievously.
Suddenly, his fists are glowing balls of fire, casting his shadow in long waves across the sewer walls.
‘You – you destroyed The Underground. You murdered The Colonel!’ Jade cries, as she cowers beneath the fireballs that were once Guy’s hands.
Guy clicks his tongue, ‘that was my twin brother, Inferno. And you may call me by my real name - Pyro.’




Chapter FORTY-ONE

‘You’re one of The Fire Twins,’ Ari gasps, mouth aghast.

‘Indeed I am. And my plan was to get all of you mages together so that we might find ourselves at The Chancellor’s disposal.’
‘And so you put on this elaborate ruse,’ Maude spits. ‘Pretended to be our friend and ally. For what?’
‘For the greater good, of course. We mages, were born of the earth for the greater good of the human race.’
Hani, Malik, Delta and River, square up against the fire-mage, flanking Ari in pairs on either side. The water of the sewer tunnel starts to bubble and churn, as it responds to the water-mage siblings’ fury.
‘Don’t you see?’ Pyro continues, a crazed look in his eyes. ‘Why else were we given these gifts? If not for the Earth wanting us to fight back. To create more like us. Super humans and beasts – our DNA has been extracted and used for the greater good. You two have also been contributing the greater good.’
He nods towards Justin and Maude who have now taken their fighting stance, as they slowly back towards the stowaways who cower in the corner, moving Jade behind them.
‘I tried to get you all together without too much collateral damage,’ Pyro purrs. ‘I mean the last thing we need is loss of human life. Well, except for those Elites who thought they could rule over us with their gold-encrusted fists. No – I believe in a world were those who have potential to contribute to a greater good should survive. And thrive.
‘It is our turn to rule. We will rule over those cockroaches who have barely contributed anything to society. Elite, Sub-Elite, commoner – it doesn’t matter. And those who have served the greater good – well, they will be allowed to live in our new world.’
‘You, were the one communicating with Julie, when Ari was captured,’ Justin suddenly realises.
Pyro laughs, ‘indeed. But she did not know it was I. No, she thought she was communicating with someone close to her twisted uncle. Little did she know I was relaying the information about the other mages that he had back to The Chancellor.
‘And so it all played out even better than we could have predicted. Arielle is kidnapped and we are sent on a rescue mission, heading to The Founding Family’s Palace to rescue not only Arielle but to obtain the earth-, water- and wind-mages too. At the same time, you and Maude are groveling to that weasel, Rex, whom my brother had convinced to give you up for one million bullion, the greedy little man he is. And he did – the two of you made perfect DNA donors to the cause.
‘It was quite the shame to lose that one earth-mage, though. The silly girl killed herself. Two are always better than one. But in the end, we managed to escape with the others. And my brother was conducting an elaborate ruse of his own.
‘He convinced the male water-mage that he was being clever - that he had us duped.’
River’s pale face somehow becomes even paler as the blood drains at these word’s, realising he was the one who was being played, back at Chvostek’s laboratory.
Pyro chuckles, ‘that is right. He was the one who allowed you access to the library – where you could find the newspaper from the Old World – and to the mortuary where you would steal those guards’ eyes and uniforms. He also allowed you access to your girlfriend. So you two could meet and concoct a plan for escape.’
Pyro’s smile broadens even more, touching his droopy eyes.
Fury coursing through her veins, Maude looks down at her mangled hand. This had all been part of some elaborate plan – their escape was just causing them to be caught even tighter in The Chancellor’s net. Her hand – part of her weapon as a sharpshooter – she destroyed it for no reason at all.             
‘Yes, we wanted you all to escape,’ Pyro chuckles, as he watches Maude’s anger rise to boiling point. ‘We scared you into crossing that Swamp with the missile launch on Rostenburg. The creature in the swamp was also a product of Dr Hadrad’s creation – a diversion plot so that I could get you all down here where we will be taken to The City of Secrets, to meet our future Ruler and to get that Xavier out of the way. He started to suspect that I wasn’t who I claimed to be. And, no, there was no attack ordered on the village above – it was just my way of getting you all down here.’
Maude lets out a high pitched sound, a cross between a scream and a snarl as she lunges for the man standing smugly before them.
‘You bastard!’ She bellows, before he grabs her right wrist in his fireball hand.
She screams in agony, as he burns through her flesh.
Ari looks on in anger, fury and rage coursing through her body. Starting in her chest and flowing into her arms and legs, her fingers and toes. Her eyes glaze over as she watches the Fire Twin bring Maude to her knees.
‘Enough!’ Justin yells, as he runs to Maude’s aid. ‘What is it you want from us?’
‘As I said,’ Pyro says, nonchalantly, releasing his grip on Maude’s charred wrist. ‘Getting you all down here was the plan. Where we could bury you under the rubble and extract your power for ourselves.’
‘You’re insane,’ Malik whistles.
‘Am I though? Your earth-mage girlfriend isn’t here to manipulate the earth. So maybe I am a genius.’
‘And my sister?’ Ari spits out, the fury almost bubbling over now.
Pyro shrugs, ‘collateral damage really. I mean she was a means to an end. Poisoning her was a great way to get that weak assassin and the earth-mage out of the picture.’
At these words, learning that her sister’s fears had once again come true, that she would be used and cast aside like trash, causes a fuse to snap in Ari’s brain.
Shadows cross her eyes, and the dark power residing within her explodes forwards, engulfing the sewers in a shadowy tornado. The force flings Justin and Maude backwards, flattening them against the cold, damp ground. The escapees for The Underground, cover their faces, and huddle even tighter together against the furor of Ari’s power. Delta, Malik, River and Hani cast themselves and The Underground citizens in a force-field of aerosolised sewer water combining their air and water manipulating powers to protect them against the incredible force.
Pyro loses his footing slightly, before he casts his whole form in flame.
‘You cannot defeat me,’ he shouts. ‘I am the phoenix – it is my duty to cleanse the earth of the likes of you and rebirth a Super Human race from your ashes.’
Ari looks deeper inside herself and launches waves and waves of the power she never knew she housed. It spills forwards, pushing the fire twin further and further back. He punches his fists together and launches a stream of flame towards Ari, causing her knees to slightly buckle and her the energy flowing to falter. She regains her composure before forcing the energy forwards, like dark webs spurting forth, encircling her prey.
Pyro casts further fireballs her way and at the mages behind her. They meet their mark. Ari is caught in a plume of smoke. She coughs, as she falls to her knees, and suddenly the dark tornado ceases to exist. There is a scratching sound in the distance, which grows louder now the sound of the whirling tornado has died out. The Fire Twin walks forwards, standing over the exhausted healer.
‘As I said,’ he taunts. ‘You are no match for me. You will all meet your fate – the extractors are here. You will all meet your fate. You will be remembered for the greater good.’
Ari turns her head towards the scraping sound, growing louder and louder. Shadows flicker on the walls of the sewer.
Pyro now looks to The Underground’s survivors, ‘as for all of you. You are not welcome in the New World. Cockroaches. Parasites. You will be taken to the internment camps where you will all eventually be destroyed.’
Too exhausted to move, depleted of all her energy, Ari struggles to stand and face her foe. Justin shuffles over to her and flanks her right side. The water- and air-mages stand by her other side.
‘We will not go down without a fight,’ Ari says, indignantly.
Pyro smiles smugly. ‘As you wish.’




Chapter FORTY-TWO

Having trekked for hours from the north side of the mountain ranges to the eastern wall of The City of Secrets, Xavier, Ai-Ling and Kaley take a much needed rest in the shadows on the looming mountains.
They each take a swig from their water bubbles and Kaley takes the last few drops of the Mythrandium. Xavier watches with concern as he notices the welts from the creature’s tentacles extending further up her neck and into her scalp.
The poison was spreading.
They were running out of time.
He stands and re-adjusts his supplies on his belt, before addressing Kaley, ‘are you sure you can handle the moat?’
Brow furrowing at frustration of hearing this same question the last few hours, Kaley lets out an exasperated sigh. She stands and does not answer, instead walking in the direction of their entry point of the moat, Xavier and Ai-Ling hurrying to catch up to her.
Surprised there were no cameras when they arrive at the wall, Ai-Ling points out to the other two the location of the gate that should gain them entry into The City.
‘It’s currently high-tide,’ she explains, but the gate is just ahead of us here.’
‘How do you know about this gate?’ Kaley asks, curious.
‘My sister-,’ Ai-Ling’s voice catches briefly. ‘My sister and I often came here on behalf of Eli after his siblings died. The Founding Family lived here for a long while before Eli’s parents died of their genetic curse. Then the siblings moved to The Palace. So we would come here on behalf of Eli whenever he was summoned on government matters.’
‘You two were trusted with government information?’ Xavier asks, incredulous.
Ai-Ling ties her long sheet of black hair back, before answering, ‘well, we were forced into submission to The Founding Family with mind altering techniques. It was not like we really had a choice. Slowly, I studied the map of The City we were given, and committed it to memory. In case, my sister and I ever did escape their clutches.’
Ai-Ling smiles a sad smile, ‘I guess I wasn’t as much under their control after all. Not like Mei, anyway.’
‘Can you swim?’ Kaley asks Xavier with a cheeky smile.
‘Well, yeah-,’ he starts to say before Kaley playfully pushes him backwards.
Xavier falls into the icey-cold water of the moat, head-bobbing as he comes up for air, spluttering. He gives Kaley a chastising glance before laughing. Ai-Ling and Kaley jump in after him and then the three of them dive down, deep into the murky water.


◆◆◆
 
Kaley starts to feel the fatigue taking over her body as they dive deeper and deeper, searching for the tiny gate that will give them entry into The City. Her lungs burn. Her throat starts to close up, almost forcing her to take in a deep breath. She calms herself, as her mind starts to panic – it’s taking too long. There is no gate. She was going to drown down here.
Suddenly there is a tug on her wrist. She looks down to find Xavier pulling her forward. Ai-Ling had found the gate. It was tiny, indeed. She and Ai-Ling would certainly fit through. But Xavier? His shoulders may be too broad.
Standing with her hands grasped on the bars at the far end of the gate, Ai-Ling digs deep into her core, and releases her energy into the surrounding stonewalls. They begin to crumble into sand and soon the gate comes away with ease. Ai-Ling casts it aside, before slipping into the small square hole, feet first.
Xavier grasps Kaley by the shoulders and gives her an encouraging nod. She follows after Ai-Ling, head-first, grasping the sides of the hole and propelling herself forwards to the other side. She turns back to check on Xavier, and as she suspected his shoulders become stuck between the walls. He struggles to free himself, but this seems to only get him more wedged in the hole. Kaley looks all around, searching for Ai-Ling to use her power to melt the stone away and make it bigger but she’s nowhere to be seen.
By now, they have been underwater for almost three minutes – soon she will need to surface to take a breath. Xavier continues to struggle to get free, and in the process, lets out gulps of air. Kaley swims towards him and reaches between his shoulders. She places her feet on either side of the stone wall and pulls and pulls. She starts to feel light-headed. She was running out of oxygen.
Come on! Come on! She yells in her mind
Xavier starts to grow limp, his head falling forwards. Kaley gives one last pull and he is freed. She pulls him by his right arm, and swims to the surface of the other side of The City walls.
And then she realises why Ai-Ling was nowhere to be found. She was being held captive by the Guards, who seemed to have been expecting them. Two guards flank Ai-Ling, phasers pointed to either side of her chest. Kaley looks up above her and finds black patent pumps and long tanned legs, belonging to a woman in a white coat with black bouncing curls around a beautiful face.
But her smile was all but beautiful.
‘Welcome Kaley,’ the woman purrs. ‘So nice of you to finally show up. We have been eagerly awaiting your arrival.’
At these words, two other guards reach into the water and pull Kaley and an almost unconscious Xavier onto dry land.
Answering Kaley’s puzzled expression, Cecilia Hadrad explains, ‘we need you dear. Your healing powers are ever so necessary to our cause.’
‘But how-?’
‘How did we know you’d be arriving on our doorstep?’ Cecilia finishes Kaley’s question with a smirk. ‘We have a mole in the midst of your friends. We have tracked all of your whereabouts for months, dear. And we are right on schedule. Soon your friends’ powers will be extracted and brought to us and you will get to work healing all of those who managed to survive the first phase of my tests.’
Kaley’s heart starts to beat faster and faster. Ari. Ari was in danger. And she was not there to help her. Instead she was here, searching for a cure for herself. Selfish, she thought. Typical selfish Kaley.
As the guards pull Kaley to her feet, she sways, as the poison spreads deeper into her system.
‘Poor dear,’ Cecilia croons. ‘We must take care of the poison first. Come.’
She saunters away towards The City buildings, guards dragging Kaley, Ai-Ling and Xavier behind.
Kaley is amazed to see the difference in the buildings of The City of Secrets compared to The Republique and even The City of Syn. Instead of tall skyscrapers with sprouting domes of flowers and greenery, and bright coloured screens with moving figures and propaganda, they are a stark white, glistening in the midday sun. White spires shoot up into the cloudless sky from domed structures. The streets are clean – white marble, interspersed with grey and green marble blocks, converging on a wide square.
A towering spire, reaching high above the rest of The City, dominates the eastern end. The west of the square is overshadowed by a white marble building with three domes, its façade has five round arched portals, leading inside, each enveloped by white, grey and green marble columns. Doors of bronze, belonging to another time, conceal the interior to the outside world. Fluttering on a flagpole, nearby, is a blue flag with a yellow phoenix blowing orange and red flame. At half-mast, as if in submission to the flag above it, Kaley realises, must have been the original flag belonging to this city – a gaudy flag on gold with a green and silver snake in a perfect circle, consuming its own tail.
She is dragged past the square and is then shoved into the back of a waiting, windowless van. Ai-Ling and Xavier are shoved in after her and soon, in a scene that was becoming all too familiar to Kaley, the van is moving them to an unknown location.




Chapter FORTY-THREE

Scraping and screeching.




Looming shadows.
A service-girl from the Holly-Oaks Centre of Beauty and Wellness stands opposite a sandy-blonde haired man with a sly grin.
Justin and Maude flank Ari on her right side. The mages flank her left, partially obscuring the path to the escapees who had sought refuge in the sewer channels below the earth.
‘Your time has come,’ Pyro taunts.
Slowly, a machinised monster turns the corner and comes in to view. It moves on a continuous track, rotating around its seven wheels on either side, its turrets pointed directly at Ari and her friends. Bordering the vehicle are rows of guards in the new National uniform of deep blue and white, right breasts decorated with the phoenix badge. To Ari’s dismay, but not surprise, standing at the helm of the gaudy machine is Colonel Duff.
Maude, however, cannot hide her shock. ‘You son of a bitch,’ she seethes.
‘My brother,’ Pyro introduces the Colonel, ‘Inferno.’
‘But the Colonel is dead..,’ Jade starts, cowering further.
Pyro laughs dementedly, ‘the Colonel died a long time ago. Inferno here, has posed as The Colonel for the past 18 months.’
The machinised monster comes to a stop and Inferno steps forwards. His face like melted wax, his charred flesh exposes his underlying skull in places.
‘With the establishment of The Underground, it was a perfect way for us to infiltrate the minds of those who wanted a new government, a new beginning for the human race,’ Inferno says, voice gruff. ‘We could get our ideology out that the Elites are a cancer on this earth and with recruiting you assassins, we could slowly kill off those Elites in power, including Chancellor Heston.
‘With the assassination of Chancellor Heston, The Great Andre Chvostek could take his position of power, and start to set our plan into motion. All the while, The Elites had no idea, having their attention turned on the assassins who were known to be killing off Elites of power and status in The Republique.
‘And sending you two on the mission to obtain The Healers as a ruse for The Underground to gain an advantage over The Elites – well of course you did whatever it took to defeat The Elites, and we had The Healer’s in our midst.’
‘So why did you allow me to be kidnapped and taken to The Founding Family’s Palace,’ Ari asks, still not making sense of it all.
‘As I said,’ Pyro answers, ‘I learnt of Julie’s uncle having the other mages in his midst, and allowing you to be kidnapped, meant we would gain access to them too.’
‘Enough talk,’ Inferno says with an air of authority, still wearing his Colonel’s cap.
The machine monster’s engine purrs back to life, the end of turret closest to the mages starts to glow bright, and then Ari’s ear’s go deaf, and they feel full, almost as if the air is pressing in on her eardrums. Suddenly, there is a bright flash of light and the mages are surrounded by a half-dome of white-yellow light. Ari collapses to her knees as she feels the soul start to unstick from her body. Her muscles ache, her bones feel as if they will shatter into a million pieces. Her eyes feel they might suck right out of her head. The other mages also fall to the ground, choking, crying out in pain.
The Fire Twins look on in smug appreciation.
Justin runs forwards and tries to penetrate the glowing dome, to get to Ari. He is thrown backwards by an unseen force, hitting the back of his head against the sewer tunnel wall. Dazed, he looks up to see Ari weighed down further and further by this unseen force.
He runs towards Pyro, and cuffs him by the collar. ‘What the hell are you doing to them?!’
Pyro smiles before raising his hands up to Justin’s wrists. With a flash, Justin’s wrists are consumed in flame and he let’s The Fire Twin go.
‘Allow me to explain,’ Inferno croons. ‘Meet the Angelus Mortem. Created by our head scientist, a device we will use to extract the power of you all. Ventus, aqua, sanare and ignis. And last – terra. But that earth-mage’s power will be taken soon enough.’
Ari struggles against the heavy weight that pushes down, as if the Earth’s gravity had suddenly tripled. Her mind starts to go blank.
Blackness.
Memories from her past -  a bubbling brook. Birds vocalising their birdsong.
The scent of bread baking. The image of a woman sitting by an open wood-fire, her blonde locks falling to her shoulders in ringlets, smiling warmly upon her two daughters of blonde and brunette who sit in her lap.
She whispers something to them, ‘you are both so special to your father and I. Don’t ever forget that we love you. And what we do next we do for your protection.
Blackness.
Memories of a blonde girl, her older sister, holding her hand, as they are taken away by two faceless men. Their mother falls to her knees in the dirt, sobbing as they are carted away in an automatic-driving wooden carriage, hidden under lambs wool pelts, to the promise of a better life. They were being smuggled out of their town. Rumours of The Healer Sisters had spread far and wide and The Elites wanted to get their hands on them. Ari and her sister were to be taken to the Southern Continent, where they would be far from the greedy reach of The Elites.
But instead the carriage is intercepted by Elite Guards, the sisters are found and taken away to The Republiqe.
They are sold to the highest bidder – Matron of The Holly Oaks Centre, where they will live out the rest of their lives under Elite rule.
I am special, Ari says to herself, smiling as she sees her mother’s face for the first time. I am special. I will not be the death of my friends. I will defeat all who try to oppress us. No longer will we be the downtrodden.
Ari struggles against the force bearing down on her. She looks around and finds the others almost completely sucked dry of their powers. She sees Maude and Justin fighting the guards who entered the sewers with Inferno and his Angelus Mortem. A guard hits Maude in the abdomen with a phaser then hits her to her upper back, before striking her in the head. She falls to the ground, puffing, cradling her right hand. Justin falls backwards are three guards take him on. He lays on the ground, shielding his face, as they lay blows – punches, kicks to his head, torso, abdomen.
As the Angelus Mortem continues to strip Ari of her healing power, she notices her other power is growing stronger, somehow. It is as if it has more room to soak up every inch of her, now that her Healing power is all but gone. She feels it consume every cell of her being, almost as if coating her from the inside out in a shield of armour. The fury that she usually feels when this power stirs is no longer there. Instead, she feels she is in control of it for the first time.
And then the invisible weight is lifted and her legs are able to carry her weight.
She stands and faces the Angelus Mortem. A shadow crosses her eyes and breathing slows. She balls her hands into fists and digs down into the centre of her body – gathering all of her newfound power. Then it bursts forward, emanating from every inch of her, breaking through the white-yellow light dome of the machine’s turret.
The machine monster crumples under the force of Ari’s power, almost as if an invisible giant was crumpling a piece of paper in its hand. The extraction process is ceased and the mages are able to stand and face their foes.




Chapter FORTY-FOUR

Kaley, Ai-Ling and Xavier are marched out of the van, wrists and ankles shackled by plasma binds, to a white marble structure, housing three huge bronze doors, adorned with sculptures of creatures from the Old World and women in gossamer threads.
‘Welcome to your new abode for the next few months,’ Cecilia trills, as her accompanying guards scan their retinas in the nearby scanner adjacent to the left door.
The three captives are shoved inside and Kaley cannot help but marvel at the interior of their captors headquarters. A vast hallway spreads outwards, housing glass-stained windows, too numerous to count. Interspersed between the windows are various artworks depicting humans at war with one another. Standing in the centre of the hallway, just a few metres from the entrance, stands a white marble statue of a woman in a robe with a tablet in hand, holding it out to all those who entered. The carved words have been etched out roughly, leaving a blank tablet.
They are led to one of the many bronze doors to the right side, halfway down the hallway, before they are forced down the stairs and into the looming darkness. Eventually they come across a cold, damp stone room with cramped spaces enclosed by Old World gates and a stone altar stained with blood sitting in the centre.
Kaley is pushed into one of the cells, before Xavier is shoved into the neighbouring cell. Ai-Ling protests and tries to bite the hand of the guard who pulls her towards the bloodstained stone altar. She is strapped down with shackles binding her head, wrists and ankles. She screams and screams until Doctor Hadrad injects the contents of a small syringe she pulls from the pocket of her white coat, into Ai-Ling’s jugular vein.
‘What are you doing? Leave her alone!’ Kaley cries.
Cecilia grins at her friend’s pain before nodding to the guards closest to the dungeon door. One of the guards opens the door, letting in a portly man, forehead beaded with sweat, his face ruddy and his chest puffing with him having raced down the hallway and stairs minutes earlier.
He approaches Cecilia with a silver tray floating before him. Laid out on the tray are syringes of various sizes, monitoring equipment, what looks like a pair of pliers.
‘Doctor Hadrad,’ he says, still puffing from the exertion. ‘I came as soon as I heard. Soon we shall also have the extracted powers from the other mages – Angelus Mortem is working beneath the earth as we speak.’
Without a word to the other scientist, Cecilia takes the tray and lays it out beside the stone altar. She grabs a large syringe and plunges it deep into Ai-Ling’s inner left elbow. She doesn’t flinch, unconscious or perhaps paralysed by whatever the evil scientist had injected into her veins minutes earlier.
‘Leave her alone!’ Kaley cries again.
Her complexion is yellowed, her body covered in a thin layer of perspiration from head to toe. She feels nauseated, and as if she is running a fever well over forty degrees celcius. She realises the poison has almost taken over her body completely. Cecilia glances over to her before addressing the portly scientist, who watches the Doctor with stunned reverence.
‘Ezra, she has been poisoned by my dear Hapalaena. Fetch the antidote. If she dies, I will leave you to explain the loss of The Healer to The Great Chancellor.’
Ezra nods eagerly, before shuffling out of The Dungeon and heading upstairs to the laboratory above.
Kaley watches the scientist as she places a number of monitoring equipment on Ai-Ling, before reading the results on a hand-held tablet. She scrolls through the results, before glancing up, eyes meeting Kaley’s.
‘Don’t worry,’ she whispers, in her sultry tone. ‘You will be next.’
She notices Kaley’s eyes shift to the unconscious form of Xavier nearby.
‘He will be taken to the internment camps tomorrow – he really isn’t of any use to me.’
Before long, Ezra returns, a small vial of pink liquid in his hand. He tentatively approaches Kaley’s cell, which the guards open, and he steps inside. Kaley flinches as he nears, but she notices a kindness about him. He seems to be misplaced in this scenario. He approaches cautiously, and hands the vial to Kaley.
‘It’s the antidote,’ he stammers. ‘To the Hapalaena’s poison.’
Kaley takes the vial and after examining it for a few seconds, un-stoppers it and pours the whole contents down her throat.
‘It will take some time to work,’ Ezra starts to say before Cecilia cuts him off and orders him back upstairs.
Kaley’s eyes are suddenly heavy. She fights it but the urge to sleep is too strong and soon she gives in.




Chapter FORTY-FIVE

Ari watches the scene before her – guards lay dead on the sewer ground, having succumbed to The Healer’s newest power.
Pyro and Inferno now stand side by side – The Fire Twins – facing the mages they had stolen from. Justin and Maude pause to catch their breath, as they look on in awe at the destruction Ari’s power had caused.
‘How is it possible she still holds her power,’ Pyro questions his twin brother.
Inferno shakes his head as he eyes Ari carefully. ‘The Angelus Mortem should have extracted all her power as it did with the other mages.’
Hani, River, Malik and Delta in unison direct their energy towards The Fire Twins. But nothing happens. The siblings exchange concerned glances. Hani feels empty, as if her soul had been taken from her. River looks down to his hands, feeling as if they were taken from him. His sister tries and tries again to release her power over the sewer water without avail. Malik turns to his sister, pulling her behind him, almost subconsciously in an act to protect her.
‘Like I said,’ Pyro says in his dulcet tones, ‘you are no match for us.’
With these words he and his brother spew fire from every inch of their body towards Ari and the others. Mustering all the energy she can, Ari deflects the fire away from the mages, the assassins and Underground escapees. The fire continues as if from a flamethrower, bouncing back towards the incendiaries, as if from an invisible shield growing from Ari’s hands.
Ari is pushed back, inch by inch, as she struggles to hold the firepower at bay. Her legs start to falter, her knees start to tremble. With the force of the fire emanating from The Fire Twins, the sewer tunnel’s walls and ceiling start to crumble. Justin runs to Ari’s aid, the other mages try but fail to reignite their own power.
Images flash before Ari’s eyes – a wolf chasing her through a forest, a beast chasing her into a cave, the bodies of her friends laying, bloodied at her feet. She had to save them. From The Chancellor. She needed them to survive so that they might save all of those who were now imprisoned by him or being experimented on in his twisted plan for a better future. She knew what she needed to do. There was no way, with the mages having had their power almost completely extinguished, and Justin and Maude bloodied and bruised, missing their weapons, that anyone else but her would be able to defeat Pyro and Inferno.
In doing so, she may not survive.
But it was the only way.
‘We need to get out of here,’ Justin shouts in Ari’s ear over the roaring of flames.
Ari nods, her brow beaded with the exertion of holding off the fire-mages’ power. ‘Yes. You need to get out of here. And you need to take the others with you. I can hold them off for a few minutes.’
Justin’s eyes grow wide at the realisation of what Ari was saying, ‘you won’t survive if the tunnel collapses. We need to go – now.’
Ari turns her head slowly towards the handsome assassin; looking into those green-rimmed hazel eyes she could never quite picture perfectly in her many dreams whilst held captive by Eli. She glances at the tight scar across the right side of his face, always wanting to ask about the origins of it but never quite finding the right time. Then she looks down at his lips – a perfect cupid’s bow, smooth lines, soft on her own once upon a time.
What she wouldn’t give to feel those lips on her own one last time…
‘You need to go,’ she says softly. ‘It’s the only way The Underground Movement can survive. It’s the only way Chvostek can be defeated. You need to help those who cannot help themselves.’
Tears start to well up in his eyes, as Justin shakes his head, not wanting to let go. Maude comes up behind him, and pulls him away.
‘We need to go!’ She yells, voice breaking with the air now dried out with intensity of the flames.
The mages have already started to run, taking The Underground survivors with them, navigating the many tunnels, avoiding the falling bricks and debris, searching for the nearest escape.
Watching their escape and not being able to circumvent their firepower around Ari, the incendiaries become increasing infuriated. They channel their anger into their power and the flames grow in intensity.
Ari diverts her own emotional pain into her own power, and fires back towards the twins. The two forces combining causes a shudder through the earth and a loud crack! ensues. A fissure flows from one side of the tunnel ceiling to the other, dust falling on the individuals below.
She shouts to Justin and Maude, ‘you need to leave! Now!’
Before he could protest further, Maude drags Justin away.
‘Find my sister! Help her!’ Ari calls after them.
Maude nods, tears streaming down her soot-covered face.  As they leave, Ari turns her attention back on The Fire Twins. Suddenly their flames are extinguished, sucked back into their being.
‘Brave of you,’ Pyro commends. ‘But you will not live to tell the tale.’
‘Enough talk.’ Ari crosses her arm in an X across her body, bringing her fists down by her hips, before pushing them forwards, forcing her power towards the twins.
Her power spews forth, like black threads weaving their way around the twins, encircling them from head to toe. Her destructive power suffocates and extinguishes their flame. Pyro collapses to the ground, but Inferno is stronger. He manages to break loose from the shadowy threads and throw his flames at her. She hesitates, her power faltering, before she regains her composure and her power streams outwards, consuming the whole tunnel.
On combining with the flame there is a massive explosion, causing the fissure in the tunnel ceiling to enlarge, and the walls to cave in to a mass of rubble and broken pipes.


◆◆◆
 


Maude and Justin run through the tunnels, coming across a collapsed portion of the sewers, blocked by rubble. They turn and run the other way, making their way through the maze until they come across a metal retractable ladder. Jumping to the lowest rung with her left hand, Maude loses her footing, falling backwards onto her damaged hand. Cursing, she gets to her feet. Justin pulls the ladder down and they take every second rung, to the open manhole above.
Just as Maude pulls her legs up and out of the manhole, a crack appears in the white marble street, feathering in all directions, growing larger and larger. The assassins run from the sewer opening, taking the mages and The Underground’s survivors with them.
A loud explosion sounds from underground and the earth caves in, leaving a crater where the sewer system once stood.
Justin looks on in despair.
Maude takes his hand in her own, unsure how to console her friend.
River holds Hani tight under his arm, tucking her into the recess of his shoulder, as she quietly sobs, her amber eyes glistening in the still moonlight.
Mouth aghast with the events that just unfolded, Malik sits down on the marble ground, trembling whilst Delta paces a few steps before pacing the other way, hands clasped over her head.
Standing with the other survivors in the corner of the square, Jade watches on in stunned silence.
The whining of sirens sound in the distance, snapping them all back to reality.
Justin turns to the others, ‘we need to move on. We cannot stay out here.’ Without another word, he moves away from the square and the crater, Maude following at a distance.
‘We cannot all move as a group together,’ Maude says, as she hurries to catch up to him. ‘It’s too risky. We’ll get caught.’
Justin considers this for a moment. ‘You’re right. We need to get the others out – they’re all of what’s left of The Underground Movement. I need you to get them out and see what you can recover back at Headquarters.’
‘And you?’
‘I am going to find Kaley, Ai-Ling and Xavier.’
‘You don’t have any weapons,’ Maude counters.
‘There’s bound to be an armoury around here,’ Justin shrugs. ‘And I’ll take some of these guys with me.’ He nods towards the mages, who stand nearby, looking lost.
Maude concedes, ‘very well. I will escort the survivors back to our Headquarters. If you don’t make it back in two weeks, I’ll come searching for you. And try an find a bloody Communicator.’
She and Justin embrace before she heads back towards The Underground citizens. On the way she says a few words to the mages. Hani and River hug their siblings, before joining Justin. The others join Maude as they plan their journey back.
‘So what’s the plan?’ River asks Justin.
‘First we find Kaley and the others. Then we find that bastard Chancellor and destroy him and his internment camps.’
Justin would avenge Arielle.
He will fulfill his promise to rescue her sister.
And then he will wreak havoc on those who took away his love and turned his world upside down.
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